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Complete Guide to Tattoo Photography 
This guide is designed as a comprehensive resource for tattoo artists who want to improve 
the quality of photos of their work.​
 It’s not just about “taking a good photo,” but about understanding why we make certain 
technical choices and how to maintain full control over the final result. 

The goals are: 

●​ Consistency​
 

●​ Color accuracy​
 

●​ Conscious, intentional creative decisions​
 

Tattoo photography is one of the most repeatable forms of photography—once your setup is 
dialed in, you rarely need to change it. 

 

CHAPTER 1 – LIGHTING 

From Natural Light to Controlled Light 

Before: Natural Light 

For many years, tattoo photography relied on natural light. The main reason was to avoid 
excessive skin shine, since bounced sunlight is soft and not a harsh point source. 

The common technique was: 

⧫ Taking the client outside​ ⧫ Finding a shaded area​ ⧫ Using reflected ambient light​
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This worked, but had major limitations: 

●​ Completely dependent on weather​
 

●​ Overcast days were ideal​
 

●​ Direct sunlight ruined photos​
 

●​ Impossible to shoot at night​
 

Now: Dedicated Lighting 

Today, the ideal solution is investing in at least one dedicated polarized light, preferably two 
or more. This provides: 

●​ Full control regardless of weather​
 

●​ Consistent results at any time of day​
 

●​ Better management of skin shine​
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Different Styles, Different Lighting Needs 

Not all tattoos require the same lighting: 

●​ Minimalism​
 

●​ Horror​
 

●​ Black & grey​
 

●​ Color 

 

Each style, skin type, and tone requires different adjustments. Having controllable lighting allows 
you to adapt the setup to both the tattoo and the client. 
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Light Power & Why It Matters 

Make the Light Do the Work 

Your main light should always be doing the heavy lifting. 

Recommended approach: 

●​ Set your main light to 100% power​
 

●​ Adjust exposure in the camera, not by lowering the light​
 

This is a critical concept. 

You can always: 

●​ Darken the image in-camera​
 

●​ Adjust exposure using shutter speed, aperture, or ISO 

 

if your main  light is weak, you lose control. 
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Why This Works 

Running your main light at full power ensures: 

●​ The tattoo becomes the dominant light source​
 

●​ Ambient shop lighting becomes less relevant ​
 

●​ Background lights affect the image far less​
 

This allows you to: 

●​ Naturally darken the environment​
 

●​ Visually isolate the tattoo​
 

●​ Achieve consistent results every session​
 

The goal is simple:​
 The tattoo should be lit by your light—not the room. 

You can always turn off the light at the tattoo studio but I think this looks outdated for today's 
standards, having some light in the background appears more natural. 

 

Polarized Light (Critical Advantage) 

The light mounted over the camera should be polarized. 

This means: 

●​ You see all the color information reflected by the light​
 

●​ You do not see glare or shiny hotspots 

​
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Benefits: 

●​ Accurate color reproduction​
 

●​ Clean whites​
 

●​ Visible skin texture​
 

●​ No distracting reflections​
 

This is especially important for: 

●​ Saturated colors​
 

●​ White ink​
 

●​ Smooth blends​
 

Running your light at 100% power only works properly when combined with polarization—you 
get brightness without glare. 

How to Polarize the Light 

●​ Place polarized filter film in front of the light​
 

●​ If polarizing multiple lamps, ensure all filters are oriented the same way​
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Light Power Recommendations & Setup 

Recommended Power 

●​ Minimum: 30–40 watts​
 

Why: 

●​ Your light must overpower the studio’s ambient lighting​
 

●​ The main light dominates the scene​
 

●​ The tattoo appears clean and defined​
 

Ideal Configuration 

●​ Two lights mounted on the camera​
 

●​ One additional overhead light​
 

●​ All lights preferably polarized​
 

​
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Even with just one or two camera-mounted lights, excellent results are achievable. 

7 

https://www.instagram.com/josepulidotattoo/


 
link instagram 

Real-World Light Examples 

●​ Zhiyun Fiveray M40 – tested for over a year with excellent results powerful enough to 
use one lamp​
 

●​ Zhiyun M25 – less powerful, good entry-level option specially when you combine two on 
top of the camera ​
 

●​ Other brands in the 30W–40W range can also work 

 

 

 

 

 

The key is to start and upgrade gradually. 

 

Color Temperature (Kelvin) 

Prosumer lights allow adjustment of: 

●​ Intensity​
 

●​ Color temperature (Kelvin)​
 

Reference Temperatures
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Recommended standard for tattoo photography: 5600K​
 This best represents how we naturally perceive color. 

Creative Use of Kelvin 

●​ Higher Kelvin = cooler / bluer light​
 

●​ Lower Kelvin = warmer light​
 

Creative examples: 

●​ Main light at 5600K for color accuracy​
 

●​ Warmer or RGB lights in the background​
 

●​ Blue background lighting for contrast 

 

These background “pockets of light” add depth and visual interest. 
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Alternative technique: 

●​ Set the main light slightly cooler​
 

●​ The environment appears warmer by contrast​

 

Important:​
 Any change in light temperature must be compensated in-camera (covered later). 

 

Mounting & Accessories 

Magic Arms 

Lights are commonly mounted using magic arms. 

Options: 

●​ SmallRig Magic Arm (more robust)​
 

●​ K&F Concept or Neewer (budget-friendly)​
 

Mounting & Compatibility 

●​ Lights should have standard 1/4-20 threads​
 

●​ Cameras usually lack multiple mounting points​
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●​ A camera cage is strongly recommended​
 

A cage provides: 

●​ Extra mounting points​
 

●​ Increased stability​
 

●​ Flexibility for accessories​
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CHAPTER 2 – CAMERA 

Mirrorless vs DSLR 

Mirrorless cameras are recommended—not because DSLRs are bad, but because mirrorless is 
the current and future standard. 

Mirrorless advantages: 

●​ Faster, more accurate autofocus​
 

●​ Better bokeh handling​
 

●​ Access to modern, high-quality lenses​
 

●​ Continuous improvement over time​
 

Even entry-level mirrorless cameras are excellent for tattoo photography. 
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Interchangeable-Lens Cameras 

While fixed-lens digital cameras can produce decent results, interchangeable-lens cameras 
are strongly recommended. 

Why: 

●​ Ability to use longer lenses for background blur​
 

●​ Better subject isolation​
 

●​ Reduced body distortion​
 

●​ Flatter, more realistic image rendering​
 

A slightly telephoto lens makes tattoos appear natural and undistorted. 

 

 

If your budget doesn’t allow you to use a camera and all you have is a 
phone, that’s okay. Just try to use a camera app that allows manual 
control, so you can apply some of the concepts explained in this 
guide.” 
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Why Not Use a Phone? 

Phones take impressive photos, but they’re designed for general use—not technical 
photography. 

 

Phones: 

●​ Rely heavily on AI​
 

●​ Automatically smooth skin​
 

●​ Apply HDR and contrast corrections​
 

●​ Decide how the image should look​
 

 

Tattoo photography requires: 

●​ Repeatability​
 

●​ Full control over light, color, and contrast​
 

●​ Consistent results across clients​
 

●​  

 

14 

https://www.instagram.com/josepulidotattoo/


 
link instagram 

With a dedicated camera: 

●​ Settings remain stable​
 

●​ Adjustments are intentional​
 

●​ Results are predictable​
 

 

Creative Control 

With a camera, you control: 

●​ Background brightness​
 

●​ Exposure without auto-compensation​
 

●​ Exact white, black, and color rendering​
 

Phones balance everything automatically—limiting intentional aesthetic choices. 

Camera Settings (Simple & Repeatable) 

ISO 

●​ Start at ISO 100 if available​
 

●​ Modern mirrorless cameras handle ISO 800–1600 easily​
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Higher ISO values introduce noise bu Why noise isn’t an issue: 

●​ Tattoo photos are mainly shared on social media​
 

●​ Platforms compress images heavily​
 

●​ Minor noise is never noticeable​
 

Shoot RAW (Mandatory) 

RAW files: 

●​ Capture 10–14 bit color depth​
 

●​ Preserve highlights and shadows​
 

●​ Retain full color information​
 

If you don’t shoot RAW, you’re discarding data. 

Megapixels 

Modern cameras range from 12MP to 60MP. 

Ideal range for tattoos: 

●​ 24–33MP​
 

Why: 

●​ Plenty of resolution​
 

●​ Extra cropping flexibility​
 

●​ No need for ultra-expensive bodies​
 

 

Camera Recommendations (Budget-Conscious) 

Sony 

●​ A7 III – 24MP, excellent dynamic range (~$1000 used)​
 

●​ ZV-E10 (APS-C)​
 

16 

https://www.instagram.com/josepulidotattoo/


 
link instagram 

Nikon 

●​ Z50 (~$1000)​
 

●​ D5600 (used ~$600)​
 

Canon 

●​ R50 (APS-C) ~$700–800​
 

●​ R7 (APS-C) ~$1720​
 

●​ R8 (Full Frame) ~$1400​
 

Higher-End Options 

●​ Canon R5 II – $3400​
 

●​ Canon R6 II – $2000​
 

●​ Sony A7 V – $2898​
 

Higher-end cameras are often overkill for tattoo photography. 

 

APS-C vs Full Frame 
 

 

APS-C 

●​ Smaller sensor​
 

●​ Fully capable​
 

●​ Lenses behave tighter due to crop factor​
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Full Frame 

●​ Larger sensor​
 

●​ Captures more light​
 

●​ Shallower depth of field​
 

●​ Slightly blurrier backgrounds​
 

Important truth:​
APSC sensors work perfectly. No one can tell which sensor was used if you know what you’re 
doing. 
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CHAPTER 3 – LENSES 

Recommended Focal Lengths 

Full Frame 

●​ 70mm – forearms, shoulders​
 

●​ 50mm – best all-around (forearms to full backs)​
 

APS-C 

●​ 35mm (behaves like 50mm full-frame)​
 

Budget Options 

●​ Meike 50mm f/1.8 AF – $159​
 

●​ Canon 50mm f/1.8 STM – $219​
 

High-End Options 

●​ Canon RF 24–105mm f/4L – $1300​
 

●​ Canon RF 24–70mm f/2.8L – $2500​
 

●​ Sony FE 24–70mm f/2.8 GM II – $2500​
 

●​ Sigma 18–50mm f/2.8 DC (APS-C) – behaves like 27–75mm ($560)​
 

Rule:​
 Lower focal length = more distortion​
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Prime vs Zoom 

Prime lenses: 

●​ Cheaper​
 

●​ Lighter​
 

●​ Excellent image quality​
 

If choosing one lens: 

●​ Full Frame → 50mm​
 

●​ APS-C → 35mm​
 

Crop Factor Reminder 

●​ 50mm on APS-C ≈ 75mm full-frame equivalent​
 

Lens choice must account for sensor size. 

 

CHAPTER 4 – COMPOSITION 

Center the Subject 

Always center the tattoo in the frame. 

Why: 

●​ Lenses are sharpest in the center​
 

●​ Edge distortion is minimized​
 

●​ The tattoo looks cleaner​
 

You can crop later—start centered. 

 

Show Tattoo Placement Clearly 

Avoid making viewers guess where the tattoo is. 
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Solution: 

●​ Leave a bit of surrounding context​
 

●​ A hint of elbow, wrist, or shoulder is enough​
 

You don’t need the whole limb—just enough to anchor the tattoo. 

 

Photographing Multiple people’s Tattoos 
 

 
 

CHAPTER 5 – CAMERA ANGLES & POSITION 

Camera Height & Viewing Angle 

Best practice: 

●​ Position the camera slightly above the tattoo​
 

●​ Angle downward 5–10 degrees max​
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This mimics how we naturally view tattoos. 

 

Avoid: 

●​ Shooting from below​
 

●​ Extreme side angles​
 

These distort anatomy and feel unnatural. 

Using “Weird” Angles 

Unusual angles are valid—but intentional. 

 

Use for: 

●​ Close-ups​
 

●​ Texture details​
 

●​ Small sections​
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Portfolio shots should prioritize: 

●​ Natural perspective​
 

●​ Clear placement​
 

 

Respect Natural Body Orientation 

Follow the body’s natural flow. 

Examples: 

1.​ Left forearm → top-left to bottom-right​
 

2.​ Right forearm → top-right to bottom-left​
 

 

Left outside forearm​ ​ Right inner forearm 

 

This feels intuitive and immediately readable. 
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Avoiding Distortion on Rounded Areas 

Common problem areas: 

●​ Shoulders​
 

Issues: 

●​ Stretching​
 

●​ Proportion distortion​
 

 
 

 

Pictures taken from a slightly higher point of view to avoid shoulder distortion 
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FINAL NOTE 
When you combine: 

●​ Strong, polarized light at 100%​
 

●​ Consistent camera settings​
 

●​ Natural angles and composition​
 

Your tattoo photos will: 

●​ Look clean​
 

●​ Look accurate​
 

●​ Look professional​
 

●​ Stay consistent across your portfolio​
 

Tattoo photography is not about expensive gear.​
 It’s about control, consistency, and accuracy. 

Once your setup is dialed in: 

●​ Same spot​
 

●​ Same light​
 

●​ Same camera settings​
 

You’ll barely touch them again. 
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