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Introduction 

Almost all artists need to photograph their artwork at some time or another.  Usually this is for 

the purpose of creating a portfolio of their work.  This portfolio may be posted online or hard 

copies in either the form of prints or a book produced.  As many artists have found out, 

photographing artwork has many challenges.  Obviously the artist will want to have photographs 

of the highest quality to represent their work.  This includes sharpness, color accuracy, contrast 

and saturation.  Problems that are typically encountered include glare and reflections.  This is 

especially true for, but not limited to, glossy or reflective surfaces and materials. 

 

This article will address the issues of photographing flat art, such as watercolors, oil/acrylic 

paintings, monoprints, multimedia, etc.  Future articles will discuss photographing 3-dimensional 

art works.  

 

Equipment 

One of the most frequent questions I get regarding photographing artwork is “what kind of 

camera do I need”.  The good news is that today’s digital point and shoot cameras are so good 

that they can deliver amazing results if used properly.  However, much more controlled results 

can be achieved with a basic digital Single Lens Reflex (SLR) camera.  (I do not recommend the 

use of film cameras for the simple reason that one of the major purposes for photographing art is 

to publish it online.  This is much more easily achieved if you start with a digital image vs. film.)  

The examples in this article were shot with either a Panasonic Lumix DMC-TZ3 point and shoot 

camera or a Nikon D-300 digital SLR. 

 

Another piece of equipment that you will find indispensable is a computer equipped with image 

editing software.  The industry standard is Photoshop.  However, this program is expensive and 

is the equivalent of cutting butter with a chainsaw.  It is much more powerful that required for 

the tasks that will be outlined below.  A simpler and cheaper version, Photoshop Elements, will 

work fine as will any number of inexpensive or free programs.  The primary use of these 

programs will be to crop your images and adjust exposure, contrast and color balance.  Paint.Net 

(http://www.getpaint.net) and Picasa (http://picasa.google.com) are examples of excellent 

imaging editing software that you can download for free from the Internet.  

 

A final piece of equipment that is essential is a tripod to hold your camera.  This will not only 

allow for higher quality photos but also help eliminate distortion problems discussed below. 

 

Basic Setup 

Before you snap your first photo it is critically important to set up your camera and art properly.  

In order to avoid distortion your camera’s sensor must be parallel to the artwork.  In addition, the 

camera’s lens must be centered, horizontally and vertically, on the artwork.  If this is not done 

you will experience a type of distortion called “keystoning”.  The proper setup is illustrated in 

Figures 1 and 2. 



 
 

Figure 1 – Side View of the camera setup.   

 



 
 

Figure 2 –View of the camera setup from behind the camera. 

 

If set up as shown above, photos of your artwork will be square.  If not, they will look like the 

example shown below. 



 
 

Figure 3 – Example of Keystoning Distortion 

The camera, being positioned below the center of the picture and tilted upwards caused 

this.  Note that the camera was also positioned slightly to the left of center, as well. 

 

It is possible to correct for this distortion in Photoshop, but it is much better to get it right in the 

camera by making sure that the camera and painting are square to begin with. 

 

Lighting 

Once you understand the basic setup of the camera and artwork it is time to consider the lighting.  

Let me state first of all that there is no single method for lighting artwork that will work for all 

situations.  It requires that you have a basic understanding of the materials that compose the 

work of art and how they interact with light.   

 



The simplest method, and one often recommended for photographing canvases and other flat art 

is to photograph them in open shade.  Open shade means that no direct light falls upon the 

subject.  The advantage of the open shade method is that the lighting is very even and it 

minimizes glare and specular highlights.  This method will work for many types of artwork.  The 

primary disadvantage is that the artwork will most likely lack in contrast and saturation.  This is 

easily remedied in Photoshop, however. 

 

If you are photographing your artwork with a point and shoot camera it is critical that you turn 

off the flash when you take the photograph.  The following is an example of what will happen if 

you fail to do so. 

 
 

Figure 4 - Example of a painting photographed with (A) on-camera flash and (B) with 

ambient light. Both photographs were taken with a Panasonic Lumix DMC-TZ3.  

Photograph B was taken at ISO 400, 1/25
th
 sec., f 4.6. 

 

As you can see, the flash on the camera is being reflected back into the camera lens, seriously 

degrading the contrast and saturation of the image.  Turning off the flash yields an image with 

very good contrast and saturation. 

 

One of the problems with taking photos outside is that the color temperature varies and can affect 

the color balance of your photograph.  The presence of strong colors nearby, such as a green tree, 

may also affect the color of your artwork.  Most digital cameras today do an admirable job of 

compensating for the ambient color temperature.  However, if you truly want the photograph to 

represent your artwork you will find it necessary to make color adjustment with your image 

processing software in many cases. 



The following is an example of a photo taken in open shade before and after correction for color 

temperature in Photoshop. 

 

 
 

Figure 5 - Before color temperature correction in Photoshop (A) and after (B). 

 

To facilitate accurate color accuracy I typically include white, gray and black reference swatches 

in the photo.  This permits the color to be adjusted with a high degree of accuracy. 

 

Note that in photo B above, that the photo is still lacking in contrast and saturation, especially in 

the upper right quadrant of the photo.  This is due to light scattering from the canvas surface of 

the painting.  



 
 

Figure 6 - Effect of Contrast Enhancement 

Figure 6 above shows the effect of selective contrast enhancement.  The lower part of the 

photograph (section A) looks good while section B looks faded.  By simply increasing the 

contrast in section B the photo is vastly improved. 

 

As the above example shows, very good photographs of some types of artwork can be obtained 

by photographing them outdoors in open shade.  However, even under these conditions, it is 

likely that some color and contrast adjustment will be required to obtain the highest quality 

image. 

 

Studio Photography 

The advantage of photographing artwork outside in open shade is that it is simple and cheap.  

The disadvantages include that fact that the lighting is uncontrolled, changes during the day, 

weather may preclude photography (rain) and wind may make set up difficult.  Thus, there are 

many reasons for shooting indoors under controlled conditions. 

 

The most common recommendation is to position two studio lights at a 45-degree angle to the 

artwork as shown below.  Many different types of lights are available.  For this article I used 

studio strobes, because that is what I have available to me.  However, incandescent and 

florescent lamps will also work, with a few precautions. 



 
 

Figure 7 - Studio lighting setup 

 

For my work I chose to use studio strobes fitted with white 

umbrellas.  This setup provides for a very soft, diffused light 

source that should minimize reflection and glare.  One of the 

advantages of working with electronic flash is that the color 

temperature is tightly controlled at 5500 degrees Kelvin.  Thus, 

concerns about color balance are virtually eliminated.  Another 

advantage is that strobes are very powerful light sources.  This 

permits the photographer to use a small f stop (f8 or f11) for good 

depth of field and a high shutter speed (i.e.: 1/250
th
 second).  The 

combination of small f-stop and high shutter speed virtually 

eliminate the contribution of ambient light sources to the 

photograph. 

 

This is a setup that many authors have recommended and I was 

surprised at how poorly it worked in my hands. 

 

The image below is a Giclee print on canvas.  Despite every 

effort on my part to adjust the lighting, the print suffered from 

serious glare.  This was due to light scattering from the textured 

surface of the canvas into the lens of the camera.  Using 

Photoshop it was possible to improve the image by adjusting the 

levels and contrast as shown below, although some glare remained. 



 
 

Figure 8 - Canvas Giclee print photographed using two white umbrellas fitted with 

electronic strobes.  (A) Unadjusted  (B) Levels and contrast adjusted. 

 

A number of authors have suggested using polarizing filters to eliminate or reduce glare.  I tried 

using a polarizing filter on the camera with a variety of lighting configurations and had little 

success.  Further research
1
 suggested that mounting polarizing filters on both the light source and 

camera could eliminate the problematic glare. 

 

Using the same studio strobes as described above but without the umbrellas I mounted 6-inch 

square sheets of polarizing film
2
 on the lights and a circular polarizing filter on the camera lens.  

The plane of polarization (indicated on the filter) was oriented horizontally for both lights.  The 

circular polarizing filter on the camera can be rotated to change the orientation of the plane of 

polarization. 

 

To test for glare reduction I taped a penny to the wall where the painting was to hang.  Photos 

were taken with the polarizing filter rotated in a variety of positions. 



 
 

Figure 9 - Circular polarizer in-phase with the plane polarized light (A) and rotated 90°°°° to 

be out-of-phase with the plane-polarized light. 

 

As the Figure above demonstrates, the combination of polarizing filters on both the lights and 

camera completely eliminated reflected glare from the penny. 

 

To see how well this technique worked on real artwork I re-photographed some of the paintings 

from the earlier trials.  The results are shown below. 

 
 



Figure 10 - (A) Photographed with unpolarized light.  (B) Photographed with polarized 

light.   

 

Figure 10 clearly demonstrates the superiority of photographing artwork using polarized light to 

eliminate glare and reflections.  A second test was conducted with a highly textured, glossy 

painting.   

 

 
 

Figure 11 - (A) Photographed with unpolarized light.  (B) Photographed with polarized 

light.   

 

This example again clearly shows the effect that polarized light has on reducing glare from the 

painting.   

 

One final example, however, shows one of the drawbacks of using polarized light.  In this 

example, I photographed a framed print that had non-glare glass. 



 
 

Figure 12 - (A) Photographed with unpolarized light.  (B) Photographed with polarized 

light.   

 

In this case, the photo taken with polarized light again shows much better color and saturation 

with little glare from the non-glare glass.  However, the gold metallic frame has now been 

rendered into a dull brown color, similar to what happened to the penny in Figure 9.  Thus if you 

are photographing artwork that has reflective or metallic surfaces that you wish to capture in the 

photograph, polarized light will not work.  In this case it is better to photograph the artwork with 

diffuse studio lighting or outside in open shade. 

 

Photographing Artwork Behind Glass 

My best recommendation for this is – Don’t Do It!  It is almost impossible to prevent reflections 

from regular glass.  As the above example demonstrates, it is possible to photograph works 

mounted with non-glare glass, but regular glazing is extremely difficult.  Under most conditions, 

regular glass becomes mirror-like when light is shined on it.  The example below shows the 

problem clearly. 



 
 

Figure 13 - Photograph of a polar bear framed with regular glass and photographed with 

and without polarized light. 

 

While polarized light eliminated the reflections from the black metal frame it did nothing to 

remove the other reflections in the glass.  The photographer (me) can be clearly seen (circled in 

white) in both photos along with reflections of the white stairway banisters located behind me.  It 

is highly recommended that the artwork be removed from the frame and the glass removed 

before photography if at all possible.  If this is not possible, then the photographer should 

position himself and the camera behind a black drape such that only the camera lens projects 

through as shown below.  This will minimize any reflections. 



 
 

Conclusions 

Photographing artwork can be simple and complex depending upon the nature of the work being 

photographed.  Good results can be obtained with simple point and shoot cameras.  However, in 

most situations, editing of the image in Photoshop or other equivalent software is required to 

obtain the best image.  More consistent results can be achieved in the studio. But even in the 

studio there is no one solution for all situations. 

 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to thank Nina Tyksinski for her loan of two paintings to me.  These were essential to 

working out the final photographic conditions with real artwork. 

                                                 
1 How To Photograph Artwork, http://www.theartistsweb.net/wiki/How_To_Photograph_Artwork#Avoiding_Glare 
2 B&H Photo and Video, Visual-Pursuits Glare-Stop Polarizing Filter - Unmounted - 6x6", B&H# VIP66U 
 


