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CREATING A TIME LAPSE 

PHOTOGRAPHY VIDEO 

 
 
 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Time Lapse Photography is where a series of images are taken at a set time interval and then 

condensed at normal video speed to effectively speed up motion. As an example, images shot at 1 

second intervals will be approximately 24x the speed you will see with the naked eye.  
 

The following are examples: 

• A speeded up sunrise and daybreak 

• Changing light on the landscape 

• A plant growing from a bud to a mature specimen 

• A construction site from initial dig to completed project.  

• A train journey of 100 miles that takes 5 mins (yes we’ve all seen it!) 

• A crowd (for example on a shopping mall) walking around 

• The night sky on a clear night 
 

Whatever the subject, time lapse will effectively speed up the process and condense a long period of 

time to a short one; the results can be fascinating! Each of the examples above will need different 

settings on your camera, for example frame rates will vary depending on both the speed of movement 

of the original subject, and the desired speed of movement.  
 

These examples may range from condensing something which takes half an hour or less (e.g. dawn 

break and sunrise) to something which is set to record for a year or more (for example the 

construction project). For the latter, you’d need to be prepared for the camera to be in a fixed position 

and protected from the elements of from theft / tampering over a considerable period of time; battery 

changes will also be needed. For the majority of uses, we’re talking about condensing periods of an 

less than an hour, so this this is what this paper will be focussing on. 

 

2. EQUIPMENT FOR TIME LAPSE PHOTOGRAPHY 
 

Key equipment as follows: 
• DSLR or Mirrorless camera system with lenses as appropriate 

• Intervalometer (if not built into the camera 

• Strong Tripod (to keep the camera still) 

• Filters: Neutral Density (ND) to give you flexibility with shutter speed (6 stop is most useful). 

Graduated Neutral Density (GND) to balance foreground and sky tones when shooting against the 

light. You’ll often need to combine these so will need a square filter system. 
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A number of camera makes and models have an inbuilt ‘Intervalometer’; this allows you to 

automatically set a set number of frames at set intervals on your camera. Nikon build them into all 

models, Canon only in selected models; you’ll need to check on the facility within your own camera. 
 

All Mirrorless (both Micro 4/3, Crop and Full Frame) format cameras should have a built in 

Intervalometer as it is fairly standand technology in recent models. 
 

 
 

 

With the Nikon example above, the setting is found in the shooting menu. This model has two options; 

Interval Timer Shooting, in which you create the video in post processing using full resolution files, 

and Time Lapse Photography in which the complete video is produced ‘in-camera’ but uses JPEG files 

at final video mode size (typically 1080 x 720 pixels or 1920 x 1080 px). You’ll have more flexibility 

and processing control if you create your own using RAW format in ‘Interval Timer Mode’. If you do 

not have an in-built Intervalometer, you’ll need to buy a separate one and attach it to your camera.   
 

For the purposes of this paper, I’ll be referring to an ‘in-camera’ intervalometer facility. 
 

You’ll also need a solid tripod, able to support the camera without movement over a period of time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Back of Nikon 

D800. You’ll find 

the In-Camera 

Interval Timer at 

different places 

within your menu. 

Consult the 

Instruction 

Manual 
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3. USING THE INTERVAL TIMER ON YOUR CAMERA 
 

The examples below are from a Nikon D800 DSLR. Most in-camera interval timers operate in a similar 

way.  
 

  
• Setting the Start Time: You can either set the timer to start when you press ‘OK’ or choose a 

selected time for it to start 

• Setting the Interval: I have selected 4 seconds interval between images, which is reasonable for 

slow moving clouds. One or two seconds is better for fast movng clouds. 
 

  
• Set the number of frames you want to shoot; 250 frames will give your around 10 secs of video 

footage. Make sure that you have sufficient memory on your card(s) to capture all the frames.  

The ‘x 1’ setting means the number of frames at each exposure. You’ll normally keep this at ‘1’ ; 

the other is only needed for HDR and can be ignored in most situations. 

• Start the Time Lapse: Just press ‘OK’ and the camera will start shooting. 

 

In the example shown above, I have set the camera to take 250 images at 4 second intervals with 1 

exposure at each shot. The time shown above (19.17) was the current time when I took the images 

on the back of the camera; If I had selected ‘Start Time’ it would have shown the set time here. 
 

You will rarely use bracketed exposures (more than one shot at each interval) with short time lapse 

sequences. This applies more usually with longer sequences in which you can expect significant 

changes in light level.  
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4. CAMERA SETTINGS 
 

Constant Light (either day or night time). Set the camera in manual mode. 
 

If the light is fairly constant, you’ll usually shoot in manual mode. If using any automatic setting the 

camera will respond to fluctuations by varying shutter speed or aperture (depending on whether you 

use A or S mode) and result in flicker. If the light is changing (for example partly cloudy with sunny 

intervals) you’ll find that to an extent this can also be accommodated in manual mode. The images 

will get lighter or darker but that is what happens in real life. Do set your camera exposure settings 

for the brighter exposure as it’s easy to blow the highlights if setting up the camera in shade / cloud. 
 

• Keep the aperture large (say f2.8 – f5.6). The less the camera has to stop the lens down, the more 

consistent the exposure will be so this will minimise flicker 

• Keep the shutter speed slow; this will assist with a smoother transition between frames. Less than 

1/100 sec is recommended.  To achieve this you will often need an ND filter. For example, if in 

normal daylight you would be shooting f5.6 at 1/250 sec, a 4 stop ND filter will reduce your shutter 

speed to 1/15 sec. This will make cloud movements smoother but for example if photographing 

moving traffic, will make the vehicles blur, whether desired or not. 

• Be aware of the difference between the frame interval and the shutter speed. If too close 

together, the whole sequence could break down due to buffering as the images are processed. I 

have found for example that a 2 second interval with a 1 second shutter speed is too close.  

• Use manual settings throughout: Focussing (using a set focus distance, ISO and white balance 

should all be on a fixed setting and variation between frames with create inconsistenccies within 

the Time Lapse, and auto-focus will cause difficulties with consistency of frame intervals. 
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With the example above taken in the Brecon Beacons, the light was constantly changing but manual 

exposure coped with it well. The frame interval was 4 seconds, EV f4 1/13th sec manual exposure. 6 

stop ND filter, 3 stop GND (graduated filter) I made sure when setting the original exposure that 

highlights were retained 

 

  
Beginning and End: These two examples show how the light changed between the first and last frames 

(15 mins apart) 

 

See the completed video at https://youtu.be/uBB3Xl6J7Us  
 

 

Tip 1 - Setting your shooting interval and Camera Settings 

These are recommendations only for the examples shown above but seem to be fairly reliable based 

on experience. Remember, day OR night Time Lapses require Manual Exposure settings; Day TO Night 

or vice versa require Aperture / AV Mode with post processing adjustment. Also time lapses over a 

long period of time (for example covering seasons or years require Aperture / AV mode due to the 

variation in light levels that will be experienced. You may also wish to bracket these. 
 

• A speeded up sunrise and daybreak: 3-5 second intervals: Aperture mode, open aperture 

• Cloud Movement: 2 secs for fast moving clouds, up to 4 secs for slower moving in lighter winds 

• A plant growing from a bud to a mature specimen in a season: one shot every couple of hours 

• A construction site from initial dig to completed project; may be 1-2 frames a day over a year.  

• A train journey of 100 miles that takes 5-10 mins: 1 second intervals 

• A crowd (for example on a shopping mall) walking around: 1 second 

• The night sky on a clear night: 20 - 30 second intervals (large aperture and ISO to around 800) 

• A hot air balloon in flight: 1-2 second intervals. 
 

Make sure that the length of your shutter speed doesn’t catch up with your interval. Also you MUST 

turn off Long Exposure Noise Reduction as it considerably lengthens processing time and the camera 

won’t keep up with the intervals.  
 

Remember the basic rules of using large Apertures in order to reduce flickering and to use longer 

shutter speeds to improve the smoothness of the video. If you’re starting to get buffering with 

intervals close together, try switching to JPEG 

 

https://youtu.be/uBB3Xl6J7Us
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Changing Light: Set the camera to shoot in Aperture (AV) mode. 
 

This is far more tricky. Manual mode might quickly over or under expose your image as the scene 

changes.  For example if you set your exposure manually for a low light sunrise scene as the view gets 

brighter your image will be quickly overexposed.  Shoot in Aperture priority mode (Av mode on your 

camera dial) instead. Set your aperture and allow the camera to select the corresponding shutter 

speed for the desired exposure.  Over time the camera will meter the changing light in your scene and 

adjust shutter speed automatically.  
 

However, don’t forget that the camera always wants to read 18% grey in any automatic mode; it’ll 

therefore look to fight against the changing light to produce the same tone. Rather than make 

adjustments during the shoot, I find it works well enough to estimate exposure changes during post 

processing (see Tip 5 below).  
 

 
 

With this example of Warwick Castle at dusk, the light was constantly falling. Aperture setting at f4. 

Shutter speed started at 1/10 sec and ended up at 3 secs as the camera adjusted for the light. The 

frame interval was 10 seconds, no filtration needed. 250 shots. I found that the 10 second frame 

interval was too long for the moving clouds. However, with the light dropping, if I had used a shorter 

frame interval, I would have run into problems with the shutter speed getting as long as the interval 

in which case the whole sequence breaks down. So I did slightly cheat here by then doubling up on 

each from in post processing, effectively halving the speed of movement and doubling the video time. 

The downside to this is that some of the smoothness of movement is lost. 
 

If you decide to shoot time-lapse in automatic mode of any kind, make sure you cover your camera 

eyepiece / viewfinder. Stray light can enter and affect camera metering. 
 

As with constant light, keep all other camera controls constant and use manual focussing (Back Button 

focus will do if you’ve delinked the shutter button from focussing. 
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These two shots show the light at the beginning and end (40 mins apart). With this example I did have 

the advantage of being able to spot meter off the castle which gave me fairly consistent exposure 

readings. This is because the artificial light gradually replaced the natural light and kept the EV reading 

off the castle fairly consistent. 

 

See the completed video at https://youtu.be/dDZEfB8xbI0 

Tip 2 - Getting a smoother video transition with shutter drag 

Because time-lapse photography involves the blending of many still frames to create a moving 

sequence, slower shutter speeds and motion blur creates a smoother time-lapse compilation.  You 

can control the amount of blur by selecting a slower or faster shutter speed. 

 

Tip 3 - How to combat buffering 

The closer your frame intervals are togther, the more likely you will experience buffering; this means 

that the camera’s processor can’t keep up with the image capture. While this will very between 

camera makes & models, the larger your source files, the worse this issue is likely to be and you may 

find that your frame intervals will become erratic. 

Try changing to JPEG instand of RAW; your camera should cope better. However, be mindful that your 

exposure control needs to be more accurate, particularly when shooting aganst the light, as you will 

have less processing control. 

 

 

  

https://youtu.be/dDZEfB8xbI0


8 

5.  PRODUCING THE VIDEO (IN ADOBE LIGHTROOM AND PHOTOSHOP) 

 

To start with, you’ll have a large number of RAW files. In some ways, you’re better off with a camera 

with a small sensor / pixel count as for a video you don’t really want huge files; they take longer to 

process and you’ll be reducing them to 1080 x 720 px or 1920 x 1080 px anyway! 
 

Importing and Processing the Files in Lightroom 
Use Lightroom for this stage as batch processing to a set crop size is much easier and quicker than in 

Photoshop (with PS each RAW file has to be opened in the program and resized, whereas in Lightroom, 

you import all of them nad effectively they are all open files than Lightroom can immediately work 

on). Also PS uses the rather odd 1-12 compression strength when processed from Bridge whereas in 

LR you can set the exact 72ppi required so you know it’s correct for video resolution. Elan Valley 

Reflection Sequence used as example 

 

 
 

Import the Images: I’ve unchecked the first few as they were test shots and they would have 

confused my sequence. I’ve also used ‘Add’ on the tab at the top I’ve already copied these files from 

the Memory card to a permanent drive. If you do need to copy to a new location from the card, use 

‘Copy’ or ‘Move’. Highlight all the images you want to import. 
 

Choose your destimation folder (using the menu on the right) and import them. This will take your 

RAW files from the card, import tham into Lightroom and place them in a folder in your HDD. 

Tip 4 - How to find the start and finish of your sequence 

You’ll probably find that you’ll be doing quite a few time lapse sequences. It can be difficult to 

remember where they started and finished. 
 

Either make a note of the first and last frame number in the sequence or shoot a blank frame at the 

beginning and end of each one.   
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Process the Images: Process the first RAW image in ‘Develop’ and Apply Settings to all images. Make 

sure that all required settings to be copied are ticked. In particular, go through all images after 

copying settings to make sure all are OK, particularly with highlights in changing light. With this 

example I had to strighten the horizon on all images as it wasn’t quite level. 
 

 
 

Export the Images: This is where you resize the images to video format. Export as Tiff files either at 

1080 x 720 @ 72ppi (3:2 aspect ratio) for standard video resolution or (ideally and better) 1920 x 

1080 px @ 72ppi (16:9 aspect ratio) for HD widescreen video (this option will take longer to process 

the images).  1080 x 720 px ensures that the standard aspect ratio out of camera of 3:2 is retained 

which saves any fiddly cropping of images but is of lower resolution. If your camera produces a 4:3 

aspect ratio, bear in mind that you’ll be cropping the images afterwards, either to 3:2 or 16:9 ratio. 
 

Generally the images should be exported to a sub-folder to your imported RAW files for ease of 

reference. 
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View (and amend if necessary) the Exported Files in Adobe Bridge. 
 

Navigate to your selected Exported File Folder via Adobe Bridge (the menu on the left). All the reduced 

Tiff images will be displayed. Scroll through them for consistency, particularly those which have been 

shot in changing light (the sun was coming out in the Elan Valley sequence used above) 
 

As you scroll through you’ll get a simulated movement effect which will show up any inconsistencies. 

Just check that any light variations appear smooth and that there are no blown highlights. If you do 

need to adjust them, take one shot into ACR, make the adjustment, & close the file. In Bridge, Select 

the file. Go to File: Develop Settings: Copy Settings. Highlight all the others and Paste Settings.  
 

Tip 5 – Adjusting Day to Night Time Lapse Sequences shot in Aperture Mode 
 

With changing light from dawn to daylight or daylight to dusk you may need to make some further 

adjustment to the images. As explained, the camera will read them all as Mid (18%) Grey; effectively 

the camera will try to lighten the increasing darkness to a mid-grey tone. In reality you will want them 

to more closely reflect a steday transition to light to dark and this is best done by opening them up in 

batches of 5-10 in Adobe ACR (Camera Raw). Warwick Castle Time Lapse example used. 
 

 
 

Image Opened & Adjusted in ACR (if required for night / day or day / night videos): I’ve found that 

if you make minor adjustments to the processed and reduced TIFF files exposure in batches of around 

5-10, you’ll get a pretty accurate smooth transition. Inspect all images; you’ll see that a number of 

those transitioning from light to dark will need adjustment of anything up to 1 stop or more to get to 

desired level of darkness. If you have say 100 images to need adjusting, start at those in which you 

want darkness, look at level of EV adjustment needed and if say it’s -1.0 stop, work through the images 

and adjust 10 by 0.1 stop, 10 by 0.2 stop and so on until you get to 1 stop. You can then use your eye 

to match up the processed images which are correctly rendered dark. The image above has had an 

adjustment of -0.6EV. This method isn’t ideal and can be a little fiddly, however there is no perfect 

way around this. 
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Creating the Video in Photoshop 
This bit is simple and quick! All the images have been processed and reduced in size for creation of 

the video.  

 

 
Create a New (blank) file in Photoshop: Go to File: New: Film and Video: set to 1080 x 720 px @ 

72 ppi or 1920 x 1080 px @ 72 ppi (to match size and resolution of the uploaded files). You’ll see a 

blank file. 

 

 
Open ‘Timeline’ under the ‘Window’ Tab: This creates a platform for your video. You’ll see the 

timeline for the video appear at the bottom of the screen. 
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Open Your Files and bring them into Photoshop: Go to File: Open and click on the first file at 

the location of your processed files. Tick ‘Image Sequence (otherwise you’ll just open one image! ) 

Make sure that all your images have consecutive numbers as they need to be in sequence (generally 

it’s easiest not to rename your original files out of camera) 

 

 
Choose your video frame rate: The recognised one is 23.976. Fortunately this is a preset in the 

dropdown options so you don’t have to remember it! 
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Render your Video: Go to File: Export: Render Video.  

 

 
Create your video: Choose your destination (by default it will be in the same folder as your source 

files) and make sure that the video size (1080 x 720 px @ 72 ppi or 1920 X 1080 px @ 72 ppi) is the 

same as your frame size. 

 

SEE THE FINISHED TIME LAPSE VIDEO    

https://youtu.be/DfGM7_UtOw0 

    
 

 

https://youtu.be/DfGM7_UtOw0

