
Photographing flat artwork



Ideally you will need…

• A camera

• Two identical lights, with stands and soft 

boxes; flash or continuous sources.

• A tripod

• A spirit level or in-camera levelling facilities  

• A mirror tile

• A tape measure

• Masking tape

• An assistant



Operationally it’s generally easier to have the art work 

vertical; especially with large pieces.

Also, since you’re going to the trouble of setting up it’s worth 

photographing a series of artworks so begin with the largest 

piece to make sure you have the light coverage for it. Once 

you’re set up you want to keep everything the same as much 

as possible.



Set your tripod to a comfortable height with mainly leg 

extension but with a little column extension to give a some 

flexibility in fine height adjustment but not so much that the 

camera can vibrate like a tuning fork on the end of the column; 

not so important with flash that freezes the motion but 

important with time exposures for continuous lighting.

Level off the tripod head, either with the spirit level or mount 

the camera and use its built-in leveller.

A standard to medium telephoto focal length would be best to 

select to minimise aberrations.



Measure from the centre of the lens to the floor, this tells you 

where the centre of your art work needs to be on an adjacent 

wall.

Mount the largest art work and frame it in the camera, leaving a 

little space all round.

Now remove the artwork and ask your assistant to hold the mirror 

tile flat against the wall where the centre of the art work will be. If 

you refocus you should be able to see and image of the camera 

somewhere in the mirror. Swing and tilt the camera with the 

controls on the tripod head until the reflection of the lens is dead 

centre in the focussing screen with the lens looking straight back 

at you.



The plane of your sensor is now parallel to the plane of the 

wall, reintroduce your art work, checking that it still fits in the 

frame.

Now you want to light it evenly.

The line from art work to camera is at 90 degrees to the plane 

of the artwork. The lights should be placed either side of the 

camera, bisecting the angle between the plane of the artwork 

and the line from camera to artwork, either side, i.e. 45 

degrees and both the same distance away.





It can be done with point light sources but it’s much better 

done with diffused sources, especially when the art work 

exhibits significant texture, like impasto paint for example 

where you want soft reflections and shadowing.

Which brings us to an important point that’s often 

overlooked; how far away to place the lights.

They need to be placed far enough away to create even 

coverage but also far enough away that they don’t reflect in 

the art work.



Light reflects off everything, even black velvet if the nap is pointing 

away from it. If the lights are reflecting in the artwork it will degrade 

the darker tones where the reflections are, usually towards the right 

and left-hand edges, making them look ‘hot’.

The way to check for this is to mark the left and right hand edges of 

the artwork on the wall with masking tape and then while you look 

through the camera have your assistant run the mirror tile against 

those lines and see if you can see your lights reflected in the mirror. 

If you can see any part of your light diffuser in the mirror then pull 

the light back on the 45 degree line till you can’t see it reflected in 

the mirror any more. Then when you put your artwork back you’ll 

know that the lights aren’t reflecting in the edges and degrading 

them.



Nearly ready to shoot.

Kill the house lights and draw any blinds. If you’ve got a meter take a 

reading. It makes sense to use the lowest ISO you have on your camera 

to get the best quality. Depth of field isn’t an issue, but f stop still is. 

Your lens will probably perform at its best around 1.5 and 2 stops down 

from its maximum aperture so probably around f5.6.

If you’re using flash that will control the exposure time so set the 

smallest flash sync speed. With continuous light it’s a good idea to use 

the shutter on delay timer so you don’t shake the camera pressing the 

button.

If you have a meter take an invacone reading to make a test exposure 

with. If it’s a good meter trust it more than yourself. 🙂



Have a look at the histogram of the test, are the tones well distributed 

across the range of the graph? If they are you’re good to go but do ½ stop 

brackets either side of your centre exposure so you ultimately have a choice 

in post-production. If they’re not then adjust the f stop or the intensity of 

your lights until they are.

Now keeping everything the same introduce the next size down of art work. 

If it’s significantly smaller then move the camera in along the established 

line. In the studio I’d put down a piece of 2” by 1” timber to use as a guide 

when I was setting up and have one tripod leg aligned with the central axis 

of the lens.

To add controlled soft reflections into an artwork surface, which is 

sometimes desirable when a medium is textured, it’s useful to have pieces 

of matt silvered board to reflect in the artwork.


