
photographing  
your work:  
a tutorial for  
graphic designers



if you’re completely new to shooting with a 
dslr (digital single lens reflex), you’ll need  
to make friends with the camera’s manual. 
read this pdf and then reference the manual 
to make the necessary settings (iso, white 
balance, shutter speed and aperture).



photography is important for graphic  
designers. your work will likely be seen the 
most online, and secondly in your portfolio.  
it’s critical that you photograph it well. 

photos can enhance or ruin good work.  
lets learn to take good ones!



it’s all about using your available light  
appropriately for the affect you are trying to 
achieve. you’ll get the most control if you 
shoot in manual mode.

cameras let in light in 2 basic ways:



p h o t o g r a p h i n g  yo u r  wo r k

i n t r o

If you’ve never taken a photography class, this is the time to do a little 
reading up in order to get the best possible photos. It’s not rocket sci-
ence, but does take some time to experiment and some decent equip-
ment (namely a camera with a good lens).

h ow  t h e  c a m e r a  wo r k s  ( s u p e r  d u p e r  b a s i c s )
1. Light passes through the lens and strikes a mirror (1)
2. The mirror reflects the light up to a focusing screen
3. Light passes through the focusing screen and enters a block  

of glass called a pentaprism (2)
4. The pentaprism reflects the image so that you can see it in  

the viewfinder
5. When you take a photo, the mirror flips up and a shutter (3) opens 

that exposes the digital image sensor (4) , previously film, to light

The less light you let in to the camera, the darker the image will be, con-
versely, the more light you let in to the camera, the lighter it will be. This 
means you need to get somewhere in-between—getting enough light to 
expose your subject nicely, but not so much that it gets over exposed 
(white/blown out).

c o n t r o l l i n g  h ow  m u c h  l i g h t  i s  l e t  i n  t o  t h e 
c a m e r a

There are two ways to control the amount of light that enters the cam-
era and hits the image sensor:

1. Aperture: The lens opening, which allows light to reach the sensor. 
F-stop is the measurement of the size of the lens opening. The larger 
the f-stop number, the smaller the lens opening. A lens set at F2 al-
lows much more light to pass through it than a lens set at F16.

2. Shutter Speed: This is the length of time the shutter is open allowing 
light in to expose the film. The longer it’s open, the more light that 
is let in. A typical shutter speed for photographs taken in sunlight is 
1/125th of a second. If your camera’s shutter speed is set to 125, the 
shutter will be open for 1/125th of a second. 
Standards for shutter speeds: 1/1000 sec, 1/500 s, 1/250 s, 1/125 s, 
1/60 s, 1/30 s, 1/15 s, 1/8 s, 1/4 s, 1/2 s, 1 s

The nice thing about cameras these days is you can set it so that you 
only have to adjust one, and the camera will calculate the other. AV 
Priority allows you to set the aperture and the camera will then set the 
shutter speed. TV Priority allows you to set the shutter speed and the 
camera will calculate the aperture.

You can, of course, use the auto settings as well and let the camera 
do all the work, but that rarely creates the best exposure. If you do one 
setting manually, you can take numerous exposures to get the right one 
for the light you’re working with.

i s o

In traditional (film) photography ISO (or ASA) was the indication of how 
sensitive a film was to light. It was measured in numbers (you’ve probably 
seen them on films: 100, 200, 400, 800 etc). The lower the number the 
lower the sensitivity of the film and the finer the grain in the shots.

In Digital Photography ISO measures the sensitivity of the image 
sensor. The same principles apply as in film photography—the lower the 
number (slower) the less sensitive your camera is to light and the finer 
the grain. Higher ISO settings (faster) are generally used in darker situ-
ations to get faster shutter speeds (for example an indoor sports event 
when you want to freeze the action in lower light)—however the cost is 
‘noisier/grainier’ shots. 

d e p t h  o f  f i e l d

Depth of field refers to the zone of focus in a photograph or the distance 
between the closest and farthest parts of the picture that are reasonably 
sharp. In other words, depth of field is the level of focus in a photo. If the 
whole photo is in sharp focus, there is a large depth of field. If the photo 
has some areas in focus and others out, there is a shallow depth of field.
Depth of field is determined by three controllable factors:
1. Lens opening: the smaller the aperture used, the greater the depth of 

field. F16 creates an area with far greater depth of field than F2.
2. Distance: The greater the focus distance (from the camera to sub-

ject), the greater the depth of field. A lens focused 5 feed away from 
the subject creates much less depth of field than a lens focused 15 
feet away.

3. Focal length: The longer the focal length of the lens, the smaller  
the depth of field. A telephoto lens produces an image with less  
depth of field than a wide-angle lens (assuming the same aperture  
and focus distance.
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one way is through aperture, which is the 
size of the lens opening. the smaller the lens 
opening, the bigger the number of the f-stop 
(aperture).

Lots of light can get 
in at such a large  
aperture!



the other way light is let in, is with the   
shutter speed—the amount of time the  
shutter is open. it’s measured in fractions  
of seconds. 

1/1000th second
1/500th second
1/250th second
1/125th second

1/60th second
1/30th second
1/15th second
1/8th second

1/4th second
1/2 second
1 second



1/1000th second 1/250th second

1/1000th of a second is a very short exposure—
very little light is let in, while, 1 second is a 
very long exposure—lots of light is let in. 

1 second

Amount  
of light



the more light that is let in, the lighter the 
image will be—and vice-versa—the less that 
is let in, the darker the image will be.

too much light. (overexposed) not enough light. (underexposed)



lighting



you have two options for lighting your work :    
natural light and studio lighting.



cons
1. unpredictablity

2. restricted times

3. inconsistency

pros 
1. cheap

2. minimal set-up

3. looks great! 
(when done well)

natural lighting



try setting up next to a window. luckily for  
us portlanders, rainy days can offer great  
diffused light! 

if you don’t have a window, find a spot outside 
that’s not in direct sunlight. this will avoid 
harsh light and dark (distracting) shadows.







natural lighting examples



cons
1. monetary investment

2. learning curve

pros 
1. consistency

2. shoot any  
time of day

3. control

studio lighting



you can build a lightbox of your own very  
cheaply using a cardboard box and fabric or 
white foam core. light with work lamps found 
at hardware stores.

you can also invest in a simple lightbox  
system that can be purchased relatively 
cheaply online.





use daylight bulbs to avoid the yellow cast 
caused by tungsten lights (typical indoor bulbs). 

1. be aware : you may still have to adjust the white  
balance in-camera, or 

2. might even have to make adjustments in photoshop. 

3. diffusing light through white paper/fabric will help avoid  
the yellow cast issue.



you’ll need to adjust your white balance  
settings to account for the type of bulb you  
are using. this is explained in more detail  
later in the document.



studio lighting examples



getting the right exposure



before you click the shutter, you’ll need to 
adjust some settings based on the type, and 
amount of light you are working with.



1. iso  
 adjust the sensitivity of the light sensor

2. white balance  
 indicate the type of light

3. exposure  
 select aperture and shutter speed

4. compose

5. shoot!

setting up for a shot, you 
must adjust and consider:



the first thing set, is the iso. the iso setting 
will adjust how sensitive the digital sensor  
is to light. the sensor has replaced ‘film’ in 
digital cameras. 



the higher the number, the more sensitive it is 
to light, and the less light is needed to make  
a good exposure. set it too high, and the image 
becomes ‘noisey’ (a fuzzy/muddy look).

check your camera’s manual for instructions to adjust the iso.



then you need to set the white balance.  
this will remove unrealistic color casts to 
achieve more natural color in photos.

VS



adjustments can made for a variety of lighting  
situations. they may vary slightly based on 
the camera you’re using, but icons will look 
something like this:

the tungsten setting helps avoid 
the yellow cast that comes when 
photographing indoors with incan-
descent lights.

check your camera’s manual for instructions on adjusting white balance.



finally, you can select your aperture and 
shutter speed! start with a moderate  
aperture, like f5.6, and adjust your shutter 
speed, by looking at the light meter.



you want to adjust your shutter speed so the 
needle is roughly at zero. you’ll see both the 
light meter and your shutter speed changing 
as you adjust.

most photographers would prefer to under-
expose a little (negative number) rather than 
overexpose, so they get a good amount of  
image information, and can then adjust in  
photoshop. sometimes overexposed images 
lose vital information in blown-out areas and 
are much more difficult to salvage.



composition



decide which kind of shot you’re aiming for— 
the full subject or a detail. it’s important to  
get both kinds for a full understanding of the  
piece in your portfolio.



composition examples—it’s all about variety for a complete overview of the piece(s).



depth of field



depth of field is how much is in focus in 
a photo. if everything is in focus, you have a 
great depth of field. if just a portion is in  
focus, and the rest is out of focus, you have  
a shallow depth of field.



great depth of field shows everything in focus. 



shallow depth of field shows one portion of 
the image in focus, with the rest blurry. 



the larger your aperture (light opening), the 
more shallow your depth of field will be.
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The less light you let in to the camera, the darker the image will be, con-
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There are two ways to control the amount of light that enters the cam-
era and hits the image sensor:

1. Aperture: The lens opening, which allows light to reach the sensor. 
F-stop is the measurement of the size of the lens opening. The larger 
the f-stop number, the smaller the lens opening. A lens set at F2 al-
lows much more light to pass through it than a lens set at F16.

2. Shutter Speed: This is the length of time the shutter is open allowing 
light in to expose the film. The longer it’s open, the more light that 
is let in. A typical shutter speed for photographs taken in sunlight is 
1/125th of a second. If your camera’s shutter speed is set to 125, the 
shutter will be open for 1/125th of a second. 
Standards for shutter speeds: 1/1000 sec, 1/500 s, 1/250 s, 1/125 s, 
1/60 s, 1/30 s, 1/15 s, 1/8 s, 1/4 s, 1/2 s, 1 s

The nice thing about cameras these days is you can set it so that you 
only have to adjust one, and the camera will calculate the other. AV 
Priority allows you to set the aperture and the camera will then set the 
shutter speed. TV Priority allows you to set the shutter speed and the 
camera will calculate the aperture.

You can, of course, use the auto settings as well and let the camera 
do all the work, but that rarely creates the best exposure. If you do one 
setting manually, you can take numerous exposures to get the right one 
for the light you’re working with.

i s o

In traditional (film) photography ISO (or ASA) was the indication of how 
sensitive a film was to light. It was measured in numbers (you’ve probably 
seen them on films: 100, 200, 400, 800 etc). The lower the number the 
lower the sensitivity of the film and the finer the grain in the shots.

In Digital Photography ISO measures the sensitivity of the image 
sensor. The same principles apply as in film photography—the lower the 
number (slower) the less sensitive your camera is to light and the finer 
the grain. Higher ISO settings (faster) are generally used in darker situ-
ations to get faster shutter speeds (for example an indoor sports event 
when you want to freeze the action in lower light)—however the cost is 
‘noisier/grainier’ shots. 
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Depth of field refers to the zone of focus in a photograph or the distance 
between the closest and farthest parts of the picture that are reasonably 
sharp. In other words, depth of field is the level of focus in a photo. If the 
whole photo is in sharp focus, there is a large depth of field. If the photo 
has some areas in focus and others out, there is a shallow depth of field.
Depth of field is determined by three controllable factors:
1. Lens opening: the smaller the aperture used, the greater the depth of 

field. F16 creates an area with far greater depth of field than F2.
2. Distance: The greater the focus distance (from the camera to sub-

ject), the greater the depth of field. A lens focused 5 feed away from 
the subject creates much less depth of field than a lens focused 15 
feet away.

3. Focal length: The longer the focal length of the lens, the smaller  
the depth of field. A telephoto lens produces an image with less  
depth of field than a wide-angle lens (assuming the same aperture  
and focus distance.
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special touches



backgrounds can add to the depth and 
mood of your photos. experiment with any  
material or surface you can get your hands  
on! paper, flooring, fabric, nature—try it all!



background possibilities are endless!



props can enhance and reinforce the mood 
you’re creating for your work.

they aren’t always appropriate, but props can add significantly to some types of work.



be patient, experiment, have fun, and watch 
your photos improve!
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