
Photographic workflow for taking Long-Exposures 

Here is a typical 10-step photographic workflow to use for long-exposure photographs: 

1. Note: for maximum flexibility during post-processing, shoot in RAW as opposed to JPEG. 

2. Start by setting up the camera on a sturdy tripod and select other settings: lens choice, 

composition, focus, and aperture. (Use f/8 – f/11 for optimum lens results / least diffraction). 

3. Switch the lens focus to Manual to avoid the lens ‘searching’ or use ‘back-button’ focus. Turn off 

any ‘vibration reduction’ / ‘image stabilisation’ as it can be counter-productive when using a tripod. 

4. Next, set the camera to Aperture priority and create a base exposure and make sure that the ISO 

is set to ISO 100 (or the lowest setting). 

5. Then, place the ND filter in front of the lens and make sure that the cable release is attached to the 

camera.  

6. Cover the optical viewer to avoid any light entering the camera from there. 

7. Now it’s time to see what the exposure will be with the ND filter attached: 

• While still in Aperture priority, check the settings on the camera. Sometimes there is enough light 

coming through the lens to keep the exposure at 30-seconds or less. If this is the case, press the 

shutter to expose the photo, and then preview it on the back of the camera. 

• However, if the 30-seconds number is flashing on the camera, it means that the exposure time will 

be greater than 30-seconds and you will need to use a separate timer. Now, set the camera to Bulb 

mode. (You can, if you prefer, set the camera setting to Manual from Aperture priority).  

8. Using a long-exposure app/card, enter the base-exposure shutter speed and ND filter type. 

9. The app will tell you how long you need to leave the shutter open. So set the long-exposure timer 

on the cable release and then press the button and keep it pressed until the timer goes off. (BTW, 

most cable-releases have a “locking” feature where you can lock the shutter down so you don’t have 

to press it with your finger the whole time.) 

10. At the end of the exposure, preview the image on the back of the camera and make changes as 

necessary. 
 

Notes: For Nikon cameras, there is a menu setting “Long Exposure Noise Reduction” which effectively takes an 
additional blank photo and maps this over the original to mask any areas where light leakage can have caused 
blank spots in the image. However, this doubles the exposure time for each shot! 

To ensure that Tripod movement is minimised, a heavy tripod is recommended or a weight such as a 
sandbag/backpack, can be hung from the hook as long as this doesn’t catch in the wind. Also remember not to 
extend the centre-column of the tripod, if it can be avoided. 

 

 


