
                LANE COVE 
                CREATIVE 
                PHOTOGRAPHY 

www.lanecovecreativephotography.org 

 

STILL LIFE PHOTOGRAPHY BY GRAHAM MUNKMAN 
 
These notes accompany the presentation given at Lane Cove Creative Photography in 

January 2016 by LCCP Member Graham Munkman. 

 

PREPARING FOR MAKING STILL LIFE IMAGES: 

 

 Over a period build up a stock of props.  Go to auctions or charity stores and set a 

maximum spending target (e.g. $20). 

 

 Research still life art books, galleries etc. collect tear sheets for future references.  

There is no substitute for research and keeping details for future use. 

 

 Initially think about the still life subject matter you want to create and at the same 

time take your stock of props into consideration. 

 

 Think about and plan the still life subject, try to tell a bit of a story and keep items 

within the still life subject in keeping with each other.  Try preparing a sketch first to 

formulate your ideas.   Determine colours including the backdrop, try to keep 

backdrop colours complementary and not too overpowering. 

 

 Preparing the backdrop. 

a. From the local hardware store buy a 1200 x 900 x 3mm (approx.) sheet of 

particle board or MDF. 

b. Prime both sides with a solvent based primer\undercoat (water based 

primer\undercoat raises the surface of the board giving a textured finish). 

c. Apply one coat of acrylic artist paint thinned with an acrylic paint extender to 

allow the paint to flow without degrading the pigment. 

d. Apply a second and subsequent coats if required thinner than the first coat 

with lighter shades to help lift the over effect of the backdrop.  

e. Often a final overall wash of a light shade of a contrasting colour rubbed off 

lightly with a soft rag (e.g. cheese cloth).  This will make the backdrop more 

interesting.  It is a matter of individual taste, remember the backdrop will or 

should be out of focus so this should be taken into account when preparing 

the backdrop. 
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SETTING UP THE STILL LIFE: 

 If food is required in the subject matter purchase the food as close as possible to 

shooting so the food looks fresh.  The good thing about food still life photos is you can 

eat the props on completion of the shoot ! 

 

 Layout still life and backdrop as originally planned. 

 

 Set up lights using a colour temperature of around 5200K.  One main light, one 

secondary softer light with a diffuser.  If the lights are too harsh or there is too much 

reflection bounce the lighting off the ceiling or wall.  A low wattage backlight gently 

highlighting background and fabric folds (if fabric is to be incorporated into the 

backdrop) and low wattage back rim light of subject matter will help separate the 

subject matter from the backdrop, avoid reflections.  To decrease the power of each 

light move them away from the still life. 

 

 Set up the camera.  Set the exposure at on stop or more below the metered reading 

(this is to contain or subdue the highlights and give deeper shadow). Generally shoot 

at f4, f5.6, f8 and f11 and manual focus with a 50mm prime lens or similar.  Generally 

shoot with the camera slightly higher than the still life, but not at standing height. 

 

 Take test shots and evaluate on the back of the camera or download onto the 

computer for closer inspection (or shoot tethered).  Evaluate the photos on the 

monitor and check if the composition needs rearranging. 

 

 It not satisfied with the result (generally the case) rearrange the elements of the still 

life and lights as necessary.  Try not to incorporate too much into the still life layout 

otherwise it will become fussy and distract from the overall effect of the image. 

 

 Re photograph as before and re-evaluate, take several alternative layouts while 

everything is still set up. 

 

 Print off draft prints of different setups to determine the one that you think is the best. 

 

 If still not satisfied rearrange and take additional photos as before. 

 

 Generally the photos look better on a semi-gloss/lustre photographic paper. 
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