 Photographing artwork for show entries and websites
Don’t wait until the last minute!!!!
The best way to get images of your artwork for shows or publications is to take it to a professional photographer who specializes in that sort of photography and pay them to take the pictures—pretty expensive.

The next best way to get suitable images is to photograph the artwork yourself using available light outdoors, preferably on an overcast day, mid-day, in a shaded area away from shadows or reflections of colored objects that may influence the hue of the artwork.  This is virtually the only do-it-yourself method that will work for oils or acrylics that have heavy impasto unless the piece has been varnished with a very matte varnish.  This will not work for glazed artwork.
Set the artwork up on an easel and the camera preferably on a tripod, squarely in front of the art.  Attach a “white card” and an identification label to the top of the piece.  Place the camera far enough away from the art that you have to zoom in just slightly to frame the shot.  Take several pictures (just to be safe).  Be sure to include the identification label and white card in the photo.
The Camera really only needs to be a point and shoot digital with 5 or more megapixel capability, a built in flash, and an optical (not digital) zoom lens of 2X or more.  It should record images to an SD memory card.  Cameras meeting these requirements are available quite inexpensively and memory cards are very cheap.  I would, however, suggest sticking with a brand known for quality.
Camera settings:  Be sure to familiarize yourself with your camera’s “settings menu”.  Set the picture size and quality to the highest level available.  Set the white balance to “daylight” if shooting outdoors in available light or “flash” if shooting with flash as I am about to describe.  Some simple cameras may only have “auto” white balance.

The “down and dirty” way to capture an image of your art.
The Artwork:  Unglazed is preferred; glazed is possible but less desirable.  Framing and matting is unimportant as the image should be of the artwork only for most shows and websites.  The technique I will show you works reasonably well for capturing the image of the art and less well for accurately depicting the frame (unless the frame is a very simple shape).  Attach an identification label and white card to the top of the piece.
Note on Framing and Matting:  Most competitive shows will have specific guidelines for framing and matting entries.  It is important to observe these guidelines as your work may not be included in the show, even though it made the cut when electronically entered, if it is not framed and matted in accordance with the specifications in the show prospectus.  Also, be sure your work is wired correctly (usually specified in the prospectus).

Positioning the Artwork for photos:  Use an easel or stand to hold the art nearly vertical, or hang the artwork at eye level.  Try to find a location that is softly lighted with natural light and specifically avoid streaks of light or shadow. Also avoid close proximity to sources of artificial light (fluorescent or incandescent).

Setting the camera:  Flash (forced “ON”), Image size (maximum), quality (maximum), Memory card (clean, no other images) Check that the lens is clean.  White balance set to “flash” or “auto”.
Taking the pictures:  Because you are going to use the flash, you can’t stand directly in front of the artwork to take the picture.  Stand a little to one side so that you are slightly oblique to the artwork (about 10 degrees should be sufficient).  If you stand directly in front, the picture will have a hot spot in the middle of the art or bright glare in the case of glazed pieces.

Stand sufficiently far away from the art that you must use some zoom to fill the viewer on the camera.  Some cameras create a slight fisheye effect otherwise.  Take several shots of each piece and check to be sure you haven’t “cropped off” part of the image.  Don’t be concerned that your rectangular painting is shaped like a trapezoid.  This can be fixed.  The important thing is that none of the image is chopped off, no glare or hot spots and that the image looks sharp with proper focus and no motion blur.  Take several shots of each art-piece.
Remove the memory card from the camera and back up the files (download file to computer, create a folder and save the images, or take the card to Walgreens, get prints and CD).
Finishing the images in preparation for show entry:
Assuming your images are “in focus”, you will still need to finalize them for show entry.  This will require photo editing software.  I use Photoshop Elements, an amazing and inexpensive program.  I’m sure there are other programs that can be used for this process but I am only familiar with “Elements”.
You will need to do the following:

Orient the image—make sure it is right side up (this is why we put the label and white card at the top).

Correct white balance—this is where the “white card” comes in.

Skew—transform the image of your art from a trapezoid back into a square or rectangle.

Crop—eliminate surplus imagery from the art.

Correct the “aspect ratio”

Resize and name the file according to the requirements in the show prospectus.
This may sound daunting but, with a little experience, only takes a few minutes.

Some artists have a third party prepare their images or the entire entry.

If you lack the skills and software necessary to edit and finish the files for show entry, mail the memory card along with the show prospectus and any other necessary information to the person who is going finish the process for you.  Be sure to include the name of the piece, media, dimensions (framed and unframed--height, width, thickness) and any other information called for on the entry form.  Use a padded mailer as the memory card may be damaged if run through the postal cancelling machine.  The person who finalizes the files will probably charge a fee as you are using their time, software, hardware, and expertise.
If you have the expertise:  You may want to load the pictures into your own computer, select the one you feel is best for each artpiece, and save that image to a folder.  The files from the camera will probably be in JPEG format.  If you know how to change formats, save them to the folder in TIFF format.  If you have determined which file is to be used for each entry, name them according to the prospectus guidelines, save to a blank memory card or CD and mail them to the person who will finalize the editing.

--by Bob Boyd

This, and other useful information for artists, is also online at:  www.rpboyddesign.com 
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