
Firearms Photography 101 
  
Setting  Your  Camera  

 
•     Before you do anything,  READ your camera manual!!!!!   You 

will need to know how to: 
a.  Select the highest resolution/quality image type  
b.  Select the JPG file type (RAW if you have software like 

Lightroom or Photoshop and know how to use it) 
c.   Select the sRGB color space.  This is not applicable to 

RAW file types. 
d.  Set White Balance/Light Temperature 

i.  White balance lets you specify the temperature or 
color of the light you are using. 

ii.  White light ranges from red/yellow (~3000K) to blue 
(~6500K). 

iii.  Select a light type (e.g. sunny (5000K), 
cloudy(6500K), tungsten(3500K), and flash(5500K) 
and use all the same temperature lights. 

iv.   Use custom white balance if it is an option 
v.  A photo gray card or color reference card can help 

you verify your white balance during post 
processing; but you are going to need professional 
photo processing or editing software such as 
Lightroom or Photoshop from Adobe.   You can 
access these from the cloud for as little as $10 a 
month.  If you have software that allows you to 
adjust the white balance, then you should be 
shooting in RAW and not JPG. 

e.  TURN OFF on-camera flash 
f.   Set Focus/Auto Focus 

i.   If available, use manual focus or select an auto-
focus mode to focus on a spot in the center of the 
view finder. 

ii.   Look up how to do an Auto Focus Lock (usually 
shutter release depressed half-way). 

  



g.  Set ISO 
i.   For most studio photography, you will use an ISO of 

100.   The higher the ISO number the more 
sensitive the camera is to light.   At an ISO of 200, 
you need half as much light as at ISO100 given the 
same exposure settings. An ISO of 400 would 
require one quarter as much light. 

h.  Set Exposure 
i.   The metering mode probably doesn’t matter as 

none of them are likely to work correctly with 
firearms.  

ii.   If available, shoot manual (M) mode.    
1.  I suggest an aperture setting of f/16.    
2.  If using flash set your speed to 1/125s.  
3.  Otherwise, set your speed for exposure at 

least one stop slower than the meter reading 
(the speed the camera suggests).   Check the 
image and adjust the speed as required.  

iii.   If operating in full auto (P) or aperture (A) mode, 
you will probably have to increase exposure 
compensation +1 EV (usually one stop).   Check the 
image and adjust the exposure compensation as 
required.   

iv.   A stop is a doubling or halving of light.   For speed,  
this is a doubling or halving of the speed.   Common 
aperture full stops are f/1.4, f/2.8, f/4, /f5.6, f/8, f/11, 
f/16, f/22, and f/32.   f/1.4 is the most light.   f/32 is 
the least light. 

 
 

     



General  Firearm  Photography  Guidelines  
  

•   Shoot against a seamless, single color background.   I 
suggest Savage Super White or Super Black,  53" wide,  20 
yard paper rolls.  These cost $25-$30 from Adorama or B&H.   
You may purchase an inexpensive backdrop support system 
(less than $100) for the paper roll or make something.   You 
can also just tape the paper to the wall.   

•   Use a vertical stand for the firearm.   You will need to make a 
vertical stand for your firearms.   This includes some sort or 
sturdy base (mine is cross lapped wood) and a drill rod inserted 
in the center of the base. You should use drill rod for its 
strength instead of mild steel rods, and use the largest possible 
size that will fit the bore.   This will give you the best rigidity in 
the rod and hold your firearm straighter.  

•   Use a stand for the camera .   A “home made” camera stand 
(a pro camera stand for studio use starts at $1500) using a 
heavy-duty light stand ($50) and a Manfrotto Super Clamp 
($30) is better than an $500 pro tripod.  Once you use it to 
shoot both long and closeup shots of a long gun,  you will 
understand why. Use the Manfrotto Super Clamp to attach your 
camera to the light stand with or without a ball head. 

•   Keep the camera lens perpendicular to the long axis of the 
firearm to eliminate distortion.   As long as the vertical of your 
camera stand is parallel to your firearm,  you should be good 
using the Super Clamp without a ball head.   

  



•   Use diffuse light; which means: 
a.  Outside on an overcast day against a mostly uniform 

neutral background.  Avoid backgrounds with strong, 
distracting patterns.    

b.  Natural light  from a large window(s) or garage door can 
be a very effective light source indoors.  You can put a 
reflector (can be white paper or cardboard) on the other 
side of your object to brighten the side opposite the light 
source. If you have direct sunlight coming in the window or 
door, then you will need to insert a diffuser between the 
light source and the object.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  



c.   Large ad-hoc diffusers such as a frosted shower curtain, 
sheer curtains, or a thin white sheet can be used as a 
diffuser between the object and direct sunlight, or 
continuous artificial light (inexpensive halogen work lights 
or LED lights are fine).   You can also purchase combination 
reflectors and diffusers relatively inexpensively. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
d.  Reflecting direct light  is a good way to diffuse it.  A white 

wall or ceiling makes a great reflector for diffusing direct 
light from a window, door, flash or continuous lighting.   In 
order to photograph work in progress in my shop,  I use a 
flash unit on a light stand, angled up to the ceiling toward 
the work I am photographing.   I use an RF trigger to trigger 
the flash.    I use an Alien Bee B1600 these days, but in the 
past I have used a couple of cheap, Chinese made, 300ws 
flash units ($60) on light weight light stands ($20).   You 
could also use these flash units with a couple of diffusers 
as shown above.   A cheap RF trigger is only about $50.  

  



e.  Commercial soft-boxes (See the Addendum for specifics of 
this setup.) with either flash or continuous commercial lights 
are diffusers built into a reflective box made of heavy fabric 
stretched over flexible steel rods.   

i.   I use two 24”x80” soft-boxes  (these are Chinese 
made purchased on ebay.com for around $150 each) 
on either side of the firearm.    

ii.  I have reflectors in front of the soft-boxes on the top 
and sides of the firearm, each made of two 40”x30” 
white foam boards taped together along the short 
side with gaffers tape.   Spring clamps hold the side 
reflectors to the backdrop support stands.  The top 
reflector just sits on top of the soft-boxes and the side 
reflectors.  

iii.  The white backdrop paper wraps under the firearm 
and covers the firearm stand.   This serves as a 
bottom reflector.   
 

  
 



 
•   Inverse square rule 

i.   The intensity of light falling on an object varies 
inversely to the square of the distance between the 
light source and the object; Intensity = 
1/(Distance^2). 

ii.   What this means as a practical matter is that for 
ANY light source,  you can change the intensity of 
light falling on an object by moving the light source 
(or the object) closer or farther away.    

iii.   The  inverse square rule means that the intensity of 
light falls off very quickly as a light source is moved 
farther away.   Conversely,  the intensity of light 
increases considerably with just a small movement 
of the light source closer to the object. 

iv.   If you can’t change the power or intensity of your 
light source, you can always move it closer to or 
farther from your object.  

•   Try to keep all the light about the same color temperature 
by shooting in a darkened space (if inside) and using all the 
same type (sunlight, fluorescent, tungsten, flash) of light 
sources.  Artificial lights should be using the exact same bulbs. 

•   Use a polarizing filter, if possible, to reduce glare off finished 
wood surfaces.   The filter must be rotated until the least 
amount of glare is observed.  This usually only works for glare 
in one spot. So, you have choose the worst area of glare to try 
to ameliorate.   This is only an option for lens that support 
screw-on filters (some point and shoot cameras will support 
screw-on filters), and only works with varnished surfaces, not 
reflective metal surfaces. 

•   A small area is easier to evenly light than a large area.  It is 
practically impossible to perfectly, evenly, light a full length shot 
of a long-rifle taken inside.  It usually takes a lot of time and 
money to get close. 

•   Fill the frame with your firearm or desired portion thereof as 
best you can;  and get the cropping and rotation as close to 
final at possible.   It will save you work in post processing and 
give you the highest possible resolution final image. 



•   Get the picture right in the camera.  Try to get the image you 
want in the camera instead of saying to yourself; “I will fix it in 
Lightroom or Photoshop.”   Only use Lightroom or Photoshop to 
process a RAW image or to fix those little things that you just 
can’t get right in the camera.   You are always going to have to 
remove the support in Photoshop (using the clone stamp tool), 
and you are probably going to have to reduce Shadows in a full 
length shot in Lightroom.    Cropping,  rotation, white balance, 
contrast, clarity, sharpness, lens distortion will always have to 
be addressed in processing in Lightroom.   These should only 
be slight adjustments, though.   The better job you do capturing 
the image in the camera, the less you have to change in post 
processing. 

•   When lighting a firearm,  it is usually best to have one side 
(top/bottom, right/left) of the firearm slightly brighter than 
the other.   Some shadows are required for definition of the 
shape. 

 
 
  



ADDENDUMS 
 

Recommendations for Professional Level Cameras,  
Lens, and Flash 

 
•   Canon or Nikon DSLR for bekkst lens selection and 

support. 
•   16Megapixel or better with a full size 35mm sensor or 

better. 
•   24-70mm (~$900 used L Series) and  70-200mm f/2.8 

(~$1200 used L Series) lens in the professional line (Usually 
there is a cheaper consumer model and a much more 
expensive professional model. Don’t skimp on the glass.) . 
These are the professional photographers’ workhorse lens 
and will serve you well for lots of purposes. 

•   Alien Bee B800/B1600 or Einstein monolights from Paul C. 
Buff in Nashville, TN. 

•   Cybersync RF flash trigger/controller from Paul C. Buff. 
•   CamRanger remote camera controller for Canon and Nikon. 
•   You can rent all of the above from BorrowLenses.com and/or 

buy it used from e-bay.com as well as other auction sites.  I 
bought all my camera bodies and lens used off e-bay with no 
regrets. 

•   Specific cameras that will work just fine: 
o  Canon 

§   6D 
§   5D Mk II (~$900 used body only) or III 
§   5Ds (at 50MP, this is an inexpensive medium 

format alternative)  
§   1Ds Mk II or III 
§   1Dx 

o  Nikon 
§   D600/610 
§   D800/810 (36MP, Best Value if you don’t 

already have Canon lens) 
§   D4/D4s 

 



 
Recommendations for Point & Shoot Cameras 
 

•   Using  the  flash  recommendations  for  professional  level  
cameras,  many  point  and  shoot  cameras  will  produce  quality  
results.  

•   The  camera  must  have  a  hot  shoe  for  the  flash  trigger  
•   It  must  have  the  ability  to  have  the  aperture,  speed,  and  ISO  
set  manually.  

•   A  lens  that  has  a  wide  angle  to  telephoto  feature  is  very  
helpful.      My  Lumix/Leica  point  and  shoot  has  a  24-70  
equivalent  lens.    

•   A  16Megapixel  or  better  sensor  is  preferred,  but  you  can  
make  do  with  12Megapixel.    

  
  
     



Sources  of  Equipment  and  Supplies  
  

•   Professional  Photography  Equipment  and  Supplies  
(including  seamless  background  paper)  

  
a.   Adorama.com      
b.   BHphotovideo.com  
c.   PaulCBuff.com  
d.   Camranger.com  

  
•   Discount  Photography  Equipment  and  Supplies  

  
a.   Amazon.com  –  I  have  purchased  name  brand  goods  like  
Manfrotto  tripods,  monopods,  heads,    and  support  
accessories  such  as  Super  Clamps.      

  
•   Discount  and  Used  Photography  Equipment  

  
a.   Ebay.com  –  All  my  camera  bodies  and  lens  were  
purchased  used  on  ebay  at  a  significant  savings.          I  have  
also  purchased  most  of  my  softboxes,  reflectors,  and  
lights  on  ebay.          

  
  
Suggested  Reading  
  
Light:  Science  and  Magic:  An  Introduction  to  Photographic  
Lighting  by  Fil  Hunter,  Steven  Biver,  and  Paul  Fuqua.  

  
  

  
  
  
     



Sample  Lighting  Setup  for  Firearms  
  

  
  
This  lighting  setup  (not  including  the  camera/lens  and  stand)  cost  me  
approximately  $1055  excluding  shipping  and  tax.    The  strobes  were  
purchased  used  on  eBay  for  about  $50  off  list.  The  items  are  as  
follows:  
  
2  -  heavy  duty  light  stands  (Amazon  ~  $20  ea)  
2  -    80”x24”  strip/soft  boxes  (eBay  ~  $150  ea)  
2  –  Alien  Bee  B800  strobes  (eBay  ~$230  ea)  
1  –  generic  RF  trigger  system  (Amazon  ~$50)  
1  –  power  strip  (Lowes  ~  $20)  
6  –  30”x40”  foam  core  boards  (Amazon  ~  $30)  
1  –  Insight  backdrop  support  system  (Amazon  ~$90)  
1  –  53”  wide  roll  of  Savage  Super  White  paper  (Amazon  ~$25)  
4  –  4”  spring  clamps  (Lowes  ~  $20)  
1  –  roll  white  gaffer’s  tape  (Amazon  $20)  
  
Note:  You  can  save  $340  by  buying  Chinese  made  300  Ws  
monolights.      



With  this  lighting  setup,  you  should  be  able  to  get  fairly  professional  
results  with  any  camera  that  has  a  hot  shoe  for  the  flash  trigger  and  
manual  settings.  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  



  
Paint with Light technique 
 

a.  This technique is done in a darkened room.   It doesn’t 
need to be completely dark like a photo dark room, but it 
should be pretty close.   I always did this in the backroom of 
my shop at night with all the lights off except for the light 
with which I was painting. 

b.   Just use a cheap ($10) clamp-on work light with a 
reflector, and the bulb of your choice.  These days I would 
use a 6500K LED bulb equivalent to a 60-100W tungsten 
bulb in lumen output.  I have used a 13W fluorescent task 
light that had a daylight bulb.    

c.   You will need a locking remote shutter release for your 
camera; or you can use a timed exposure if your camera 
has a timer and no remote shutter release option.   I think 
30-60 seconds is more than enough. 

d.  You would set your camera to ISO 100, the aperture to f/16 
and the speed to bulb (B).   Bulb (B) opens the shutter and 
keeps it open as long was you have the shutter release 
depressed.   If you don’t have a bulb(B) seting, use your 
timer (T) at 30 seconds. 

e.  When you are ready to start, open the shutter with the timer 
or remote shutter release and start painting your firearm 
with your light.   You should paint with the clamp-on light 
exactly like you paint with a spray paint gun.  When 
done painting, close the shutter and check your results. 

f.   I would try one pass of the light to start and increase the 
number of passes as required to get a good exposure.   If 
your image is over-exposed with just one pass of the light, 
move the light further from the object, change to a lower 
wattage bulb, or as a last resort, reduce the aperture to f/22 
or f/32.   If you have a dark area, paint that with a little more 
light on the next try.   

g.  This is a really neat technique that takes a lot of practice, 
but I encourage everyone to try it at least once.   It teaches 
you a lot about photography.   

  


