
Photographing 

 Scale Models 

+ 

A guide to creating the best images of your projects 

by Mike Fleckenstein 



 In this presentation 
 

•The reasons why you may choose to photograph your projects 

•The tools you’ll need 

•What attributes make a good scale model photograph 

•How to get the best results, step by step 

   

You may not feel that you need all the techniques that are covered. 
  

 Choose which ones work best for you and refine them as you build 
your photographic skills. 



So… 

What am I going to do with all these photos anyway? 

In progress photos  for an online or magazine article 
 

Some publishers will pay for your article and some won’t. 

It’s just fun to se your projects in print or online. 



A slide show of my work for an online web page or forum 



A record of shows I attend 
(Because I just like to look at them!) 



What makes a good model photo? 



•Presentation 
•Focus (Depth of Field) 

•Correct Lighting 

The 3 most important elements 

Note 

While these are the most important things to consider for scale model photography, there are 

other elements that photographers need to think about when shooting portraits, landscapes, 

architecture and special events. 

 

If you enjoy any of these subjects be sure to look into various online and classroom 

instruction  



Setting the Stage 

When you are photographing scale models, a central composition works best but that 
does not always apply to other genres of photography.  

Although there are no hard coded rules as to what looks best in a given image, usually the 
“Rule of Thirds” applies.  Imagine a Tic-Tac-Toe board and try to locate the major points of 
interest in the image  where the lines cross. Usually, this looks good, but you should 
always let your eye be the judge. If you are undecided, it doesn’t hurt to have someone 
else look at the composition and give you their opinion. 

Depending on the situation you may not always be able to achieve the ideal composition.  
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Under home or studio conditions 

Compare the two sets of images 
Note how camera angle can make or break how pleasing the image is to the eye 



Backdrops 

•For scale model photography, a clean backdrop usually works best. 
 

•Any color that compliments the model is OK but most people use a a light color. 
 Keep in mind that the lighter the color the more likely you will have to deal with 
shadows because of the lighting you use. 
 

•Military vehicles, autos or any subject that does not have overhanging features 
won’t have this problem but aircraft will because their fuselages  and wings are 
elevated above the base on landing gear. When we discuss lighting later, I’ll show 
you how to alleviate this problem. 
 

•A backdrop can be a a commercially purchased lightbox, a pull down window shade 
or even a simple sheet on a table and tacked to the wall.  



Not much choice 

You can’t control the lighting or what surrounds the subject so just deal with it 

and do your best! 

At Shows 



Where are my eyeglasses? 

The only thing you can’t fix digitally is an out of focus image 

The most important element of focus is 
Depth of Field 

Which is determined by f stop 

 (also known as aperture) 

a a 



•Always use the smallest  (largest f stop #) aperture for the deepest  Depth of Field. 

•But keep in mind that the smaller the aperture, the longer the shutter speed because it will 

take longer for the required amount of light to get through the smaller aperture. You’ll 

need to set the camera to Aperture Priority to control these settings 

 

•Due to the long shutter speeds you should mount your camera on a tripod and use a cable 

release or the camera’s built in timer. Very few people can hand hold a camera longer than 

1/30 sec. and get a sharp, clear image . 

 

•If you are using a flash, the shutter speed will automatically be 1/60 or 1/250 sec. In this 

case you would not need to mount the camera on a tripod or use a remote release 

 

•Be sure to use a Spot (single point) focus mode. If you use Autofocus, the camera may not 

pick the right spot to focus on. 

 

•Position the focus spot 1/3 into the depth of the subject (not the backdrop) 

 

•When you use the Spot focus mode, the focus point also is usually ther metering point so 

you are using the subject, rather than the backdrop, to set the exposure 

 

 

 

Some tips for achieving the best focus  



At large apertures you’ll get a shallow 

 Depth of Field 

How f/stop (aperture) affects Depth of Field) 

At small apertures you’ll get a deep 

 Depth of Field 

f/22 at f/4 
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Remember, you’ll need to set the camera to Aperture Priority to control these settings 



Enlighten Me! 
How to control the lighting of your subject 

There are several methods to effectively light your subject. In this section I will cover 
what I feel will provide the most pleasing results 

White Balance (or why did my white backdrop come out blue?) 

•White Balance refers to the proper rendering of White under different lighting conditions 
(i.e) Daylight, Flourescent, Tungsten, Incandescent etc.) 
 

•5500° K (Kelvin) is the color temperature of Daylight. As the color temperature rises, the 
image becomes more toward blue (cooler). As it falls, the image becomes more toward red 
(hotter) 



Custom White Balance Daylight 

Tungsten Flourescent 

Compare the effect of different White Balance settings on the image 
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•Cameras have pre-determined settings  for each type of lighting or you can create a 

pre-set manually.  (See your camera manual for instructions. ) 
 

•Usually you create a custom white balance by metering on a solid White or Neutral 

Gray card. (available at camera shops or online). Once this is recorded in the camera, 

every time you are under the same lighting conditions, White, and all other colors will 

be rendered correctly. 
 

•However, I have found that leaving the camera set to Auto White Balance will yield 

the most accurate  image of the subject because the camera is using the spot metering 

mode to read the ambient lighting on the subject 

a 

Auto White Balance  
(using spot metering on the subject) 



Artificial Lighting 

Flash 

Or 

Constant  

Lighting 

Flash 

Or 

Constant  

Lighting 

•Artificial lighting refers to any light source other than natural daylight entering the room 

through a window. This could be floodlights, or floodlights with reflectors, flashes, LEDs or 

even a simple table lamp bulb. 
 

•Keep in mind that as long as the model has some empty space underneath, as in an aircraft 

model, any artificial lighting will create shadows under the model. Military Vehicles, 

Automobiles and dioramas typically will not have this problem because they sit flat on the 

surface.  (More on how to eliminate shadows entirely later) 
 

•In order to minimize any shadows position any artificial lighting low and to each side of the 

model so that some of the light will spill underneath (especially if the subject is an aircraft), 

thus keeping any shadows to a minimum 

Use cable release or 

in-camera timer 



The ideal artificial lighting setup 

Flash 

Or 

Constant  

Lighting 

Flash 

Or 

Constant  

Lighting 

Cable or IR 

 shutter 

 release 



Dancing in the Shadows 

There is a way that you can eliminate shadows from appearing under your models entirely 

and the simple answer is to not use ANY artificial lighting at all!  

One solution would be to use a dark backdrop. Dark colors would absorb any shadows cast 

by artificial light so you would not see them but most of us tend to use light color backdrops 

and in fact, if you are photographing for an article to be published, a light backdrop is what 

most publications specify.  
 

On a bright day with daylight spilling into the room through a side window mount your 

camera on a tripod and set the f/stop and focus/metering point as discussed earlier.  The 

exposure will be longer than it would be with artificial light but that doesn’t matter with the 

camera locked onto the tripod. Because there is no artificial light shining directly at the 

model, there will be no shadows. 



Can my camera do all this? 
 

•These days, even simple point & shoot digital cameras and even some phone cameras 
allow you use most of the settings described. 
 

•Some point & shoot cameras may not allow use of a cable release. You can use the self-
timer instead. 

Pros & Cons of different camera types 
 

Cardboard box camera:  fugetabouit 
 

Point & Shoot: Non-removable lens, Easily transported 
 

Pro-sumer or bridge: Non removable lens, Lots of functions 

 

CSC (Compact System camera): Interchangeable lens 

    Lots of functions 

    No mirror (composition on screen only) 

    Easily damaged sensor (when changing lenses) 
 

SLR (Single lens reflex) Interchangeable lens 

   Mirror (composition through eyepiece or screen) 

   Maximum functionality 

   Bulky to transport 



Adding Some Flair 

Using Adobe Photoshop CC ® or Photoshop Elements ® you can add a shaded gradient to 
the top of your photo, making it more interesting 



Use the Quick Selection brush to select the area you do not want shaded 



Click Select, and in the dropdown list click Inverse 



Use the gradient tool and draw a line straight down (anywhere on the image), stopping 
where you want the shading to end 

Be sure to set the Gradient type, Opacity as indicated and check the Reverse box 



Click Select and from the dropdown box, click deselect 

Save the image with the filename of your choice…You’re done! 



The Finished Product! 

Compare the images using all the techniques we have reviewed 
 

Good Luck and Good Shooting! 
 

Any questions feel free to e-mail me at 

modlrfleck@yahoo.com 

or 

Or see my web page at 

mikefphoto.com 

 
My Scale Modeling Facebook page 

www.facebook.com/MikeFleckensteinModels 

 

 


