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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:

e Consistency

e Color accuracy

e 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 4 Using reflected ambient light

For many years, tattoo photography relied on natural light to avoid excessive skin shine,
as bounced sunlight is soft and not a harsh point source.
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This worked, but had major limitations:

e Completely dependent on weather
e Overcast days were ideal
e Direct sunlight ruined photos

e 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:

e Full control regardless of weather
e Consistent results at any time of day

e Better management of skin shine

MODERN TATTOO PHOTOGRAPHY:
DEDICATED POLARIZED LIGHTING

Today, the ideal solution is investing in dedicated polarized lights for complete control and consistent results.
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DEDICATED PANEL LIGHT \‘“ DEDICATED

FULL CONTROL W CONSISTENT RESULTS BETTER MANAGEMENT
REGARDLESS OF WEATHER AT ANY TIME OF DAY OF SKIN SHINE
No longer dependent on sunlight; Achieve the sarne high-quality \ Polarized technology eliminates

perfect lighting indoors or outdoors, \ look in every shot, 24/7. Y harsh reflections, revealing true
rain or shine. 3 colors and detail.

( DEDICATED POLARIZED LIGHTING: j
\_ THE PROFESSIONAL STANDARD FOR FLAWLESS TATTOO PHOTOGRAPHY. /
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Different Styles, Different Lighting Needs

Not all tattoos require the same lighting:

e Minimalism
e Horror

e Black & grey

e 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:

e Set your main light to 100% power

e Adjust exposure in the camera, not by lowering the light

This is a critical concept.
You can always:

e Darken the image in-camera

e Adjust exposure using shutter speed, aperture, or ISO

RECOMMENDED APPROACH: MAXIMIZE LIGHT POWER, ADJUST IN-CAMERA

MAIN LIGHT ENVIRONMENT
(100% POWER) LIGHT
(LOWER INTENSITY)

CRITICAL CONCEPT

You can always:
* Darken the image in-camera
» Adjust exposure using shutter speed,

- " aperture, or ISO.
Set to full power for maximum quality. - :

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

Running your main light at full power ensures:
e The tattoo becomes the dominant light source
e Ambient shop lighting becomes less relevant

e Background lights affect the image far less

This allows you to:

e Naturally darken the environment

e Visually isolate the tattoo

e 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:

e You see all the color information reflected by the light

e You do not see glare or shiny hotspots
POLARIZED ON-CAMERA LIGHTING EXPLAINED

TWO POLARIZED
LED PANEL
LIGHTS ON CAGE

POLARIZED FILM
APPLIED TO LAMPS

B
P

WITH POLARIZATION:
WITHOUT POLARIZATION: REVEALS COLOR

GLARE & HOTSPOTS INFORMATION, NO GLARE
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Benefits:
e Accurate color reproduction
e Clean whites
e Visible skin texture

e No distracting reflections

This is especially important for:
e Saturated colors
e White ink
e 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
e Place polarized filter film in front of the light

e If polarizing multiple lamps, ensure all filters are oriented the same way

HOW TO POLARIZE THE LIGHT

STEP 1: SINGLE LIGHT POLARIZATION STEP 2: MULTIPLE LIGHTS ORIENTATION

PLACE POLARIZED
/ e FILTER FILM IN
N FRONT OF THE
@ ‘/ LIGHT

ENSURE ALL FILTERS
ARE ORIENTED THE
SAME WAY FOR
MULTIPLE LAMPS

FILM ALIGNS LIGHT WAVES CORRECT ORIENTATION ECT ORIENTATION

RESULT: POLARIZED LIGHT SOURCE FOR GLARE-FREE IMAGING
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Light Power Recommendations & Setup
Recommended Power

e Minimum: 30—40 watts

Why:
e Your light must overpower the studio’s ambient lighting
e The main light dominates the scene

e The tattoo appears clean and defined

Ideal Configuration
e Two lights mounted on the camera
e One additional overhead light

e All lights preferably polarized

IDEAL CONFIGURATION FOR TATTOO PHOTOGRAPHY

i OPTIONAL OVERHEAD
i POLARIZED LIGHT

- TWO POLARIZED 2 (=5 TWO POLARIZED
= ON-CAMERA LIGHTS i h 5 ON-CAMERA LIGHTS
WITH MAGIC ARMS : 3 WITH MAGIC ARMS

CANCELS UNIFORM REDUCES SKIN
SHADOWS ILLUMINATION REFLECTIONS

Two side lights and Multiple sources create Polarized light filters out
overhead fill reduce harsh consistent, even lighting glare and shiny hotspots
shadows from both sides. across the tattoo surface, for clear detail.

RESULT: GLARE-FREE, SHADOW-FREE, DETAIL-RICH TATTOO IMAGES.

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

e Zhiyun Fiveray M40 — tested for over a year with excellent results powerful enough to
use one lamp

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

e 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:
e Intensity

e Color temperature (Kelvin)

Reference Temperatures

' LIGHT SOURCE COLOR TEMPERATURE GOMPARISON '

1800-2000K | 2700-3000K

I INCREASING COLOR TEMPERATURE (KELVIN K) & BRIGHTNESS
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Recommended standard for tattoo photography: 5600K
This best represents how we naturally perceive color.

Creative Use of Kelvin
e Higher Kelvin = cooler / bluer light

e Lower Kelvin = warmer light

Creative examples:

e Main light at 5600K for color accuracy
e Warmer or RGB lights in the background

e Blue background lighting for contrast

PHOTOGRAPHY SETUP DIAGRAM RESULTING IMAGE PREVIEW

MAIN LIGHT (S600K) - COLOR ACCURACY
WARM AMBIENT (2700K)

.o
LXA %
. L/
. S
' “oe
- QO
oo e
0 .o
A

RCB CREATIVE
LICHTS

Ensures true-to-life colors
for details

5600K
DAYLIGHT BALANCE

These background “pockets of light” add depth and visual interest.
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Alternative technique:
e Set the main light slightly cooler

e The environment appears warmer by contrast

PHOTOGRAPHY SETUP DIAGRAM RESULTING IMAGE PREVIEW

MAIN LIGHT (~6000K) - COOLER WHITE

WARM AMBIENT (3000K)
- HOUSEHOLD BULB
”

-

WARM AMBIENT DAYLICHT BALANCE

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:
e SmallRig Magic Arm (more robust)

e K&F Concept or Neewer (budget-friendly)

Mounting & Compatibility
e Lights should have standard 1/4-20 threads

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

A cage provides:
e Extra mounting points
e Increased stability

e Flexibility for accessories

POLARIZED FILTER ALIGNMENT

LIGHTS IN SAME PLANE ALL LIGHTS MUST BE ORIENTED
IN THE SAME FLAT PLANE

FOR MAX EFFECTIVENESS \\

POLARIZER POLARIZER

ALICNMENT < ALIGNMENT
IS CRITICAL (¢ ; IS CRITICAL

ALIGNED FILTERS \ \ MISALICNED FILTERS
(EFFECTIVE) < L9, (INEFFECTIVE)
Chaotic, crossing light rays
caus ettoo annnes,
glare and shadows

Uniform, glare-free light
rays hittts across the
tattoo surface

ALL POLARIZING FILTERS MUST BE ORIENTED THE SAME WAY AND ALL LIGHTS MUST BE IN THE SAME PLANE
TO ACHIEVE CONSISTENT, GLARE-FREE ILLUMINATION.

f/ MOUNTING & ACCESSORIES: MAGIC ARMS & CAMERA CAGES %

T

LIGHTS ARE COMMONLY
MOUNTED USING
MAGIC ARMS.

LIGHTS SHOULD HAVE CAMERAS USUALLY LACK
STANDARD 1/4-20 THREADS MULTIPLE MOUNTING POINTS

Y/
MOUNTING & COMPATIBILITY < A CAMERA CAGE IS STRONGLY RECOMMENDED

L g , A CAGE PROVIDES:
AL EXTRA MOUNTING POINTS

#2+ Multiple 1/4-20 & 3/8-16 Threads

| ‘ Iq—o
bl J I {] Cold Shoe Mounts
oIl )

-« Accessory Attachment Points

SMALLRIG MAGIC ARM K&F CONCEPT OR NEEWER =
(MORE ROBUST) (BUDGET-FRIENDLY) ESSENTIAL FOR SECURE AND FLEXIBLE SETUP.
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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:
e Faster, more accurate autofocus
e Better bokeh handling
e Access to modern, high-quality lenses

e Continuous improvement over time

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

MIRRORLESS
(CURRENT & FUTURE STANDARD)

Mirrorless cameras are recommended—not because DSLRs are bad,

but because/mirrorless is'the CURRENT AND FUTURE'STANDARD.

“_ MIRRORLESS ADVANTAGES

i FASTER AUTOFOCUS D BETTER VIDEO FEATURES
g MORE COMPACT & ACCESS TO MODERN LENSES

— \ INTERCHANGEABLE LENS CAMERA
FIXED LENS CAMERA N N = (RECOMMENDED)
Will do GOOD, but limited. 4 [ ) | i | UNMATCHED FLEXIBILITY to TAILOR the
) — 2 EXACT FOCAL LENGTH for any shot.
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Interchangeable-Lens Cameras

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

Why:
e Ability to use longer lenses for background blur
e Better subject isolation
e Reduced body distortion

e Flatter, more realistic image rendering

A slightly telephoto lens makes tattoos appear natural and undistorted.

TATTOO PHOTOGRAPHY: LENS CHOICE & BODY CURVATURE

WIDE-ANGLE LENS (_UNDER 35MM)_:,= TELEPHOTO LENS (70MM OR LONGER)

STRETCHED FLAT &
& CURVED ACCURATE
BACKGROUND
COMPRESSION
& BOKEH

WIDE-ANGLE LENSES INTRODUCE BARREL DISTORTION. TELEPHOTO LENSES COMPRESS PERSPECTIVE, FLATTENING THE IMAGE.
Objects near the edges are stretched and curved, exaggerating the body's This minimizes the appearance of curvature and accurately represents the tattoo’s
roundness and making the tattoo appear misshapen. The background is also proportions. The background is also compressed and blurred, isolating the tattoo.

expanded, distracting from the subject.
SUMMARY

FOR ACCURATE TATTOO PHOTOGRAPHY ON ROUNDED BODY PARTS, A TELEPHOTO LENS (70MM+)
IS RECOMMENDED TO FLATTEN PERSPECTIVE, AVOID DISTORTION, AND ISOLATE THE SUBJECT.

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:
e Rely heavily on Al
e Automatically smooth skin
e Apply HDR and contrast corrections

e Decide how the image should look

BLACK BOX AUTOMATIGALLY LA MANUAL SFlTlNGS o

Al PROCESSING SMOOTH SKIN & RAW DATA
(Loss of Texture)

\g

\d
>
A

Py
APPLY HDR & .
CONTRAST CORRECTIONS e

BLACK BOX ki eedBoral) MANUAL SETTINGS

Al PROCESSING ' &RAWDATA ~ RESULT:PRECISE,
e / _ ; - TRUE-TO-LIFE DETAIL

DECIDE HOW THE
IMAGE SHOULD LOOK

; FOR TATTOOS, (Beneric Style) ; "
/ Ll CHOOSE A DEDICATED CAMERA FOR

ARNHINR ()NCOMPROMISED TATTOO DOCUMENTATION. :
gj-. _ T IR 0200 S

Tattoo photography requires:

e Repeatability
e Full control over light, color, and contrast

e Consistent results across clients
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Creative Control
With a camera, you control:
e Background brightness
e Exposure without auto-compensation

e Exact white, black, and color rendering

Camera Settings (Simple & Repeatable)
ISO
e Startat ISO 100 if available

e Modern mirrorless cameras handle ISO 800-1600 easily

OPTIMAL TATTOO PHOTOGRAPHY SETTINGS

IS0 APERTURE
SENSITIVITY ' ~ (F-NUMBER)

SHUTTER SPEED

.
[1 2 5 10 50 {/250s 100 200 300 600 1000
L

\\\I\Il!llll||||||\|\| f/28 f/4U

IDEAL RANGE: FORMEDIUMSIZE  FOR LARGER/DETAILED
’ 08

. TATTO TATTO0S
200-800 MINIMUM: 1/200s T 5 :
800 ] (SHALLOW DEPTH OF FIELD,  (GREATER DEPTH OF FIELD,
(BALANCES LIGHT & NOISE) (FREEZES MOTION, PREVENTS BLUR) ™ ISOLATES SUBIECT) MORE IN FOCUS)

PRO TIP: ADJUST WITHIN THESE RANGES BASED ON AVAILABLE LIGHT AND TATTOO SIZE FOR SHARP, DETAILED IMAGES.
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Higher ISO values introduce noise bu Why noise isn’t an issue:

e Tattoo photos are mainly shared on social media
e Platforms compress images heavily

e Minor noise is never noticeable

Shoot RAW (Mandatory)
RAW files:
e Capture 10-14 bit color depth
e Preserve highlights and shadows

e 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:

e 24-33MP

Why:
e Plenty of resolution
e Extra cropping flexibility

e No need for ultra-expensive bodies

Camera Recommendations (Budget-Conscious)
Sony
e A7 lll - 24MP, excellent dynamic range (~$1000 used)

e ZV-E10 (APS-C)
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Nikon

e 750 (~$1000)

e D5600 (used ~$600)

Canon
e R50 (APS-C) ~$700-800
e R7 (APS-C) ~$1720

e R8 (Full Frame) ~$1400

Higher-End Options
e Canon R5 Il — $3400
e Canon R6 Il —$2000

e Sony A7V —$2898

Higher-end cameras are often overkill for tattoo photography.

APS-C vs Full Frame

FULL FRAME SENSOR

36mm x 24mm

Approx. 23.5mm x 15.6mm
e
; v

APS-C
e Smaller sensor
e Fully capable

e Lenses behave tighter due to crop factor
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Full Frame

e Larger sensor
e Captures more light
e Shallower depth of field

e Slightly blurrier backgrounds

FULL FRAME CAMERA + 50mm LENS ‘ APS-C CAMERA + 50mm LENS
- ‘!— n . [ g

I:> COMPENSATING FOR APS-C CROP

IFYOU HAVE STUDIO
SPAGE, YOU CAN STEP
BACK TO MATCH THE
FULL FRAME VIEW...

Wider Field of

View, Captures .. BUT THE ON-CAMERA LAMP
Full Scene MUST BE SIGNIFICANTLY
i BRIGHTER TO
GOMPENSATE FOR TH
INGREASED DISTANGE
& MAINTAIN
EXPOSURE,

Wider Field of
View, Captures
Full Scene.

FRAME (Approx. 52.5mm equiv.).
Captures Full Scene.

SIMILAR FIELD OF VIEW TO FULL]
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CHAPTER 3 - LENSES

Recommended Focal Lengths
Full Frame
e 70mm — forearms, shoulders

e 50mm — best all-around (forearms to full backs)

APS-C

e 35mm (behaves like 50mm full-frame)

Budget Options
e Meike 50mm /1.8 AF — $159

e Canon 50mm /1.8 STM - $219

High-End Options
e Canon RF 24-105mm f/4L — $1300
e Canon RF 24-70mm f/2.8L — $2500
e Sony FE 24-70mm /2.8 GM Il — $2500
e 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 vs ZOOM COMPARISON
Prime lenses:
PRIME LENSES Z00M LENSES
e Cheaper (FIXED FOCAL LENGTH) (VARIABLE FOCAL LENGTH)
[ CHEAPER => MORE
* Lighter “ © EXPENSVE  ©3
. . v LGHTER &7
e Excellent image quality <= HEAVIER & ‘
« EXCELLENT <+ BULKIER
IMAGE QUALITY 9
If choosing one lens: VARIABLE
? D SN IMAGE QUALITY
e Full Frame — 50mm : (May have trade-offs)

€23 FULL FRAME — 50mm

63 APS-C - 35mm Offers flexibility at the cost

e APS-C — 35mm of size and often price.

Crop Factor Reminder

e 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:
e Lenses are sharpest in the center
e Edge distortion is minimized

e The tattoo looks cleaner

You can crop later—start centered.

Show Tattoo Placement Clearly

Avoid making viewers guess where the tattoo is.

20
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e 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

PHOTOGRAPHING MULTIPLE PEOPLES TATT00S: STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS

GENERAL RULE: LARGE PIECES (MULTIPLE PEOPLE)

PHOTOGRAPH TATTOOS INDIVIDUALLY
PER PERSON AND THEN MERGE IN POST

WHY:
o BETTER CONTROL: Focus and settings are optimized
for each piece.
+o+ CLEANER IMAGES: Reduces distortion and
4+ maximizes detail.

! CONSISTENT LIGHTING: Ensures uniform illumination
¥ across all elements.

SMALL TATTOOS THAT NATURALLY
FIT TOGETHER, YOU CAN TAKE THEM
ALL IN ONE PICTURE

For group shots where multiple people have small
or thematically linked tattoos, a single, wide
photograph can effectively capture the collective
scene without sacrificing detail.

CHAPTER 5 - CAMERA ANGLES & POSITION

Camera Height & Viewing Angle

Best practice:

e Position the camera slightly above the tattoo

e Angle downward 5-10 degrees max

BEST PRACTICE: SLIGHTLY ABOVE, GENTLE ANGLE

Position the camera in
front, slightly higher
than the tattoo example
(shoulder)

Angle downward
5-10 degrees max

>
This mimics how we
naturally view tattoos,
also helps flattering the
roundness of the
shoulder
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This mimics how we naturally view tattoos.

4% josepulidotattoo @ and select.tattoo ... | &5 Iosepulidotattoo @ and select.tattoo
o Sel dio .

& Select tattoo studio

Avoid:
e Shooting from below

e Extreme side angles

These distort anatomy and feel unnatural.
Using “Weird” Angles

Unusual angles are valid—but intentional.

Use for:
e Close-ups
e Texture details

e Small sections
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Portfolio shots should prioritize:
e Natural perspective

e 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

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

Common problem areas:

e Shoulders

Issues:
e Stretching

e Proportion distortion

josepulidotattoo # and select.tattoo @ josepulidotattoo
Select tattoo studio «a® Select tattoo studio

iy
@
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FINAL NOTE
When you combine:
e Strong, polarized light at 100%
e Consistent camera settings

e Natural angles and composition

Your tattoo photos will:
e Look clean
e Look accurate
e Look professional
e 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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