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INTRODUCTION 

 
In the first article of this series, Photographing Art, I covered the basics of photographing flat 
artwork such as paintings.  This article explores an entirely new dimension; literally.  In this 
article I take up the issues of photographing three-dimensional artwork. 
 
In many ways the issue of photographing 3D artwork should be familiar ground for 
photographers.  After all we live and work in a three dimensional world.  Photographing 3D art 
has much in common with portrait photography. 
 
This article is being written to assist artists in photographing their own artwork.  It is assumed 
that the purpose of the photograph is to upload to a website, blog or other on-line source.  The 
techniques described in this article are more than adequate for these purposes.  If the need is for 
publication in a mass-market book, magazine or other high-end publication I highly recommend 
that the artist seek the help of a professional photographer. 
 

EQUIPMENT 

 

Cameras 

 
As I mentioned in my first article, one of the most frequent questions I get regarding 
photographing artwork is “what kind of camera do I need”. You can obtain excellent results with 
a good point and shoot digital camera.  I own and use a Panasonic Lumix DMC-TZ3.  Some of 
the photos in this article were shot using this camera.  However, if you have the option I highly 
recommend the use of a digital Single Lens Reflex (SLR) camera for a variety of reasons that 
will be explained shortly.  All of the digital SLRs on the market today, be they from Nikon, 
Canon, Sony, Olympus, etc., will yield perfectly acceptable results.  If you only have a point-
and-shoot camera give it a try.  It will probably work for you.  But, if you have the option, use 
the SLR. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 – The Panasonic Lumix DMC-TZ3 is 
an excellent point and shoot camera with many 
capabilities.  However, like most point and 
shoot cameras, it does not offer manual control 
over the aperture and shutter speed, which can 
hamper the setup for photographing artwork. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – The Nikon D300 digital SLR offers a full 
range of manual and automatic settings that provide the 
photographer with a high degree of control. 
 

 
 
Why am I so adamant about using an SLR?  Three words; “depth of field”.  When photographing 
artwork close up, the “depth of field” or “range of focus” is quite shallow.  It may measure only 
a few inches deep.  When photographing flat art the “depth of field” is not important.  However, 
for 3D art it is important that all parts of the artwork be in focus.  An SLR camera with manual 
controls allows you to maximize the “depth of field” to assure that the entire work piece is in 
focus.  Few point-and-shoot cameras have the controls that allow you to easily control the depth 
of field. 
 
So how do you control this essential setting?  The camera’s aperture, or f stop setting, is used to 
control the depth of field.  It is beyond the scope of this article to fully explain aperture and depth 
of field.  For a good summary check out the Wikipedia article at:  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/F-
number.  Suffice it to say that to obtain the maximum depth of field for photographing 3D 
artwork you want to use a small aperture setting.  I do most of my work at f 16.  Obviously if 
your camera does not allow you to set the f stop you are giving up a lot of control over what you 
are shooting. 
 

 
 

Figure 3 – Illustration of aperture opening and f-stop number. 
 

Lighting 

 
Once you have the camera selected your next decision will be how to light your artwork.  There 
are two things to consider when choosing lighting.  These are the quantity and quality of the 
light. 
 
The quantity of light simply refers to how bright the light source is.  The brightness of the light 
will determine the camera’s exposure settings.  I will discuss this more in following sections.   
 
The quality of light is determined by two factors; the color temperature of the light and whether 
the light source is “hard” or “soft”. 



 

Color Temperature 

 

Light comes in many temperatures and is measured scientifically in degrees Kelvin (°K).  The 
temperature is often referred to as the White Balance.  A summary of the temperature of different 
light sources is given below: 
 

Table 1 

 

Light Source Temperature (°°°°K) 

Incandescent 2700 
Halogen 3000 
Cool White Fluorescent 4200 
Daylight 5000 
Electronic Flash 5000 to 5500 
Cloudy 6000 
Shade 8000 

 
All modern cameras come equipped with Auto White Balance (AWB) capabilities built in.  The 
camera will sense the color temperature of the light used and automatically adjust the sensor’s 
circuitry to render the correct color balance.  However, this capability is not perfect and 
sometimes your photos may have a color-cast to them.  This is especially true if there is a 
mixture of light sources present, such as incandescent and daylight.  For this reason it is best to 
control your light source such that only a single source is used. 
 
To demonstrate the effect of the light source on color rendition a series of photographs were 
taken under incandescent light and the camera’s White Balance setting varied.  A standard 18% 
gray card was included in each photo to assist in judging the color balance.  All of the photos 
were taken with a Nikon D700 professional digital SLR camera. 
 

 
 

Figure 4A 

 
This photo shows what happens when the 
camera’s White Balance is set to Daylight and 
the object is photographed under incandescent 
light.  Notice the strong red color-cast. 



 
 

Figure 4B 

 

In this photo the camera’s White Balance is set 
to Incandescent.  Notice the much improved 
color rendition.  However, there is still a slight 
color-cast. 

 
 

Figure 4C 

 

For this photo the camera was set to Auto 
White Balance.  Notice how well the camera 
duplicated the result in Figure 4B.  
Unfortunately there is still some reddish color-
cast present. 

 

Figure 4D 

 

The photo in Figure 4C was color corrected in 
Photoshop to remove all traces of the color 
cast.  Notice that the gray card is now a true 
gray and the blue car now shows as blue. 

 
The above figures illustrate the importance of controlling your light source but also show the 
difficulties that can be experienced even with professional cameras.  I will make specific 
recommendations below on what type of lighting to use to minimize color-cast problems. 
 

Hard vs Soft Light 

 
The difference between Hard and Soft light is very simple.  Hard light casts a sharp, distinct 
shadow.  Sunlight on a clear day is an example of hard light.  The flash on your camera is also an 
example of Hard light.  Hard light comes from a small light source relative to the subject.  The 
light rays are mostly parallel to each other and thus cast a sharp shadow. 
 
Soft light casts a diffused, indistinct shadow.  Think of the light on an overcast day.  Soft light 
sources are large relative to the subject.  Thus, the light tends to wrap around the subject giving a 
very diffuse shadow. 
 



Figure 5 – Examples of Hard and Soft light. 

 

  
Hard Light 

This example was shot using a small electronic 
flash unit mounted off camera at about 45 
degrees to the teapot.  Note the harsh shadows. 

 Soft Light 

This example was shot with the teapot in a 
light tent.  A description of light tents and 
how to make one is described below. 
 

 
For the purposes of photographing three-dimensional art you will want, in most cases, to use soft 
lighting to accentuate the shapes and contours of the piece.  This will be covered fully in 
following sections. 
 

Tripods 

 
When photographing artwork you will be quite close to your subject matter and will want to 
show all of the exquisite detail that the artwork possesses.  In many cases the lighting that you 
will be using will require slow shutter speeds, especially if you are using small aperture settings 
to maximize depth of field.  The camera needs to be held rock steady during the exposure.  I 
highly recommend the use of a tripod to assure the maximum sharpness in your photos.  It 
doesn’t have to be an expensive tripod, but it is essential to high quality photos. 
 

Backgrounds 

 
For most purposes you will want to use a simple, plain background.  Single colors are good.  The 
background can be made of almost any material but the most common are plastic, paper and 
fabric.  In most cases the background should have a matte surface to avoid glare and reflection.  
Velvet is an excellent material for this reason. 
 
For a very professional appearance gradient backgrounds are available. 
 



 
 

Figure 6A 

 
Antique Chinese teapot photographed on an ordinary table cloth 
with a textured wall in the background. 
 
This is not a very appealing or professional presentation. 

 
 

Figure 6B 

 
In this example the teapot has been photographed on a sheet of 
white plastic that has been bent upward to provide a seamless 
background.  This provides for a much more professional 
appearance. 
 
The plastic used in this example is a 2 ft. x 4 ft. fluorescent light 
diffuser panel available at most hardware stores for about $5. 

 
 

Figure 6C 

 
This photograph was taken with the aid of a graduated 
background.  The plastic background is gray at the top and 
fades to white at the bottom.  This appearance is very hard to 
achieve in any other way and gives a very professional 
appearance. 

 

Figure 6D 
 
Flotone Graduated Background - 31x43" - Studio Gray 
$39 
 
B&H Photo & Video 
www.bhphotovideo.com 

 
 



 

PHOTOGRAPHING YOUR 3D ARTWORK 

 

Photographing with Natural Light 

 
In many cases it may be possible to photograph your artwork using natural sunlight. This was 
covered in some detail in my first article on photographing flat art.  If you choose to try this you 
should set up your artwork outside in open shade or inside by a north facing window.  This 
process is simple but has some drawbacks.  First of all you are at the mercy of the weather.  
Rainy weather is not conducive to good product photography.  Secondly, you give up control 
when using ambient light.  A better solution is… 
 

Photographing with a Table Top Studio 

 
As described above, the vast majority of art and product photography is performed using soft 
lighting.  The following are examples shot with hard light.  One with on-camera flash and the 
other with a flash to the left of the piece. 
 

 
 

 

Figure 7A 

Photograph of teapot with on-camera flash. 
Figure 7B 

Photograph of teapot with flash to the left of 
the teapot. 

 
In Figure 7A the teapot is lit “face on”.  It is flat and uninteresting with harsh shadows behind it.  
The teapot in Figure 7B is lit from about a 45 degree angle to the left.  This image, while more 
interesting than that in 7A, still has many problems.  The left side of the teapot is overexposed 
while the right side is in shadow.  This image also suffers from harsh shadows, the sure sign of 
an amateur photographer. 
 
To avoid these types of problems, many photographers will place the object to be photographed 
inside of a light tent made of white translucent material.  The tent is then lit from the outside.  
This has the effect of wrapping the object in soft light.  There are a variety of commercially 
available desktop studios available as shown below. 



 

 

 

Figure 8A 

 
The Photo Studio In-A-Box folds flat for easy 
storage. 
 
It costs about $75 from Amazon.com and other 
retailers. 
 
 

 

 

Figure 8B  
 
When set up it includes the light tent, two 
lights, fabric background and a tripod for your 
camera. 

 

 

 

Figure 8C 

 

The EZ Cube light tent comes in sizes from 12 
to 55 inches with prices ranging from $55 to 
$150. 
 
http://www.ezcube.com/ 

 
However, it is not necessary to spend a lot of money.  You can build your own light tent simply 
draping a white bed sheet over a couple of supports.  With this set up you can achieve 
professional results.  I built my own light tent using PVC pipe and two yards of white muslin. 
 
 



 

 

 

Figure 9A 

 
I built a 3 foot cube out of ¾ inch PVC pipe.  
The pipe is dry fit into the corner elbows with 
no glue.  This allows the unit to be broken 
down when not in use.  A 3 foot metal ruler 
clamped to the back two legs serves as the 
background support. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9B 

 
The support structure is draped with white 
muslin.  A 2 ft. x 4 ft. white plastic diffuser is 
clamped to the metal ruler to serve as the 
background for the artwork. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9C 

 
The tent is lit from the two sides to provide 
even, soft light that wraps abound the object, 
eliminating harsh shadows. 

 
Lighting using the light tent is very simple.  Place your lights about 3 feet away from the sides of 
the tent to make sure the entire side of the tent is illuminated.  In Figure 9C above I am using 
studio strobes to light the tent, because I have them!  However, a couple of simple clamp-on 
utility lights will work just as well. 
 



 
Figure 10 - Clamp Lamp 

 
You can use whatever type of light bulb you like.  However, remember that the color 
temperature of different light bulbs differs.  Why not make your life easy and buy daylight 
balanced bulbs.  These can be somewhat hard to find at your local home supply store but they are 
readily available from photography supply houses such as B&H for about $8. 
 

 
Figure 11  

General Brand Fluorescent Lamp  
27-30 Watts/120 Volts 

    * Daylight Balanced Color 
    * 5000K, E26 Base 
    * B&H # GBFS27 
    * Mfr # SP27/50K 

 
You are now ready to begin shooting.  Place your art object into the tent and turn on the lights.  
There is no perfect way to set up the lights.  Often times I use only a single light coming from the 
left side.  The white reflective tent provides enough bounce lighting to fill in the shadows.  



However, if the object is large enough you may need to use two lights to fill in the shadows.  In 
this case it is useful to think of the light on the left as your Main light and the light on your right 
as the Fill light.  You want to arrange the light on the right so that it fills the shadow with light 
but is not strong enough to cast a shadow of it’s own.  Two shadows are a definite no-no.  To 
control the strength of the Fill light simply move it closer or farther away from the tent.  The 
basic setup of the light tent and lights is shown below. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 12 – Basic Setup of the Table Top Studio 
 

Exposure Control 

 
The setup shown above is very simple to use and will yield professional results.  There are some 
drawbacks, however.  The lights used in this set up are not extremely bright.  Since we are using 
a small aperture to achieve good depth of field, moderately long exposure times are required. 
This necessitates the use of a tripod.  In order to eliminate the use of the tripod you would need 
to open up the aperture on the camera.  Using an incident light meter I measured the light 
intensity inside the Photo Studio In-A-Box light tent to see the effect of the aperture setting on 
shutter speed. 
 



  
Figure 13A 

With an aperture setting of f11 the shutter 
speed required for correct exposure would be 
¼ second.  A tripod is definitely required. 

Figure 13B 

In order to have any chance of shooting the 
object without a tripod you would need a 
shutter speed of at least 1/30 second.  At 1/30 
second the aperture required would be f4.  This 
would yield a very shallow depth of field. 

 
Of course, it you are using a point and shoot camera you probably cannot control your aperture 
and shutter speed directly.  If that is the case just put your camera on a tripod, shoot and hope 
that the depth of field is sufficient. 
 
NOTE:  When shooting on a tripod, use your camera’s self-timer to trigger the shutter.  The act 
of pressing the shutter button, especially if your tripod is on a carpeted floor, will cause the 
camera to move and result in a blurry photo. 
 
So what kind of results should you expect to get from this type of set up?  Here are some samples 
that I obtained with the set up above. 
 

 

Figure 14A 

 
Note the even lighting and soft shadows.  
There is excellent detail.  Even the pores in the 
wood are clearly visible. 



 

Figure 14B 

 
In this case the light wraps around the gourd 
and accentuates it’s shape.  The fine details are 
rendered with excellent sharpness. 

 

Figure 14C 

 
This bust demonstrates the advantages of using 
the light tent to obtain superb lighting control.  
There is a range of tones going from highlights 
on the left to soft shadows on the right.  The 
shadows accentuate the curves on the bust 
while delivering good detail to the textured 
glaze. 

 
 

PROBLEMS 

 
There are always problems that will arise when photographing artwork.  The most common 
problem with 3D art is glare.  Many of the materials used by artists are highly reflective.  I dealt 
with this subject in my prior article on photographing flat artwork such as paintings.  With flat 
art it is possible to control glare using a combination of polarizing filters on the lights and on the 
camera.  With 3D art this solution cannot be so readily applied.  The use of a light tent to soften 
the light renders the light non-polarized.  We could eliminate the light tent but then we are back 
to having a hard light source and harsh shadows. 
 



It should be noted that some amount of glare on artwork is acceptable.  The eye expects a shiny 
surface to show some highlights and reflections.  However, these should be kept to a minimum to 
avoid being distracting. 
 
One example of glare can be seen in Figure 15 below.  The photograph of the bowl shows white  
reflections on the sides and a black rectangle on the front.  The white reflections are of course the 
light tent itself and the black rectangle is the opening at the front of the tent. 
 

 
Figure 15 – Light Tent Reflecting on the Bowl 

 
The areas labeled “A” show the reflection of the light tent.  The area labeled “B” is a reflection 
of the opening at the front of the light tent. 
 
One way to eliminate the dark rectangle is to fully enclose the light tent as shown below. 
 



 

 

 
Figure 16 

Top: The front of the light tent is covered with white material.  Middle: A slit in the material 
allows the camera lens to be inserted into the tent.  Bottom: View from inside the tent. 

 
One of the problems with this set up is that the entire piece will now be reflecting white.  This 
has the effect of lowering the overall contrast and masking the pieces’ inherent colors.  The 



original colors can be brought back by processing the image in Photoshop or other software to 
bring back the contrast, as shown below. 
 

  
 

Figure 17 

Example A is the original image captured in the light tent.  The glossy glaze is reflecting the 
white tent and lowering the contrast of the piece.  By boosting the blacks and enhancing the 
contrast with a curves layer in Photoshop the original colors and contrast were restored (B).  
Some highlights and glare still remain. 
 
Depending upon the nature of the piece being photographed other techniques may be necessary.  
The piece shown below is an example of this.  This platter was so highly reflective and irregular 
in shape that no matter what configuration I tried in the light tent, or other lighting arrangements, 
there were multiple distracting highlights.  I finally went to an approach that I call the 
camouflage tent, which isn’t a tent at all.  I placed the platter on a piece of white plastic on the 
floor.  I then closed the shutters on the windows most of the way and studied the reflections. By 
surrounding the platter with mostly dark colored objects, in a random pattern, I was able to 
almost eliminate the reflections and prevent the eye from picking up any distracting patterns.  It 
is almost as if the piece had been placed inside a tent made of camouflage material.  Because the 
light was low a very long exposure time of one second at f8 was required.  But the results were 
worth it. 
 



 
Figure 18 – Using the Camouflage Technique 

 

 

PHOTOGRAPHING TRANSLUCENT AND TRANSPARENT OBJECTS 

 
All discussion until now has focused upon opaque objects.  Translucent and transparent objects 
have a completely different set of requirements.  To best capture the color in such objects you 
will rely more on transmitted light rather than reflected light.  We know this to be true from our 
own personal experience.  Think of a church’s stained glass window.  When viewed from outside 
the church (bright light outside, dark inside) the window is almost devoid of detail and color.  In 
this case you are viewing the window by reflected light.  However, when you go inside the 
church and see the stained glass backlit from the bright light outside it comes to life with brilliant 
colors and detail.  This is the type of lighting that you will want to use for lighting translucent 
and transparent art objects. 
 
I will show lighting arrangements for two objects.  The first is a glass perfume bottle from 
Murano Italy and the second a translucent glass vase from Nourot Studios in Benicia California. 
 

Backlit Perfume Bottle 

 
The glass bottle has many beautiful hues of red, blue and yellow and thus I wanted to backlight it 
to make these colors vibrant.  The basic setup is shown below. 
 



 
 

Figure 19 – Set up for backlighting glass objects. 

 
In addition to backlighting I chose to use a highly reflective sheet of black plastic as a base for 
the photograph.  This gives a reflection of the bottle and adds interest.  Exposure for this shot can 
be a bit tricky if you are using a point and shoot camera, as you have a strong backlight shining 
directly into the lens.  If you have a backlight setting on your camera (many do) use it, although 
this may still not be enough.  Many point and shoot camera also have an exposure compensation 
setting.  You may need to under expose this shot by 2 or 3 f stops (-2 or –3 EV on some 
cameras).  You can also make the exposure easier by making sure the glass object fills up as 
much of the viewfinder or LCD display as possible.  If you are using a digital SLR, take your 
meter reading from the bottle.  In addition to the normal exposure, take several shots where you 
underexpose by 1, 2 and 3 f stops. 
 



 
Figure 20 – Backlit Perfume Bottle 

 

Glass Vase 

 
Photographing 3D translucent objects is more difficult.  Simple backlighting often doesn’t work 
because the light has to pass through 2 or more layers of the translucent material, rendering it too 
weak to properly illuminate the object and show the beautiful colors.  To get around this problem 
one can use spotlights and other more complicated techniques.  I will demonstrate a simple 
method of “cheating” using Photoshop to simply get around this problem. 
 
Figure 21 below is a photograph of the vase photographed in the light tent using reflected light.  
While the photo shows the beautiful form of the vase the vibrant colors are not visible. 
 



 
 

Figure 21 – Nourot Vase 

 
Attempts to backlight the vase failed.  The back wall of the vase is too opaque to allow enough 
light to pass to illuminate the front wall.  The light source needed to be inside the vase.  In the 
past I have accomplished this by placing a small wireless flash unit inside the vase to provide the 
internal illumination.  However, that is a technique that is only available to sophisticated 
photographers.  For this article I chose a much simpler approach. 
 
 

 

Figure 22A 

 
Here you see the vase from the top.  Using 
some wire and a socket purchased from the 
hardware store I suspended a 60 watt light bulb 
inside the vase. 



 

Figure 22B 

 
This photo shows the same top view with the 
bulb illuminated.  Note how the colors in the 
vase come alive when illuminated with 
transmitted light. 

 

Figure 22C 

 
This is the front view of the vase.  The colors 
are vibrant; just the effect I was after.  Now if I 
could only get rid of those pesky electrical 
wires. 

 

Figure 22D 

 
In this, the final version of the photograph, the 
wires have been removed using the technique 
of “cloning” in Photoshop.  It only took me 
about 5 minutes to clone out the wires.  That is 
less time than would be required to implement 
more sophisticated techniques of lighting using 
spotlights or wireless flash. 
 
The technique of cloning is not difficult to 
learn.  If you already own Photoshop or other 
image editing software it is an excellent and 
easy way to achieve this effect. 

 
 



PREPARING YOUR IMAGES FOR THE INTERNET 

 
In the introduction of this article I assumed that the purpose of photographing your artwork was 
to upload it to the internet.  The image files that are generated by even the simplest point and 
shoot cameras are too large for this purpose.  You want to have the smallest file size possible 
such that your web page will download to the viewer’s browser quickly.  That means you must 
reduce the file size.  The following explains in detail how to “downsize” your images using one 
of several image editors. 
 

Picasa 

 
Note:  Picasa is a free image management and editing program available from Google.  To 
download a copy go to:  http://picasa.google.com/intl/en/ 
 

• Launch Picasa.  In the Library click on the photo you wish to resize to select it. 

• Click on Export at the bottom of the screen.  A popup box like the one shown below will 
appear. 

• Click the Browse button and navigate to the location where you would like the resized copy 
of the image to go.  Enter a name for the export folder in which you would like the image 
placed. 

• Click the “Resize to” radio button. 

• Drag the slider to the desired length of the image in pixels. I recommend that you resize your 
images 1024 pixels if you don’t know the precise required size. 

• Click on the Export button.  The image will be resized and placed in the folder you selected.  
The original photo will not be changed. 

 

 
 
 



Photoshop or Photoshop Elements 

 

Note: There are multiple versions of Photoshop and Photoshop Elements.  Your version may 
vary slightly from the following description. 
 

• Open the image to be resized in Photoshop or Photoshop elements. 

• Under the Image drop down menu select Image Size.  A popup box similar to the one below 
will appear. 

• Make sure that all three check boxes at the bottom are checked and the drop down selection 
box is set to “Bicubic (best for smooth gradients)” 

• Under Pixel Dimensions change either the width or height to the desired size in pixels.  
Photoshop will automatically adjust the other dimension to maintain the correct aspect ratio. 

 

Initial Size 

 
 



After Resizing 

 
 

• Click OK. 

• Under the File drop down menu select Save As.   

• Give the file a new name.  Make sure the Format is JPEG. 

• Click Save 
 

 



 

How big should my image be? 

 
If you do not know how large your image should be you can guess an approximate size as 
follows.  Find an image on the internet about the size that you want.  Right click on the image 
and select Properties from the popup box that appears.  The Properties box will display the size 
of the image in pixels.  When in doubt, resize you image such that the longest side is 1024 pixels.  
It will then be small enough to email. 
 
 

 
 
 

CONCLUSION 

 
The information in this article should allow you to produce very high quality photographs of 
your 3D artwork at very little expense.  A point and shoot camera will work fine but a digital 
SLR will give better results in the long run. 
 
Don’t be discouraged if you don’t get perfect results the first time you try the techniques 
described here.  Each work of art is different and will require that you experiment with the 
lighting conditions slightly.  Keep working at it and you will achieve excellent results in a short 
period of time. 
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