BEST PRACTICES
PHOTOGRAPHY GUIDE

introduction
We all know a beautiful photograph when we see it,
but not everyone knows why it’s beautiful.

*
and more to do with design principles and editing.

It has less to do with the equipment being used

This guide will provide tips that can transform your
ordinary photograph into an extraordinary one.
And a great photograph is your advertising; it can help
sell your work & set expectations for your customer.

*

All photos in this guide were taken with an iPhone 7
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COMPOSITION

This is crucial to creating an interesting, balanced image.
Here are 3 approaches to consider, based on where you
position your camera in relation to the piece.

1

STRAIGHT AHEAD
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DYNAMIC ANGLE
Instead of the expected snapshot - shooting something straight ahead
or top down - move around the piece. Find an interesting angle that
highlights its best feature or creates some unexpected lines.

TOP DOWN

ANGLED

COMPOSITION

2

TOO CLOSE UP
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continued...
THE RULE OF THIRDS
Imagine there is a grid that overlays your image, 3 rows across and 3 rows down.
(On an iPhone, this is presented on screen.) Position your piece in either 1/3 or 2/3
of that space. This creates tension and balance that is pleasing to the eye. This
works best for social media posts or demonstrating your work being used.

1/3

2/3

COMPOSITION

3

TOO SMALL
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continued...
FILL THE FRAME
Let your piece dominate the space or compose a grouping of smaller pieces.
•

Avoid small or thin pieces that leave a lot of empty space floating around them.

•

Be sure to leave some space around the edges or it will feel crowded.

TOO THIN

JUST RIGHT

COMPOSITION

PLACEMENT ON SET
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FILL THE FRAME

continued...

To create a grouped photo, place your pieces further apart on the set. Also place
the smallest/shortest piece in the foreground, and the largest/tallest piece
in the background. You’re creating an optical illusion, forcing the camera lens
to compress the space between objects and adjust for size discrepancies.

PLACEMENT ON SET

PLACEMENT ON SET

This is an easy adjustment that can happen while you’re taking

CROPPING

the photo or afterwards while editing. Here are 2 approaches
that apply, depending on where you plan to use the image.

1

SHOW THE ENTIRE PIECE
Don’t leave anything to the imagination by cropping off a part of your piece.
•

This is important for eCommerce because it sets expectations with the customer.

•

This is also important when submitting images to a juried show.

DON’T CROP
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JUST RIGHT

continued...

CROPPING

2

CROP TO CREATE INTEREST
Zoom in on the details that make your piece unique.
•

This is important for eCommerce because it sets expectations with the customer.

•

On Social Media, do this to emphasize that a piece is handmade.

ECOMMERCE

9

SOCIAL MEDIA

Make your piece pop! Here are 3 approaches to consider

CONTRAST

using: appropriate backgrounds & environments, lighting
and editing filters.

1

BACKGROUNDS & ENVIRONMENTS
Make sure the setting enhances your piece and defines its form.
•

Avoid busy | dirty | shiny backgrounds that take the focus off of your piece.

•

To enhance a silhouette, choose a dark background for a light-colored piece,
and a light background for a dark-colored piece.
Neutral-colored backgrounds will help your colors pop!

•

DISTRACTING BACKGROUND
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LIGHT ON DARK BACKGROUND

DARK ON LIGHT BACKGROUND

continued...

CONTRAST

2

BOUNCE CARD
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LIGHTING OPTIONS
Your light source can be manufactured or natural – the key is to make sure it isn’t
too harsh or too light/dark.
•

This can be achieved using a bounce card – a white, reflective surface that you can
reposition easily. You can purchase them or make them yourself, propping up or
suspending pieces of poster board or foam core.

•

You can use a variety of bounce cards in different sizes & positions to create one image.

•

You can also purchase a soft box or a light box – both diffuse light, creating soft shadows.

SOFT BOX

LIGHT BOX

CONTRAST

LIGHTING OPTIONS

continued...

For manufactured light, point the light up at a bounce card positioned above the piece.
This produces a soft light that illuminates the piece without any glare.
•

Avoid pointing the light directly at the piece – this will create glare.

•

If the shadows underneath are too dark, position smaller bounce cards to the right and/or
left of the piece to provide a subtle uplight.

•

The closer the bounce cards are to the piece, the brighter the light will be so move them
around until you’re satisfied with the result.

SET WITH GREY SEAMLESS PAPER,
SUSPENDED BOUNCE CARD (OR SOFT
BOX) AND SIDE BOUNCE CARD. LIGHT
IS ENCLOSED & DIRECTED UPWARDS.
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WITHOUT SIDE BOUNCE CARD

WITH SIDE BOUNCE CARD

CONTRAST

LIGHTING OPTIONS

continued...

For natural light, a grey day is ideal; lucky for us in the Pacific Northwest!
•

Direct sunlight is too harsh, causing glare and possibly altering the color.

•

For indirect light, position your piece near a window, under a skylight or even outdoors.

•

Use the side bounce cards to brighten shadows and add more light to the piece.

WINDOW SET WITH SIDE BOUNCE CARD
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WITHOUT SIDE BOUNCE CARD

WITH SIDE BOUNCE CARD

continued...

CONTRAST

3
EXPOSURE:

EDITING FILTERS
Don’t have a great camera? No problem! Most of today’s smart phones have great
cameras with excellent editing filters. You can also download editing apps to enhance
your image even further. Here are common filters and the effects they have on your image.
Adjust these filters back & forth to discover what they can do!
It’s the overall brightness of the image – the amount of light in the photo.
If your image is too dark or too bright, adjust this first.

TOO DARK
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JUST RIGHT

TOO BRIGHT

CONTRAST
BRILLIANCE:

EDITING FILTERS

This can be found on Apple products. It brightens shadows, tones down highlights,
and modulates contrast — making details clearer and making images more vibrant.

ORIGINAL

HIGHLIGHTS:

TOO WASHED OUT - A LITTLE GOES A LONG WAYS

These are the brightest elements in an image. If you have too much glare,
you can lower the brightness. You can also increase their brightness.

TOO DULL
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continued...

JUST RIGHT

TOO WASHED OUT

CONTRAST
SHADOWS:

EDITING FILTERS

continued...

These are the darker elements in an image. If you have too much shadow,
you can lighten the darkness. You can also increase their darkness.

TOO DARK

CONTRAST:

TOO LIGHT

Adjusting the contrast can either make an image more vivid or can mute the tones
for a more subdued feel.

TOO WASHED OUT
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ORIGINAL

ORIGINAL

TOO INTENSE

CONTRAST
BRIGHTNESS:

EDITING FILTERS

continued...

This uniformly changes all the colors, from extremely light (white) to extremely dark
(black). You can use it to make the overall picture lighter or darker.

TOO DARK

BLACK POINT:

TOO BRIGHT

This can be found on Apple products. It adjusts only the darkest areas of the image,
making them either more grey or blacker.

TOO WASHED OUT
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ORIGINAL

ORIGINAL

TOO DARK

CONTRAST
SHARPEN:

EDITING FILTERS

This adjusts the contrast of the details and creates the illusion of a more focused image.
However, if your image is out of focus, this will not help it.

ORIGINAL

VIGNETTE:

SHARPENED

This is an elegant lens effect, drawing attention to the center by darkening the edges.

ORIGINAL
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continued...

20%

50% – TOO INTENSE

Make sure your color is balanced – not too warm, not too cool.

COLOR

Make sure the color is true to the piece – not too bold, not too dull –
to set expectations for your customer. They don’t like surprises!
You can easily adjust your color with the following editing filters.

SATURATION:

This makes the colors more intense and brings out the colors in an image.

TOO DULL

VIBRANCY:

TOO INTENSE

This also makes the colors more intense, reversing tints into pure tones.

ORIGINAL
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ORIGINAL

TOO INTENSE

continued...

COLOR
WARMTH:

This allows you to control yellow or blue color balance.
If your image is too warm, add more blue. Too cool? Add more yellow.

TOO YELLOW

TINT:

TOO BLUE

This allows you to control red or green color balance.
If your image is too pink, add more green. Too green? Add more red.

TOO RED
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JUST RIGHT

JUST RIGHT

TOO GREEN

CRISP

Make sure your image is in focus and that your details are crisp.
Focus happens when you’re taking the photo – you can’t add more
detail afterwards when you’re editing. The way you focus your camera
will vary depending on which type & brand of camera you’re using.
Read the camera instructions for best results.
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FOREGROUND OUT OF FOCUS

FOREGROUND IN FOCUS

BACKGROUND IN FOCUS

BACKGROUND OUT OF FOCUS

You can enhance the crispness using this filter.

CRISP
SHARPEN:

This adjusts the contrast of the details and creates the illusion of a more focused image.
However, if your image is out of focus, this will not help it.

ORIGINAL
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SHARPENED

CONTEXT

Now that we’ve reviewed principles, we need to talk about context,
because these principles will shift depending on where you plan
to use your images. Three common places you’ll use your photography
are Juried Submissions, eCommerce listings and Social Media posts.

JURIED

23

ECOMMERCE

SOCIAL MEDIA

CONTEXT
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JURIED PHOTOS
If you’re planning to submit your work into a juried show, it’s not enough to make
high-quality, unique work. You also need great photos that highlight why your work
is special. This is why many artists choose to use a professional photographer to
capture their best pieces. If that isn’t in your budget, below are some principles
to keep in mind when you take your own photos.

•

Choose your pieces carefully. Make sure there is a broad
range of items that work together cohesively and represent
your artistic style.

•

Fill the frame. Choose a piece that is unique and commands
the space or compose a grouping of pieces. Avoid small
or thin pieces that leave a lot of empty space floating around
them. Avoid cropping the piece out of frame.

•

Let the work speak for itself. The background should be
neutral - no textures or color to distract from the piece.
Allow the texture and color of your piece to shine.

•

A darker background is preferred because many jurors are
viewing images in a dark room. Light colored backgrounds
are blinding in that environment.

•

Create drama with lighting. Use high contrast lighting
and/or editing filters to enhance shadows and texture.

•

The color needs to be true – not warm or cool – it’s neutral
and accurate.

CONTEXT

ECOMMERCE PHOTOS
Setting expectations with the customer is vital with eCommerce.
The image should be straightforward, not dramatic.

•

Show the entire piece and make sure it’s in focus.

•

The color needs to be true – not warm or cool – it’s neutral
and accurate.

•

If your piece has unique details, zoom in and/or present
cropped images.

•

Showing it in context is helpful. Let your customer imagine
what it would be like to own it.
For example:
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•

Show your mug or bowl being used on a table.

•

Show your jewelry or wearable on a person.

•

Show your furniture in a room to demonstrate scale.

CONTEXT

SOCIAL MEDIA PHOTOS
Anything goes with social media, just make sure it’s interesting and that your image
or video pops! When you’re making a post, decide your goal in advance – to create
community; to educate; to sell, etc. That will help you figure out what to write and
how you want to photograph it.

•

Show what inspires you.

•

Show your process steps – start to finish.

•

Troubleshoot an issue with your guild community.

•

Connect with your customer by sharing
something personal about yourself.

•

Show finished work and how it’s available for purchase.

•

If you have an event, promote it.

•

If you’ve been absent for a while, explain why. It makes you
relatable and you are human after all!

Have fun with filters when showing work-in-progress,
your inspiration or promoting an event. Be accurate when
highlighting finished work.
Just remember, the customer is not just buying your work,
they’re also buying YOU and this is a great place to make
that connection.
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This guide was created by the Oregon Potters Association,
a 501 c3 non-profit organization.

