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Right Conditions 

To see the Milky Way and be able to photograph it, you need to be far away from the city and light 
pollution.  A rural area is best. It is surprising how much of a glow the camera picks up from seemingly distant 
light. But bright light will mask the stars and ruin your shot. You also need a dark, clear night. This means a 
moonless sky and no cloud to obscure the stars. Try to shoot during a new moon or just a small crescent moon. 

Right Camera Settings 

You will need an SLR with a wide angle lens set up on a sturdy tripod and controlled by a remote 
shutter.  These last two things are critical for avoiding blurry images. Ideally you will have scouted the location 
in daylight and will know where to set yourself up and how to compose your shot in darkness. 

 Focal Lengths: Wide angle.  Go as wide as you can.  The wider your lens, the more of the Milky Way 
you can capture. 

 Shutter speed: 15 to 30 seconds, depending on your camera and the conditions. This is how you will 
capture more light and create a sufficiently bright exposure.  If you leave the shutter open for longer, 
you will get elongated stars and the start of star trails which is not good for Milky Way shots. 

 Aperture: Ideally f/2.8 or the lowest f-stop your lens will allow. 

 Focus: Go to infinity then come back a smidgen. Switch to manual focus, so the auto-focus does not 
hunt around. 

 ISO: 1600 to 6400 – you will definitely get some noise, but you can reduce this in post processing. The 
choice of ISO can also be looked at in combination with the shutter speed to suit your conditions.  So 
for instance, try 6400 ISO and 20 sec, 3200 and 25 sec, 1600 and 30 sec and see what works best for 
your camera. You want to amplify the stars, not the noise. 

Right Composition 

Just because it is dark out there does not mean you should forget about the foreground. You can add interest 
to your scene by including some earthly reference such as hills or mountains, trees, rock formations, a person, 
or as you can see, even a lighthouse! 

Right Processing 

The two most important things you can do to make post processing a little easier is to shoot RAW rather than 
JPEG and get the best exposure you can in-camera. Beyond this, in post processing, consider the following: 

 Increase the contrast 

 Decrease the blacks 

 Increase shadows 

 Increase clarity 

 Apply sharpness and noise reduction 

 

There is a little bit of effort involved, but I hope this post will inspire you to venture out and experience the jaw 
dropping beauty of a crisp, dark night sky and capture the moment with your SLR. If you give this a try, let me 
know how you go! 


