




THE ART AND STYLE OF
Product Photography

J. DENNIS THOMAS



The Art and Style of Product Photography

Published by 
John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
10475 Crosspoint Blvd. 
Indianapolis, IN 46256 
www.wiley.com

Copyright © 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Indianapolis, Indiana

Published simultaneously in Canada

ISBN: 978-1-118-72147-6

Manufactured in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except as permitted under Sections 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States 
Copyright Act, without either the prior written permission of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the appropriate per-
copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, (978) 750-8400, fax (978) 646-8600. Requests to 
the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 
07030, 201-748-6011, fax 201-748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: The publisher and the author make no representations or warranties with respect to the 
accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation warranties of 
fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales or promotional materials. The advice and strategies 
contained herein may not be suitable for every situation. This work is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in 
rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If professional assistance is required, the services of a competent professional 
person should be sought. Neither the publisher nor the author shall be liable for damages arising herefrom. The fact that an organiza-
tion or Web site is referred to in this work as a citation and/or a potential source of further information does not mean that the author 
or the publisher endorses the information the organization of Web site may provide or recommendations it may make. Further, readers 
should be aware that Internet Web sites listed in this work may have changed or disappeared between when this work was written and 
when it is read.

For general information on our other products and services or to obtain technical support, please contact our Customer Care 
Department within the U.S. at (877) 762-2974, outside the U.S. at (317) 572-3993 or fax (317) 572-4002.

Wiley publishes in a variety of print and electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some material included with standard print ver-
sions of this book may not be included in e-books or in print-on-demand. If this book refers to media such as a CD or DVD that is not 
included in the version you purchased, you may download this material at http://booksupport.wiley.com. For more information about 
Wiley products, visit www.wiley.com.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2013950465

Trademarks: Wiley and the Wiley logo are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley and Sons, Inc. and/or its affiliates in the 
United States and/or other countries, and may not be used without written permission. All other trademarks are the property of their 
respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. is not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.wiley.com
http://booksupport.wiley.com


Acquisitions Editor
Carol Kessel

Project Editor
Amanda Gambill

Technical Editor
Haje Jan Kamps

Senior Copy Editor
Kim Heusel

Editorial Director
Robyn Siesky 

Business Manager
Amy Knies

Senior Marketing Manager
Sandy Smith

Vice President and Executive Group Publisher
Richard Swadley

Vice President and Executive Publisher
Barry Pruett

Project Coordinator
Sheree Montgomery

Graphics and Production Specialists
Erin Zeltner

Quality Control Technician
Rob Springer

Proofreading and Indexing 
Toni Settle
BIM Indexing & Proofreading Services

CREDITS



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
J. Dennis Thomas is a freelance photographer and author based out of Austin, Texas. He is the 
author of almost two-dozen books, including 20 Digital Field Guides for Wiley Publishing. He 
is also a frequent contributing writer for Digital Photo Magazine, as well as a guest blogger for 
many notable blogs, including http://FStoppers.com, www.featuredpixels.com, and 
http://sevenbyfive.net.

Since his father, James Thomas, first introduced him to photography over 25 years ago, it 
has been J. Dennis Thomas’s obsession. He is also passionate about teaching others about 
photography and photographic technology. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
I’d like to thank everyone at Wiley who puts a lot of hard work and dedication into making 
these projects happen, especially Carol Kessel and Amanda Gambill for being extremely 
patient with this one, and Haje Van Kamps for pitching in extra expertise when needed. I’d 
also like to thank Courtney Allen for helping me grow as an author and being an all-around 
good friend. I’ll miss working with you. 

Thanks to the staff at Precision camera: Jerry for owning such a top-notch store, Robert for 
always taking my money and talking me into buying more than I need, Noel for giving me 
great deals on used gear, and Sara for somehow always making me smile even when I’m  
paying to fix my broken gear. 

Also, big thanks to the faculty at Austin Community College: Kat, Robert, Bill, Caroline, 
Frank, and everyone else. 

A special thanks to my colleague and friend, Jack Puryear at Puryear Photography, who 
convinced me digital photography was the future and who is now trying to convince me 
that mirrorless cameras are taking over (I’m still not buying it, Jack).

An extra special thank you goes to H. Lynn Jones for being one of the most knowledgeable 
persons about photography, and life in general, that I have ever met. Thanks for showing me 
that teaching and writing about photography is just as relevant as being a famous fashion 
photographer. Rest in peace, dear friend.



CONTENTS

Chapter 1 Choosing The Essential Equipment 2
Cameras 4
Standard Lenses 7

Wide-angle Lenses 8
Normal Lenses 9
Telephoto Lenses 11

Special-Purpose Lenses 13
Macro 13
Perspective Control/Tilt-Shift 15

Tripods 18
Legs 18
Heads 19

Background Equipment 20
Light Tents 21
Seamless Paper 22
Shooting Table 22

Chapter 2 Selecting Lighting Equipment 26
Initial Considerations 28
Available or Natural Light 28
Continuous Light 30
Shoe-mount Flashes 32

Dedicated Flashes 34
Understanding Flash Sync modes 35
Non-dedicated Flashes 36

Studio Strobes 37
Flash Triggering 41

Optical Remote Triggers 42
Wireless Infrared (IR) Remote Triggers 42
Radio Transmitters and Receivers  42



vi The Art and Style of Product Photography

Light Modifiers 46
Umbrellas 46
Softboxes  48
Diffusion Panels  49
Reflectors 50
Miscellaneous Modifiers 51

Putting Together a Basic Lighting Kit 52
On Location/Portable Kit 52
Small Studio 54

Chapter 3 Controlling and Evaluating Exposure 56
Using Exposure Settings for Effect 58

Aperture 58
Shutter Speed 63
ISO Sensitivity 64

Metering Light 66
Reflective Metering 66
Incident Metering 68

Using the Histogram 69
Setting the White Balance 73

Using Presets 75
Setting a Custom White Balance 76

Chapter 4 Controlling and Directing Light 78
The Quality of Light 80

Hard Light   80
Soft Light 82

Types of Lighting 84
Key Light 84
Fill Light 84
Background Light 86
Rim Light 89

Lighting Direction 90
Overhead or Top Lighting 90
Frontlighting 91
Sidelighting 92
Backlighting 93
Underlighting 94

Lighting Ratios 95
Reflections and The Family of Angles 97

Reflections 97
The Family of Angles 99



viiContents

Chapter 5 Using Backgrounds, Sets, and Props 100
Shooting on Location 102
Building a Set with Simple Props 104
Using Chroma-key 108
Background Materials 112

Chapter 6 Assembling the Necessary Supplies 114
General Tools 116
Odds and Ends 117
Cleaning Supplies 119
Handy Small Props 121

Chapter 7 Composing an Image to Suit the Product 124
Defining Form with Camera Angles 126
Creating Balance and Dynamic Tension 128

Composition 130
Color 134
Tonal Range 140

Using Lines, Patterns, and Texture 144
Lines 144
Patterns 147
Texture 148

Chapter 8 Applying Special Techniques for Reflective Products 150
Glass 152

Black Line/Bright Field 152
White Line/Dark Field 155
Eliminating Lens Flare  158
Eliminating Unwanted Reflections 159
The Wet Look 160

Metal 161
Bright Reflection  162
Dark Reflection 164
Combining Bright and Dark 167
Hiding and Adding Reflections 168

Liquid 170
Static Liquids 172
Liquids in Motion 174

Jewelry 189
Backgrounds 192
Types of Jewelry 204



viii The Art and Style of Product Photography

Chapter 9 Applying Special Techniques for General Products 214
Food 216

Prepping Food 217
Plating Food 220
Lighting Food 221

Beauty Products 224
Fabrics and Clothing  227

Lighting Fabric 228
Creating a Lifestyle 228

Circuit Boards, Microchips, and Electronics 232
Necessary Equipment 232
Compositional Approaches 234

White on White 237
Opaque Backgrounds 238
Translucent Backgrounds 240

Black on Black 241
Opaque Backgrounds  242
Glossy Backgrounds 244

Chapter 10 Capturing, Editing, and Processing Images 246
Shooting Tethered 248

Live View Tethering 249
Simple Tethering 252

Editing and Managing Images 253
Post-processing 256
Compositing 258
 
Understanding Camera Modes 260

Glossary 266

Index 272







CHAPTER ONE

CHOOSING THE 
ESSENTIAL 
EQUIPMENT

In this chapter:
•	 Cameras

•	 Standard Lenses

•	 Special-purpose Lenses

•	 Tripods

•	 Background Equipment
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P roduct photography generally requires more equipment than other types of photography. In 
fact, illustrative product photography is one of the more expensive types of photography. It 

requires a substantial investment in incidental equipment, such as lights and modifiers, stands, back-
grounds, special-purpose lenses, and more. Be prepared to create a budget and set aside money to 
purchase the necessary equipment. You could probably spend your life savings acquiring gear and 
never have exactly what you need for every shoot. However, there are many ways to tackle any  
subject, so even with a minimal amount of equipment, a superb image can be created. 

Cameras
If you’re reading this book, I’m going to assume you’re serious about delving into the realm of product 
photography. You can search the web to find out which cameras are best for photographing prod-
ucts. You will find everything from recommendations for ultra-high-end, medium-format cameras 
all the way down to some folks who claim you can shoot great product photographs with a camera 
phone. While many camera phones produce decent-quality images, unless you’re posting an ad on 
craigslist, I wouldn’t recommend using one as your main camera. There are many camera options, 
including compact point-and-shoots, digital rangefinders, digital single-lens reflex cameras (dSLRs), 
and the most recent trend, mirrorless interchangeable lens cameras. 

Product photography requires a camera system that can be versatile and flexible. So, while a good 
compact camera, like a Canon G1X or Nikon P7800, can certainly create perfectly usable product pho-
tographs, if you plan to do this type of photography with any regularity, you will be limited in what 
you can accomplish. The next step up is the mirrorless interchangeable lens camera. Because you can 
purchase different lenses (including macros) for these cameras, you can do a little more with them. 
This is a good option if you are doing many simple product shots for online sales, such as an eBay 
store or Etsy. However, there may be features that you need that aren’t included on these types of 
cameras, like the ability to control off-camera flashes, limited lens selection, and other features that I 
cover later. 

So, if you’re serious about making a go at product photography, you need the most flexible camera 
with the features that you need to accomplish the job, like the Nikon D7100 shown in Figure 1.1. The 
dSLR camera is not only the best tool for the job, it is also the most economically feasible. 

dSLR cameras come in many different forms, from basic entry-level to top-of-the-line, professional 
models. While it’s not necessary to buy the flagship model with all the bells and whistles, be sure that 
your camera has all the features that you need right now, as well as features that you may want in 
the future. If you’re making an investment in a camera system, you don’t want to find yourself buying 
another new camera two months down the road because the one you initially bought doesn’t do 
what you need it to do.
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FIGURE 1.1 The Nikon D7100 is an inexpensive, yet very capable camera for capturing highly detailed 
product shots.

Here are a few important features to consider when investing in a dSLR for product 
photography: 

•	 Full-frame versus crop sensor. For product photography, I don’t see one format 
having a huge advantage over the other. Full-frame cameras are generally more effi-
cient in low light, but product photography is almost always well lit so that it largely 
depends on your lens choice. When using a macro lens or shooting close up, a crop 
sensor camera can have a bit of an edge due to its increased depth of field. However, 
when using a perspective control or tilt/shift lens, a bigger sensor allows for an 
increased area for more drastic adjustments. 

•	 resolution. As you probably know, you measure a camera’s resolution by the number 
of pixels on the sensor. The more pixels the sensor has the better the ability to capture 
fine detail in an image. For most general applications, such as web use or small printing 
in magazines I usually find that a resolution of between 10-14 megapixels is plenty. For 
product photography, however, I recommend using a higher-resolution sensor of 16-24 
megapixels in order to capture the most detail possible. The 36-megapixel D800 is a great 
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camera for shooting high-end products where the best image quality is of the utmost importance. If 
you’re shooting for a high-end company that wants the highest resolution and finest image quality 
to make large reproductions, more megapixels is better. Keep in mind that higher-resolution sensors 
also require higher-quality lenses to take full advantage of the resolution. 

•	 optical low-pass (oLPF) filter. Also known as an anti-aliasing filter (AA filter for short), these are 
filters placed in front of the sensor to intentionally create a fine blur in order to prevent artifacts, 
such as aliasing and moiré, from appearing in images that contain fine repeating patterns, such as 
silk or feathers (this appears as jagged edges or a rainbow-like pattern). Recently, camera manu-
facturers have started forgoing blur filters on new, higher resolution cameras because they are 
less necessary with higher resolutions. The D800E was the first dSLR with effective removal of the 
OLPF, and more recently, the Nikon D7100 and Pentax K-5 IIs were both released without an OLPF. 
As of this writing, Canon has not offered a camera with this option. A camera without an OLPF 
allows more fine detail to be resolved, but if you will be photographing mostly fabrics and materi-
als that have more propensities for moiré and aliasing, you may want to go with a camera that has 
an OPLF. For most general subjects, I prefer a camera without an OLPF filter. There are software 
options that can aid in removing aliasing artifacts for the rare times it is an issue. 

MEDIUM-FORMAT CAMERAS
In most high-end, professional product photography studios, you find a medium-format camera 
system. Most medium-format cameras have backs that attach to them, and much larger sensors 
and higher resolutions than a typical dSLR. Lenses for medium-format systems are also of the 
very highest quality. In short, for the ultimate in image quality, high-end product photographers 
in the advertising business use medium format.

Medium-format cameras provide the ultimate in image quality because the sensors are larger. 
This means they can resolve even finer detail than a dSLR. A larger sensor also means larger 
pixels (up to 80MP so far) which allows better light-gathering capabilities, which translates into 
a wider dynamic range. This kind of detail is needed for high-end advertisements that may be 
reproduced life size, or even larger.  

Although medium-format camera systems, such as Hasselblad, Leaf, and the Leica S series, 
offer the best image quality, they do so at an astronomical cost. A simple medium-format cam-
era with a digital back without a lens can cost upwards of $20,000. 

While a medium-format camera is a great option for product photography, it’s not really a neces-
sity. However, it is something you may want to consider in the future. 
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ZOOM VERSUS PRIME LENSES
A zoom lens covers a range of focal lengths, whereas a prime lens only has one focal 
length. For general photography, zoom lenses are preferable. They are versatile and 
can be used for just about any subject, including products. Zoom lenses are made up of 
many lens elements that move within the lens barrel enabling the lens to cover a range 
of focal lengths. In addition, there are two types of zoom lenses: Fixed aperture and 
variable aperture. A fixed-aperture zoom lens retains a constant aperture throughout 
the entire zoom range, while a variable-aperture zoom lens has an aperture that gets 
smaller as you increase the focal length. Professional zoom lenses have faster fixed 
apertures of about f/2.8, whereas consumer-level zoom lenses usually have variable 
apertures that can be much slower than higher-end lenses (generally from f/3.5-5.6). 

For the most part, variable-aperture lenses lack the quality you need for high-end prod-
uct photography. If you’re looking for a zoom lens to do your product photography, I rec-
ommend buying a fixed-aperture professional zoom lens.

For product photography, I prefer prime lenses to zoom lenses. Prime lenses are smaller 
and generally sharper than zooms. Because product photography is done mostly in a 
studio or controlled environment, a zoom lens isn’t the necessity that it can be for other 
types of photography in which you may face an unpredictable or changing environment. 

•	 Wireless flash triggering capability. Most high-end cameras lack built-in features to 
wirelessly trigger off-camera flashes. Some cameras, such as the Nikon D800 and D7100, 
and Canon the 7D, offer the option of wireless TTL flash control using the built-in flash 
and dedicated camera flashes. This is a very convenient and affordable option to get into 
wireless flash lighting. Cameras such as the Nikon D3X and Canon 1D series require an 
optional commander unit. If you’re on a limited budget (or even if you’re not), this built-in 
wireless flash option is a great feature. 

Standard Lenses
Lenses are arguably the most important part of your camera system. As I mentioned previ-
ously, in product photography a camera with higher resolution is preferable to capture the 
minute details of your subject. Also, with high-resolution cameras, the need for a lens that 
can complement a high-resolution sensor is of the utmost importance. 
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WIDe-anGLe LenSeS
As the name suggests, wide-angle lenses give you a wide field of view allowing the photographer to cap-
ture more of the scene. Wide-angle lenses range from the ultra-wide, 12mm up to the  
moderately wide 35mm in full-frame (from about 10-24 on APS-C crop sensors). There are lenses as wide as 
8mm, but these are fisheye lenses, which aren’t corrected for distortion and create vastly distorted images. 
There is nearly no use for this type of lens in product photography. 

In general, wide-angle lenses aren’t commonly used in product photography. Product photogra-
phy is generally done in medium to close proximity to the subject in order to fill the frame with the 
subject, and the propensity for wide-angle lenses to create perspective distortion and converging 
lines when close to a subject is a mostly undesirable trait for products.

The obvious difference that wide-angle perspective makes in an image is shown in Figure 1.2. In 
the top image, the camera was photographed using a longer, 70mm lens. As you can see, it appears 
normal. The lines are straight, and everything appears to be sized proportionately. However, in the 
image below, the same camera was photographed with a wide-angle lens of 17mm, and the cam-
era appears distorted. The lines appear to be converging. The side of the subject closest to the lens 
appears to be much larger than the side facing away from the lens. The camera’s lens is also mis-
shapen, causing it to look more oval.

As a product shot, the image on top is more desirable because it appears natural to the casual 
viewer. As an artistic photo, the image on the bottom is perfectly acceptable, but for advertising, it 
would probably not be used except under special circumstances. Both images were lit by a Nikon 
SU-800 controlling a Nikon SB-900 Speedlight. The Speedlight was placed camera right and fired 
though a Profoto 1-foot × 1-foot × 3-foot softbox. A silver reflector was used camera left for fill light. 
The flash exposure was set to TTL. 

However, wide-angle lenses are sometimes used creatively if the photographer desires to make the 
product appear different or unusual. Below are a couple of ways in which wide-angle lenses can be 
used creatively:

•	 Photograph the product up close. Using a wide-angle lens to photograph a product close up 
creates a perspective distortion that causes the subject to appear larger in relation to objects in 
the background. This also creates the illusion that the product is in some way superior. 

•	 Photograph the product at an unusual angle. Using odd angles creates atypical converging 
lines that can add an interesting twist to an otherwise lackluster subject. This is a great way to 
draw a viewer’s attention to an image. 



9ChaPTer one: Choosing the Essential Equipment

FIGURE 1.2 Here, you can see the effect perspective distortion has on a subject. Exposure: ISO 200, f/16, 
1/250 second, Nikon SU-800, Nikon SB-900 Speedlight, Nikkor 28-70mm f/2.8D AF-S at 70mm (top image), 
Sigma 17-35mm f/2.8-4 DG HSM at 17mm (bottom image), 

norMaL LenSeS
A normal lens has a field of view that closely approximates human eyesight. This range com-
prises a fairly small portion of a lens range (from about 35-60mm on full-frame, or 24-35mm 
on APS-C crop sensors). However, these are very commonly used focal lengths because nor-
mal lenses visually render products in a way that is familiar to viewers and makes products 
easily recognizable. 

Familiarity makes viewers feel comfortable with the product, which can put them at ease 
psychologically. This is ideal for many subjects, although it can sometimes appear so com-
mon that it causes a lack of interest in the viewer. Using dynamic lighting is a good way to 
draw viewer attention.



10 The Art and Style of Product Photography

Figure 1.3 shows a crystal perfume bottle photographed with a normal lens to show the lines as 
they appear in reality. This shot was lit with a Smith-Victor 200ix FlashLite shot through translucent 
Plexiglas for a black line glass look (see Chapter 8). 

FIGURE 1.3 This photograph was taken using a normal focal length. Exposure: ISO 100, f/16, 1/250 second,  
Nikkor 28-70mm f/2.8D AF-S at 50mm, Smith-Victor 200ix FlashLite.

A good normal zoom lens, such as a 24-70 (17-50 APS-C on crop sensors), is invaluable. This focal 
length is very useful because it allows the most versatility, going from moderately wide to short tele-
photo. If you can only invest in one professional-quality lens, this is my recommendation. A normal 
zoom can allow you to experiment with your angles and perspectives quickly and easily, especially if 
you are shooting handheld. 

SHOOTING FROM A LOWER ANGLE Shooting a product from a lower angle makes it appear 
large and/or commanding. Sometimes referred to as a majestic shot, it is used to make the prod-
uct appear superior.
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TeLePhoTo LenSeS
Telephoto lenses have longer focal lengths to make a subject that is farther away appear 
closer. Telephoto focal lengths range from about 70 to 200mm in full frame (55-200 on APS-C 
crop sensors). There are telephoto lenses with much longer focal lengths, but using a focal 
length longer than 200mm is usually very impractical, and generally, unnecessary in product 
photography. 

Telephoto lenses are quite useful in product photography. They allow you to stand back 
from the subject and get a pleasing view of it, free of the perspective distortion that occurs 
when you shoot a product at a closer distance.

Just as wide-angle lenses produce perspective distortion, telephoto lenses produce 
their own special distortion called compression distortion. Compression does exactly what it 
implies: It compresses and flattens the appearance of the subject. This is beneficial for sub-
jects that have extreme depth because the compression allows you to achieve more depth 
of focus on the subject, while also providing an easy way to achieve shallow depth of field in 
the background if desired. This also makes elements that are farther apart appear to be closer 
together. 

OEM VERSUS THIRD-PARTY LENSES
One thing to consider when buying lenses is whether to go with the OEM (Original 
Equipment Manufacturer) or third-party (a company other than the original manufac-
turer) lenses. For most high-end lenses, the only real option is the OEM. However, for 
mid-priced lenses, third-party companies offer some pretty good deals, especially for 
prime lenses. 

A number of companies manufacture lenses. Some of the top include Sigma, Tamron, 
and Tokina. Right now, Sigma is producing the best lenses of all the third parties — 
some even rival the OEMs, but at a much lower cost. 

Third-party lenses used to have the stigma of being shoddy, cut-rate optics, but those 
days are gone. Third-party lenses definitely offer a viable alternative to the higher-
priced OEM offerings. One thing to keep in mind, however, is that OEM lenses usually 
command a higher price on the used market. 
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Figure 1.4 shows the effect compression distortion can have on two images with the same setup. 
The only things that changed were the focal length of the lens and the camera’s position to keep the 
subject a similar size in the frame. The image on the left appears as it should. The candle on the left 
was closest to the camera and appears proportionally larger than the candle on the right, which was 
set further back, so it appears smaller. 

In the image on the right, the candles appear to be nearly the same size, which causes the compo-
sition to lose any sort of appearance of depth. If you want to show depth in an image, a telephoto lens 
is not the best choice. If you want to compress depth and make things looks closer to each other than 
they really are, a telephoto lens is a good choice. I recommend using a telephoto lens when photo-
graphing a single subject, and a wide normal to short telephoto lens when photographing a group of 
subjects.

FIGURE 1.4 The effect of compression distortion on a group of products. Exposure: ISO 200, f/16, 1/250 second, 
Nikon SU-800, Nikon SB-900 Speedlight, Nikkor 28-70mm f/2.8D AF-S at 50mm (left image), Nikkor 80-200mm f/2.8D 
AF-S at 200mm (right image). 
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Special-Purpose Lenses
As you may surmise from the name, these types of lenses are used for special purposes. They 
perform functions that regular lenses cannot and are used to achieve specific effects. These 
types of lenses also come in different focal lengths, from wide-angle to telephoto, and all of 
them are prime lenses due to the specialization of the design properties. These lenses are 
generally a little more expensive than the standard kind, but as I mentioned previously, you 
get what you pay for. If you need a special-purpose lens on a regular basis, I advise that you 
invest in a high-quality one. If you use special-purpose lenses infrequently, it may be a good 
idea to rent one for your project. 

MaCro
Macro lenses are specially designed for capturing fine detail. A true macro lens allows you to 
magnify the subject to at least a 1:1 ratio. What this means is that the image projected on the 
sensor as it comes through the lens is the same size as the actual subject. Some lenses allow 
magnification of up to a 5:1 ratio, which means the projected image is five times the size of 
the actual image. 

Some manufacturers of inexpensive zoom lenses tend to stretch the definition of the  
term macro when it comes to marketing lenses. These lenses usually only provide a magnifi-
cation of 1:2, or half size, or sometimes, even a little less. Sometimes, 1:2 is all you need  
however so only focusing close enough to achieve a half size image isn’t necessarily a bad 
thing.

A decent macro lens is a necessity for any product photographer. Macro lenses are used to 
photograph small subjects and make them appear much larger. Macro lenses can also  
be used to isolate a small facet on a larger subject. I advise beginners to try a close-up filter 
or a reversing ring before purchasing a macro lens. However, for high-end product photog-
raphy, a dedicated macro lens is a good investment because, at some point, you will need a 
macro lens. 
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Figure 1.5 shows an image of a relatively small keychain photographed with a macro lens. The lens 
highlighted the smaller details, such as the texture of the leather and the brand embossing. The light-
ing for this figure was done with a Nikon SU-800 controlling a Nikon SB-900 Speedlight through a 
Profoto 1-foot × 1-foot × 3-foot softbox. The flash was set to TTL +2EV at camera right, with a reflector 
at camera left for fill light.

FIGURE 1.5 Macro shots are used to highlight the tiny details of small objects. Exposure: ISO 800, f/16, 1/250 second, 
Pentax 50mm f/4.0 Macro-Takumar, Nikon SU-800, Nikon SB-900 Speedlight. 

Macro lenses come in a variety of focal lengths, from normal (50mm) to telephoto (200mm). 
Normal focal-length macro lenses tend to be more inexpensive, but they also have a closer working 
distance, which means that to get 1:1, you need to be right on top of the subject. This can be a prob-
lem when working with external light. If the camera lens is right on top of the subject, it can block the 
light and not allow you to expose the image properly. Longer focal-length lenses allow you to put 
some space between you and the subject, allowing light to be cast on to the product without inter-
ference. I find that a focal length of about 90 to 105mm is an ideal focal length. 
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PerSPeCTIVe ConTroL/TILT-ShIFT
A perspective control/tilt-shift lens, shown in Figure 1.6, is a special type of lens. It allows the 
photographer to control perspective by shifting the lens to reduce converging lines, and to 
tilt the plane of focus to control the depth of field more accurately.

FIGURE 1.6 The Nikon 24mm f/3.5 PC-E perspective control lens.
Image courtesy of Nikon

Perspective control or shift is most commonly used in architecture photography to reduce 
the effect of converging lines of large buildings caused by the need to tilt the camera up to 
fit the building into the frame. This causes the sensor plane to be off-axis from the building 
plane, which makes the building appear to tip backward. You’ve likely seen this effect many 
times, where the bottom of the building is very large and the top is much smaller. To control 
the perspective, the lens is shifted so that it can record the upper parts of the building with-
out tilting the camera up. This allows the sensor plane and the front of the building to be on 
the same axis.
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Because product photography deals with much smaller objects than architectural photography, 
the perspective control isn’t a much-used aspect of the lens. If you do encounter some perspec-
tive distortion, it can be fixed using image-editing software. One way to effectively use shift is when 
shooting highly reflective subjects or even mirrors. You can avoid having the camera reflected in the 
subject by placing the camera lower than the subject and shifting the lens up to capture the image 
without being seen.

Tilt is the more useful feature of these specialized lenses. Tilting the lens gives the photographer 
more control over the depth of field by adjusting the plane of focus, so that it isn’t limited to the same 
axis as the sensor plane. Controlling the plane of focus allows the photographer to increase the depth 
of focus of a product while still using a relatively wide aperture. Using a standard lens requires a very 
small aperture to increase depth of field. Smaller apertures, while increasing the depth of field and 
allowing more of the subject to be in focus, also have the detrimental effect of softening the image 
due to diffraction. In product photography, having the highest image quality is very important; there-
fore, using a tilt-shift lens is sometimes a better option than stopping down to the minimum aperture 
and hoping for the best.

PERSPECTIVE CONTROL/TILT-SHIFT LENS NAMING CONVENTIONS 
The naming conventions of lenses are different relative to each manufacturer, which can be 
somewhat confusing. Nikon’s current perspective control lenses are all designated PC-E, which 
stands for Perspective Control–Electronic. 

The term electronic is used to describe the aperture, which is controlled electronically by the 
camera. Nikon’s earliest lenses, known simply as PC, required the photographer to open the 
aperture for focusing, and then manually close down the aperture before taking the photo. 
Nikon’s early PC lenses were exactly as denoted: perspective control. The lenses only allowed 
shift movement, so the lens always remained at the same axis as the sensor plane. Nikon’s cur-
rent PC-E lenses allow both shift and tilt.

Canon designates its lenses as TS-E (Tilt/Shift–Electronic). Similar to Nikon, the electronic moni-
ker refers to the electronic opening and closing of the aperture diaphragm. Since Canon began 
making tilt-shift lenses, it has offered both tilt and shift on its lenses, as opposed to Nikon’s first 
generation of shift-only lenses. 
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Figure 1.7 shows a set of images taken with a Nikon perspective control lens (the same as 
a Canon Tilt/Shift lens). Both were photographed wide open to exaggerate the depth of field. 
The image on the top was shot straight-on with no adjustments to the lens. Notice the dis-
tortion and the shallow depth of field that leaves only a little in focus. The image on the bot-
tom was taken with the lens tilted right 5 degrees. The depth of field, although shallow, has 
been adjusted so the diagonal line of crayons is all in focus on the same plane. Notice that 
the distortion has also been corrected.

FIGURE 1.7 These images show the difference a perspective control lens can have on a subject. Exposure: 
ISO 200, f/3.5, 1/250 second, Nikkor 24mm f/3.5 PC-E.
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Tripods
One often overlooked but highly critical piece of equipment for just about any photography, includ-
ing high-end product photography, is the tripod. Use of a tripod is very important in product photog-
raphy. It keeps the camera stable, and it allows you to maintain the exact composition when you have 
to adjust the lighting in between shots. 

Like just about everything in photography, you get what you pay for. Some photographers think 
they can get away with buying an inexpensive tripod, but in the end they end up frustrated. Cheap 
tripods are wobbly, easily broken, and not very versatile when it comes to composing an image using 
the tripod head. I recommend staying away from the cheap tripods you find at electronics stores and 
spending the extra money on a good, heavy-duty tripod. A good tripod will last you many years and 
save you countless headaches. 

A good tripod generally has two sections: Legs and head. Each of these can be bought separately, 
although some come as a kit. Buying separately allows you to have a tripod that is customized to 
your personal needs. I do not recommend buying a cheap, all-in-one kit tripod, so I don’t cover those 
options.

LeGS
Tripod legs are the bulk of the tripod. Obviously, this is what the tripod stands on. These come at 
many different price points depending on the material of which they are constructed. Carbon fiber tri-
pods are very light and stable, but they are also the most expensive. Carbon fiber is also known to be 
very good at dampening vibration. Similar to the carbon fiber is basalt fiber, which is a little cheaper 
than carbon fiber and provides a light tripod for someone on a smaller budget. 

Heavier options include the common aluminum legs, and less often, magnesium alloy versions. I 
prefer a nice, heavy aluminum tripod in the studio to hold my heavy cameras and lenses rock steady. 
The lightweight carbon fiber versions are nice for traveling, but I don’t find that an ultra-light tripod 
gains you any advantage in the studio. The important thing is to make sure that your tripod can sup-
port the weight of your camera and heaviest lens. If your tripod flexes under the weight of your rig, 
then you need a heavier tripod. 

Another consideration when buying tripod legs is the locking mechanism. Tripod legs are tele-
scopic, usually having three to five sections. Most good, heavy-duty tripod legs have three sections, 
and the legs get thinner within each section. Tripods with more sections are less stable than their 
shorter counterparts. The sections are held in place by locking mechanisms.
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 The following are the two types of tripod leg locking mechanisms, each of which has its 
own benefits and disadvantages:

•	 Lever locks. Speed is the main advantage of this locking mechanism. A simple flip of 
the lever allows you to extend or retract the leg sections and lock them back down. 
The twist-lock versions take a little more effort to lock and release the leg sections. 
Lever locks are very stable but tend to loosen up after time. Lever-lock tripods usually 
come with a tool that allows you to tighten the locking mechanism.

•	 Twist locks. Twist-lock legs are more stable as long as you twist them with sufficient 
torque to lock them down properly. On the other hand, using too much force can 
make it difficult to unlock them. 

I prefer lever-lock tripod legs because they are quicker and easier to adjust. Anything that 
saves me time is welcome to my workflow — even if it’s something as simple as adjusting 
the height of my tripod. 

heaDS
After choosing a good set of tripod legs, the next option is choosing the head. The tripod 
legs have a center column with a threaded mount that the head screws down to. These are 
made from different materials, including cheap plastic to high-end, metal alloys, such as 
magnesium. 

There are many options for tripod heads, but many of them are intended for videogra-
phers. Selecting a tripod head for product photography is relatively simple. There are two tri-
pod head options that offer a lot of control: Ball and pan/tilt. The ball head is a ball that sits in 
a socket and moves in a 360-degree motion. Ball heads come in a wide price range (from $13 
to $1,000+), and a few different types. The most common is the simple ball and socket with 
a single knob. These are available with or without a quick-release plate. The cheaper ones 
come without the quick release, and the camera screws right onto the head. Unless you plan 
to leave your camera permanently attached to the tripod head, I don’t recommend this type. 

Regardless of the type of tripod head you choose, I recommend buying one with a quick-
release plate because, as the name implies, it allows you to quickly attach and remove the 
camera. 


