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Tom Mackie explains how he created this energetic 
image of Los Angeles, and shares his expert advice 
on how to create electrifying light trails
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Photographers who come to my workshops often ask 
me how to create light trails. It looks complicated, but 
it’s actually very easy to do. Setting a long exposure that 
records the headlights and rear lights of moving vehicles 
creates light trails. The first step is to find a scene with 
moving traffic. This sounds obvious, but you need a road 
where the traffic is actually moving and in busy cities such 
as Los Angeles the cars are often bumper to bumper. It’s 
particularly bad at rush hour when everyone is coming out 
of work and sometimes the traffic barely moves at all. Yet 
even if the cars are moving slowly, over a 20sec or 30sec 
exposure it is possible to create a light-trail effect.

A lot of the success of a light-trail image comes 
from timing. Wait until the traffic lights go green and 
the cars start to move before opening the shutter, and 
try to find a vantage point that offers a good balance 
between headlights and rear lights to give a mix of white 
and red light. Any stationary subjects such as parked 
cars or lampposts will be recorded by the exposure and 
consequently stand out in the stream of light, so bear 

this in mind when choosing your viewpoint. If you want a 
smooth light trail you don’t want it dotted with artefacts.

Take care when working out your exposure. Your shutter 
speed needs to be long enough to capture motion but 
not so long that you overexpose the brighter areas of the 
scene. If you are shooting digitally, try working in aperture 
or shutter priority and aim for an exposure of between 
5secs and 30secs. There is no set exposure that will work 
every time, but one method is to work out the exposure 
for the sky and other subjects in the frame and see how 
much blur this gives you. If you want more movement in 
the light trails, increase your exposure time by using a 
longer shutter speed. Look at the effect this has on your 
subject and make sure subject details aren’t burnt out. 
Alternatively, you could choose a starting point for your 
exposure of, say, 10secs, then take a few test shots  
and increase or decrease your exposure if the images are 
under or overexposed. Be conscious of glaring spotlights 
shining straight into your lens and adjust your shooting 
angle if necessary.

TOM 
MACKIE
As an internationally 
respected 
architectural 
photographer, Tom  
brings a wealth of 
experience to AP 

BOTH PICTURES ©
 TOM MACKIE


