
QUICK GUIDE TO SHOOTING CITYSCAPES
Short Guide 

Written by Jason D. Little

Prachanart Viriyaraks
https://www.flickr.com/photos/drflint/10211057193/

Photzy

https://www.flickr.com/photos/drflint/10211057193
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Before you dive into this guide, here's a few other
free resources to help you learn photography:

What is Your #1 Photography Killer?

Take Quiz →

Take this 30 second quiz to find out
the #1 thing holding your
photography back.

Free Photography eBooks

Download eBooks →

Free access to our library of 250+
downloadable (pdf) tutorials on
everything you can imagine.

3 Free Photography Cheat Sheets

Download Cheat Sheets →

Grab 3 free photography cheat
sheets that will help you
understand the basics.
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Cities are transformed by the cover of night; these labyrinthine 
centers of concrete, steel and glass seem to magically morph 
into beacons of colorful light once the sun sets. A photographer 
doesn’t need to live near mountains or canyons or prairies in 
order to have access to grand, imposing, natural subjects. Cities, 
with their bridges, skyscrapers and highways, provide their own 
brand of topographical texture.

While there are certainly no rules about what time of day you can 
photograph various city scenes, you might want to be mindful 
of the role that natural lighting can play in the making of your 
images. If you are looking to maximize the impact of color and 
contrast in your cityscapes, you will surely want to consider the 
following advice.
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PLAN AHEAD

Planning is particularly important if you’re 
unfamiliar with a city. Take a look at a 
travel guide or city map and pinpoint a 
few locations that you think would make a 
compelling photo — locations that feature 
lots of lights and interesting structures. If 
you’re not keen on the idea of unfolding 
and re-folding an annoying paper map 
or flipping through the pages of a book, 
there are plenty of informative travel apps 
available for your mobile device.

Since you will likely be doing a lot of 
walking, it’s a good idea to keep your kit 
as light as possible. At a bare minimum, 
you will need your camera, a wide angle 
lens (preferably something wider than 
35mm), and a tripod. A neutral density 
filter and a remote shutter release might 
also come in handy.
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TIMING AND LOCATION

For truly exceptional cityscapes, shooting 
at twilight is the best decision you can 
make. Twilight, very roughly speaking, is 
when the sun has fallen below the horizon, 
yet there remains enough natural light 
to easily see everything around you. The 
light at this point of the daily cycle is 
also beautifully diffused, but it won’t be 
long before twilight transitions to a more 
intense darkness, so you will want to give 
yourself sufficient time to arrive at your 
chosen location and set up your camera.
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As far as location is concerned, you will 
probably have a wealth of options at your 
disposal no matter what city you’re in. It 
may come across as overly simplistic to 
suggest that you “choose an interesting 
location,” but this truly is what it comes 
down to. Highly reflective buildings, 
buildings with lots of lights, light or 
brightly colored structures, storefronts, 
bridges, major landmarks, waterfronts — 
it’s all up to you and whatever tickles your 
fancy.
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SETUP AND SETTINGS

A tripod is essential in this scenario, as 
you will be shooting long exposures. It is 
possible you might find yourself needing 
an exposure time of greater than 10 
seconds, something that simply can’t 
be successfully attained by handholding 
the camera, even with the aid of image 
stabilizing technology. For ultimate 
stability and sharpness, a sturdy tripod 
is a must. A tripod will also allow you 
to keep your shot perfectly level, which 
is particularly important in cityscape/
landscape shots. No matter where you 
choose to set up your camera and tripod, 
try to stay out of the way of passersby; this 
is to protect others as well as yourself and 
your camera
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Newer photographers will often ask, “What should I set my camera to?” for any 
number of shooting situations. Specific exposure settings are virtually never universally 
applicable; you will need to adapt to the environment in which you’re working. There 
are some basic principles you can use as a starting point, however.

• Shooting mode: While experienced photographers might prefer manual mode, 
cityscapes can be photographed just as well in aperture priority mode.

• Metering mode: Matrix/evaluative metering. Avoid using spot metering.

• Aperture: Cityscapes are no different than landscapes in the sense that you 
generally want everything in focus; an aperture of at least f/8 will typically provide 
adequate depth of field, but if the foreground is taking up a considerable portion 
of the frame, it would be a good idea to go with an aperture of f/16.

• ISO: Keep ISO at 100. This will ensure you get the cleanest possible images.

• Shutter speed: Shooting in aperture priority, shutter speed won’t be your primary 
concern as the camera will set the shutter speed based on its meter reading.

• Focusing: With the amount of light remaining in the sky, you shouldn’t have much 
trouble with autofocus. If you do encounter difficulty, simply switch to manual 
focus or use live view. Live view is an excellent way to get precise focusing, just 
keep in mind it focuses rather slowly.

If, after taking a test shot, you aren’t satisfied with what these settings are giving you, 
adjustments can easily be made. If you need to change anything it will probably be the 
shutter speed. Assuming you were shooting in aperture priority, simply switch to manual 
mode and dial in the same aperture and ISO settings above and then adapt your 
shutter speed as needed.

“What should I set my 
camera to?”
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COMPOSITION

Composition is about arranging the 
elements you are photographing in such a 
way to maximize the visual interest of the 
overall image. 

When shooting cityscapes, you will find 
that you probably want to go beyond the 
very functional but basic rule of thirds. 
In this sort of environment, you will have 
plenty of geometrical shapes to play with, 
so consider using leading lines to draw 
the viewer’s eye toward a specific point of 
interest.
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This isn’t a necessary step in shooting cityscapes, but the use 
of a ND filter can help you get that silky, blurred effect when 
capturing moving clouds and water. On the other hand, if you 
want to make moving cars and people disappear from your 
shots, this can be accomplished with longer exposures, and 
ND filters help facilitate long exposures. Once the ND filter 
is attached to your lens, your exposure time will be affected 
— namely, it is going to increase. Focus and compose your 
shot before attaching the filter, then set/adjust your exposure 
afterward.
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MAKING THE PHOTO

Location, camera settings, composition, and focus are all in order. Now it’s time to 
capture the scene before you and commit its splendor to a digital image. All you’ve got 
to do is fire the shutter. But before you do that, remember that long exposures increase 
the possibility of noticeable camera shake, which leads to blurry images. You didn’t go 
through all this just to walk away with less than satisfactory shots, did you? Of course 
not, so you will want to take every reasonable precaution to avoid camera shake.

Again, using a tripod is your first and best preventative measure. Enabling the mirror 
lock up function is yet another option. DSLRs are mechanically not much different than 
traditional SLR cameras — they contain a mirror which generates a noticeable slap and 
vibration. You can set your camera to flip the mirror up before the shutter opens, thus 
greatly reducing vibrations.

A remote shutter release is an inexpensive, easy to pack accessory that can help reduce 
camera vibration by keeping you from having to physically touch the camera’s shutter 
button. Remote shutter releases can be found in both wired and wireless varieties. If 
you don’t have a remote shutter release you can use your camera’s timer function as a 
substitute.

A remote shutter 
release is an inexpensive, 

easy to pack accessory that 
can help reduce camera 

vibration.
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One final note about stabilization: if you’re using a lens or camera with image 
stabilization (Nikon VR, Canon IS, etc.) be sure to deactivate it while your camera is on 
the tripod; image stabilization technology continues to evolve and differs a bit across 
manufacturers, but in most cases using image stabilization in combination with a tripod 
can actually result in blurry images.

CONCLUSION

Cities represent jungles of a different sort; they are just as compelling as traditional 
landscapes as photographic subjects. While the specific elements may be different and 
you have to account for the presence of people moving to and fro, the best cityscapes 
deserve a place right alongside the best landscapes. Indeed, a well-crafted cityscape is 
one of the most stirring types of images a photographer can create.

A well-crafted cityscape 
is one of the most 

stirring types of images a 
photographer can create.
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Want quick photography tips? 
Check out our friends at DailyPhotoTips.com they'll send you 1 solid photography tip
to your inbox, 5 days a week. So you can start your day right, with actionable tips to
help you on your creative journey. Subscribe now →  (free for a limited time)

Hey there!
 

What is Your #1 Photography Killer?

Take Quiz →

Take this 30 second quiz to find out
the #1 thing holding your
photography back.

Let's get real for a minute... Learning photography can be super challenging! But
we're here to help you every step of the way! Here are 3 of our most useful (and
FREE!) photography resources:
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Free Photography eBooks

Download eBooks →

Free access to our library of 250+
downloadable (pdf) tutorials on
everything you can imagine.

3 Free Photography Cheat Sheets

Download Cheat Sheets →

Grab 3 free photography cheat
sheets that will help you
understand the basics.
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IF YOU’D LIKE TO CONTINUE 
LEARNING AND IMPROVING YOUR 

PHOTOGRAPHY PLEASE VISIT 
PHOTZY.COM
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