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The basic approach

• Create contrast between background and dark object to control 
contrast and exposure

• Use fill cards/tent to block reflections, but keep uncontrolled spill 
light off cards and foreground

• Use strong focusable frontal hard light over camera
• Control specular reflections
• Caveat: Every object is an exception



Backlight table examples





Backlights set overall contrast between 
background and object



A white foam board tent provides subtle 
fill and blocks distracting reflections of 
the studio.



A focusable hard 
light is added 
directly over the 
camera. Barn doors 
control spill.



Black dowel 
with black 
masking tape 
reduces 
specular 
reflections



Black velvet panel behind 
camera blocks unwanted 
studio reflections



A more challenging example...





Backlights set overall contrast between 
background and object



As before, the tent provides subtle fill and blocks 
distracting reflections of the studio, but the shape 
of the object causes light to flare up the sides and 
it looks matte instead of shiny. There is also 
inadequate separation between interior and 
exterior of the bowl.



Black cards control light flare and restore 
the shiny black.



Strong front hard light properly exposes 
front and interior of bowl, while adding 
defining reflections. Barn doors control spill 
on foreground. 



A focusable hard light aimed at underside of 
tent provides defining reflections on rim, but 
also creates problematic reflections on front.



Black foil selectively blocks the foreground to control light on the front. The clean 
line makes a crisp reflection edge, which helps the viewer understand the object 
has a shiny black surface and the lighter area is a reflection of the table surface.



A dull silver card allows for a subtle, soft reflection in the front of the bowl. It also 
extends out from the front of the table to act as a flag for the reflections caused 
by the light below the camera.



For the final image, the 
object is masked and the 
background from a previous 
capture is used.



In this case, there is black on black embossed detail as well as metallic color, and a hard light would 
create too many specular reflections.



A similar approach is used as with the 
previous objects, but a soft box is used with 
the same hard light. With a smooth 
surface, this would show up as a white 
rectangle, but the irregular surface of this 
goblet breaks up the reflections. This also 
works well for silvered black objects.





This setup also uses a combination of 
backlighting and surface lighting to 
light the background.





When there is a 
combination of matte 
and shiny surface, such 
as with the etching on 
this console set, you 
must allow reflected 
light to flare across the 
surfaces in a controlled 
way.



A tent is constructed 
much like for shooting 
silver, but in this case 
the cards are all 
indirectly lit and the 
backlight is the 
primary source. 



A tent is constructed 
much like for shooting 
silver, but in this case 
the cards are all 
indirectly lit and the 
backlight is the 
primary source. 



For this final stage, a 
hard light above the 
camera provides 
critical front light, 
especially for the 
white lip wraps. The 
combination of soft 
reflected light from 
the cards and hard 
light with specular 
highlights reveals 
both the etching and 
the shiny black 
quality of the glass.



Working with an opaque gray background



A very special thank you is due to Frans Pegt of the Rijksmuseum for 
collaborating on the setup and documentation for these next examples!





An adaptation of the backlit table and tent approach





Once again, backlighting sets the initial contrast between 
background and object, but this time a soft light is used on 
the surface of the background.



A tent provides subtle fill and blocks 
distracting reflections of the studio



Shiny reflector cards define the edges, 
but also reveal the shiny nature of the 
glass. 



A focusable hard 
light is added 
directly over the 
camera. Barn doors 
control spill.



A pointed strip of 
black foam board 
is used as a flag 
to reduce 
specular 
reflections



The background is photographed 
without the object.



The object is then masked 
and the “clean” background 
is used. Some of the front 
shadow is brushed through in 
the mask.



Lighting an object using a more 
traditional approach…



A soft box is used as the main light 
from a high ¾ angle



A second soft box lights the table 
surface that reflects in the side of 
the bowl. A black foil flag edged 
with spun diffusion controls the 
spill. 



One shiny reflector is carefully positioned 
to create catchlight reflections on the rim 
and inside the bowl. A second reflector 
lights the table surface and side of the bowl 
in the shadow area. Black foil is used to 
mask of much of the reflector surface. 



A black card is used to flag light 
from the table surface, to reduce 
the reflection in the upper left side 
of the bowl.



A piece of black foil is then used to 
flag light from the table surface to 
reduce the reflection in the upper 
right side of the bowl.





And now a hybrid approach…



A soft box is used as the main light 
from a high ¾ angle



An angled sheet of foam board is 
positioned to create a soft 
reflection across and inside the 
bowl of the object and overall soft 
overhead fill light.



A second soft box lights the front table 
surface and opens up the shadow. A 
black foil flag edged with spun 
diffusion controls the spill from lighting 
too much of the background.



A focusable hardlight lights the 
table surface that reflects in the 
right side of the stem and bowl. 
Barn doors control the spill from 
lighting the object directly. 



A second focusable hard light lights 
the table surface that reflects in 
the left side of the stem and bowl. 
Barn doors control the spill from 
lighting the object directly. 





An approach for materials like highly 
polished bronze…



An approach for materials like highly 
polished bronze…

but using a glass object because I’m 
from a glass museum, of course



A softlight from the side lights a large 
sheet of diffusion to the left of the object.



Shiny reflectors are placed on both sides 
of the object to define edges and detail



An angled sheet of foam board is 
positioned to create a soft 
reflection across the top of the 
object and to add light to the 
background. A hard light with 
barndoors lights the card.



An angled sheet of foam board is 
positioned on the floor to the right 
of the table and lit by a hard light to 
create defining reflections on the 
right side of the object.



An large sheet of foam board is 
used as a fill card for front light.



A black foil flag with diffusion 
knocks down the intensity of the 
light on the overhead angled card. 



Because we are using a long 
exposure, I am able to use a moving 
flag to reduce the intensity of the 
highlights along the cheek bone, 
forehead, and nose.





A more extreme approach



This acid-etched vase 
behaves much like 
blackware pottery, 
with a combination of 
shiny black and matte 
black surfaces that are 
prone to sheen and 
glare.



First, the vase is 
placed on a black 
velvet background. A 
frontal hard light is 
positioned above the 
camera so the glare 
reflection helps define 
detail.



Black velvet is draped 
beside the table and in 
the foreground to 
block distracting 
reflections. Another 
panel of black velvet 
(not shown) is 
positioned behind the 
camera.



A white foam board 
tent is added, and a 
hard light positioned 
below the camera 
lights the underside. 



A horizontal piece of 
white foam board 
provides reflected 
light for the full 
opening and the 
shoulders of the 
vase.



Side panels of white 
foam board provide 
reflected light for the 
edges of the vase.



Strips of white paper 
provide reflected 
light for the lower 
edges of the vase. 
The paper closest to 
the vase is shaded 
with pencil to reduce 
the brightness.





Side panels of black 
foam board reduce 
reflected light flare in 
the sides of the vase.



Finally, the vase is 
masked and placed 
on the gray 
background 
photographed 
earlier.



-Kinotehnik Practilite 602
-10,000 lumens peak
-96 CRI
-15°-70° focusable beam
-3000°K-6000°K
-Dimmable
-Pro Photo standard 4” 
(100mm) speedring



-Broncolor LED F160
-12,000 lumens peak
-97+ CRI
-focusable beam
-2800°K-6800°K
-Dimmable
-Broncolor standard bayonet 
mount



Demonstration Object





A soft light on the background sets the initial 
contrast between background and object.



A white foam board tent provides subtle 
fill and blocks distracting reflections of 
the studio.



A focusable hard 
light is added 
directly over the 
camera. Barn doors 
and black masking 
tape control spill. 
The peak of the tent 
also works as a flag 
to reduce 
reflections.



When photographing 
black, it is important to 
properly expose it. 
Underexposure will 
keep it black, but it will 
lose subtle detail, 
reflection, and surface 
quality. Once exposed 
properly, blacks can be 
adjusted in the raw file, 
if necessary.



Black velvet panel behind 
camera blocks unwanted 
studio reflections
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