


Overview

• What is Astrophotography? 

• Essential gear 

• Camera settings that actually work 

• Manual focus & getting sharp stars 

• Preparation & planning 

• Night photography etiquette



What is 
Astrophotography? 

• Landscape

• Wide-field

• Solar

• Lunar

• Star Trails

• Deep Sky

• Meteors/Comets/Satellites

• Aurora

Tonight: Wide- field Milky Way, Aurora and 
night landscapes (most accessible starting point)



Essential Gear – The Basics 

• Camera - DSLR or mirrorless 
- Manual mode essential 
- Full-frame helpful but APS-C works well

• Lens - Wide-angle preferred (14–24mm FF equivalent) 
- Fast aperture (f/1.4–f/2.8 ideal)

• Tripod - Non-negotiable 
- Sturdy
- Stable > lightweight



Helpful (But Optional) Gear

• Remote shutter or 2-sec timer

• Head torch (with red light mode)

• Extra batteries (cold drains them fast)

• Lens cloth (dew happens!)

• Intervalometer (for star trails)

Star trails
45mm, f/2.8, ISO 100, 8min exposure



Understanding your Limits

• Camera

• Tripod (weight limits, consider 
terrain and conditions)

• Lens type

• Personal limits

50mm, f/1.6, ISO 1250, 4 sec



Camera Settings – The Big Three

Aperture

Shoot wide 
open or close to 
it

Typical: 
f/1.8 – f/2.8

You'll struggle 
with 4.0 and 
above

Shutter 
Speed

Shutter speed 
15 sec.

Long enough to 
gather light

Short enough to 
avoid star trails 
(avoid > 20 
secs)

ISO

Starting point:  
1600–6400

Keep your iso 
as low as you 
can.



Camera Settings – Extra Tips

• Auto White Balance 
• Can consider setting with Aurora: 3900- 4500K (start)

• Remote shutter or 2 sec timer

• Turn off the following settings: 
• Image stabilisation
• In-Camera Long Exposure Noise Reduction (LENR)



Ready to start shooting?

SHOOT!!!!

Manually focus to that star

Find the brightest star in the sky

Frame your shot



Quick Adjustments
Consider your exposure triangle

Darker Brighter



Starter Settings – Milky Way

Aperture

f/1.4 - 2.5 

14mm- 20mm 

Shutter 
Speed

15–20 seconds 

ISO

ISO 1600-3200



Capturing the 
Aurora

When can we see aurora?

- Strong solar activity 
(high Kp index, strong negative Bz) 
- Clear southern horizon 
(for Southern Aurora) 
- Dark location away from 
city lights

Key differences to Milky Way shooting:
- Aurora is moving → use faster shutter speeds 
- Colours may be faint to the eye but strong on camera

When can we see aurora?

- Strong solar activity 
(high Kp index, strong negative Bz) 
- Clear southern horizon 
(for Southern Aurora) 
- Dark location away from 
city lights

Key differences to Milky Way shooting:
- Aurora is moving → use faster shutter speeds 
- Colours may be faint to the eye but strong on camera



Starter Settings – Aurora

Aperture

f/1.4-2.5 

14mm- 20mm 

Shutter 
Speed

6-10 seconds 

ISO

ISO 1600-3200

Focusing: Focus exactly as per stars (manual focus critical)



Tips

• Take lots of frames 

• Review your histogram

• Check your focus every now and then

• Be prepared to rapidly lower ISO (first) and then shutter speed 

• Aurora displays can brighten and fade quickly 



Extra Info-
Crop Sensor

Tips to avoid star trails





Manual Focus – Why It Matters 

• Autofocus will fail at night 
- Too dark - No contrast

• Sharp stars = make or break image 

• Slight mis-focus = soft, unusable image



How to Manually Focus at Night
Step-by-step:

1. Switch lens to MF

2. Use Live View

3. Use Manual Focus Assist or Focus Magnifier 
• Magnifies the image (5-10x) on your screen when 

the lens ring is turned
• Some cameras do this automatically
• Other cameras require use of Digital Zoom button

4. Select focus on a bright star or distant light,

5. Slowly adjust focus until star is smallest & sharpest

6. Take a test shot and zoom in on image to check

Tip: Don’t trust the infinity symbol blindly it doesn’t always work!



ACTIVITY TIME

Learning to manually 
focus on stars

• Focus ring

• AF/MF switch





Preparation – Planning Is Everything

General night shooting:

• BOM- check the weather!
eg. Sun set/twilight/sunrise, moon rise times, 
tide times (ocean locations)

• Ventusky - cloud cover and more
• app (paid), view on web browser for free

• Photo Pills - general planning
• great for milky way location, 

moon and sun location (AR mode)

No sky = no photos



Preparation – Planning Is Everything
Aurora Specific Resources:

• Glendale: All things Aurora in southern hemisphere

• Aurora Alerts: general idea of KP index

• Aurora Hunters Victoria: Facebook Group for sound guidance

• Space Weather Live: Space Weather including solar flares

Glendale Aurora 
Alerts

Space 
Weather 

Live



Anywhere dark with minimal to no ambient light!

Milky Way
• Ideal - Akaroola, Outback, Dark sky parks

• Closer to home - Lake Tyrell, along the coast

Aurora
• Aurora location map:

Aurora viewing in Australia -
Google My Maps

• Head south as far as possible with 
minimal/no ambient line. 

• Consider foreground for focus/interest

Suggested Locations



Planning

• Have a local or someone familiar with 
you

• Don't shoot alone and tell others 
where you are going.

• Be very familiar with your camera and 
how to adjust settings in the dark.

• This all takes practice, so do it!



ACTIVITY TIME

Knowing your camera 
in the dark



What to Bring

• Clothing: Appropriate clothing (jacket, jumper, beanie, neck 
warmer, layers etc)

• Comfort: Chair or blanket - Thermos (tea / hot chocolate) 
Snacks, Hand warmers 

• Head torch: best if you don't have to 
hold it , aim for red light if able

• Spare batteries & memory card: 
Cold weather chews batteries

• Mindset: slow, patient, enjoy the stars 



Night Photography Etiquette 

• Respect the experience for everyone

• Use red torch light only if able, avoid using phones & dim your screen

• Avoid shining torches at people or foregrounds

• Turn your auto focus assist beam off (red focus light) 

• Dim lights when coming in/leaving carpark (where safe!)



Car headlights

Light pollution

Unfocused stars Cloud cover

Lighthouse

24mm, f/2.8, ISO 3200, 20sec exposure



Working Around Other Photographers 

• Don’t walk through someone’s frame, ask before moving

• Ask before turning on a light, someone may be in the middle of shooting

• Avoid setting up directly in front of others

• Be aware long exposures are running

We’re all out there for the same reason



Wrap-Up

Key takeaways:

• Planning matters more than gear 
• Manual focus is critical 
• Start simple, refine with practice 
• Be prepared, be respectful
• Enjoy the night



Questions

QUESTIONS???


