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3Crime Scene Photography 

Crime scene photography is vitally important to the overall documentation of a crime 
scene. The photographs must be material, relevant, accurate, and without prejudicial bias. 
These are the typical standards crime scene photographs must meet in order to be accepted 
as evidence in a court of law. Because the art and science of photography is not always well 
understood, many times the photographic documentation of a crime scene has turned into 
just another annoying task that must be checked off a to-do list. Crime scene photogra-
phy should be thought of as an opportunity to impress all those who view the photogra-
pher’s work and especially as an opportunity to educate and inform the jury. By impressing 
the jury with his or her photographic skill and ability, a crime scene investigator creates the 
opportunity to dramatically influence the outcome of a trial. Furthermore, the opposite 
is also true. Failure to capture quality evidentiary photographs can cost the prosecution 
dearly. Crime scene photography must be regarded as a primary responsibility and duty 
of investigators, because everything done subsequently has little value without a proper 
photographic foundation.

Preparation and General Photography Tips

Any effort to photograph a crime scene begins prior to arriving at the location. In addition 
to making sure that all the necessary equipment is available, photographers must ensure 
that batteries are charged and that the equipment is in good working condition. Some agen-
cies have enough camera equipment so that all investigators have their own gear. However, 
other agencies do not and investigators are forced to share equipment. Sharing photogra-
phy equipment presents so many potential problems that it is recommended investigators 
belonging to cash-strapped agencies invest in their own photography gear. The headaches 
avoided by possessing their own gear will far outweigh the cost.

Regardless of whether investigators share equipment, the next step is to ensure that 
the starting camera settings are correct. Every subject’s composition has the potential to 
be different. One photograph may be recorded in monochrome, while the next photograph 
demands the smallest possible aperture, followed by a timed exposure of a luminol reac-
tion. There is nothing worse than when an investigator believes he or she is photographing 
in an automatic exposure mode, not worrying about reading the exposure meter, only to 
realize later that all the photographs are over- or underexposed because the camera was 
not set as originally thought. This can easily occur when equipment is shared between 
investigators or photographers.

Photographers should get into the habit of checking a digital camera’s settings for no 
other reason than the fact they can be easily changed unintentionally. On some camera 
models, it is quite easy to accidentally push a button or bump a dial without immediately 
recognizing that it had some effect on the recorded photograph’s outcome. Some (not all) 
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of the more important settings to make sure are properly set prior to working a crime scene 
include the following:

• Image quality, compression, and RAW capture settings
• ISO setting
• White balance, monochrome, or color selections
• Exposure (capture) mode
• Exposure and flash compensation settings

One good habit to develop is to reset all settings to some type of default like, Program 
mode, so that if an unexpected photo opportunity presents itself the camera can be quickly 
accessed and fired without having to reset previous settings.

Digital cameras can pose more difficulties for the photographer because of the numer-
ous additional settings compared to film cameras. For example, film cameras have DX 
coding that tells the camera what type of film has been loaded into the camera. However, 
the film speed or ISO setting is one of the many choices found in a digital camera’s menu, 
and this setting must be chosen and confirmed before any forensic photographic docu-
mentation of a crime scene is begun. It is a good habit to routinely check all camera settings 
prior to beginning a photographic venture. For example, the ISO value is an extremely 
important value to set properly because it fixes the playing field in which all photographs 
are taken and that the camera uses to combine with shutter speed and aperture to record 
a properly exposed image.

Even more valuable than the gratification of immediately reviewing photos offered by 
the digital camera is the ability to change one’s film speed from image to image. A photog-
rapher can use an ISO 100 value when recording colorful bloodstains on clothing, imme-
diately switch to an ISO 400 setting to capture a flash exposure of the bedroom where the 
clothes were found, and switch again to ISO 800 or 1600 to document latent bloodstains 
treated with luminol. However, while the frequent changing of ISO settings can enhance 
one’s overall documentation of a crime scene, the photographer must double check the ISO 
values from time to time to ensure that they are recording the scene as intended.

White balance is another setting often forgotten about while capturing images with a 
digital camera. To eliminate the yellow stain caused by high-pressure sodium streetlights, 
an investigator can set the white balance to incandescent lighting. However, failing to reset 
the camera to a daylight setting and then capturing images in natural sunlight or with elec-
tronic flash will create a very distracting blue staining on the recorded image. This staining 
cannot always be completely removed by computer enhancements and may not be discern-
ible in the small review screen on the back of the camera. Therefore, the photographer must 
check the white balance setting prior to beginning every new photographic assignment.

Digital cameras are now the primary means of recording images in the forensics field, 
as well as in the civilian world as a whole. However, along with every technical advance in 
crime scene photography come additional responsibilities or impediments. For example, 
digital cameras come with a number of custom functions that can be hidden deep inside 
a camera’s menu system. For those unlucky crime scene photographers who must share 
their equipment with other investigators, it is even more important that all camera set-
tings from exposure compensation, film speed, white balance, auto exposure bracketing, 
flash exposure compensation, etc., are set exactly as desired. Fortunately, these functions 
can easily be reset to factory defaults from the camera’s menu. If one finds their camera’s 
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settings causing composition or exposure problems, every camera will have a reset to fac-
tory default setting somewhere in the menu system. This menu feature resets the camera 
to how it originally came from the factory. Once again the value of completely reading and 
understanding how the camera works is paramount to preparing for actual scene work and 
obtaining quality crime scene photographs. Please read the camera’s instruction manual 
completely and thoroughly.

Beyond the necessity of reading and comprehending the manual for each individual 
camera, an investigator must listen and feel how the camera is performing in order to real-
ize when something is not working properly. For example, it should be routine to check the 
exposure meter and the information displayed in the viewfinder while photographing even 
when using an automatic exposure mode. Investigators should also listen to their cameras 
to ensure they are working properly. The most obvious audible information the camera 
provides the photographer is when proper focus and exposure is achieved. Cameras typi-
cally beep or provide some sort of visual clue inside the viewfinder when a proper exposure 
and/or focus is obtained. Investigators should be constantly aware of these alerts in order 
to record the best photographs possible. Obviously, the operator should feel the camera 
advance the film from frame to frame or that the digital camera’s recording light illumi-
nates after an exposure is taken. In fact, digital cameras should be set so that photography 
without an imaging chip is impossible. This feature is found in the menu system and will 
prevent wasted effort or worse, a complete loss of a scene’s photographic documentation. 
Although it would be too time consuming to review every single image on a digital cam-
era, photographers should periodically examine the photographs they have taken. Film 
photographers are not able to review their images at the scene, and that makes it even more 
important that they make sure their cameras are operating correctly.

In addition to listening to and looking at one’s camera, the photographer should feel for 
the camera’s shutter activation. The rule of thumb when hand holding the camera is that the 
shutter speed should be faster than one over the focal length of the camera lens. For example, 
if a 28 mm focal length camera lens is used to capture an image, the minimum shutter speed 
should be 1/30th of a second if the camera is being handheld. Longer lenses require even 
faster minimum shutter speeds: a 200 mm telephoto lens should have a minimum shutter 
speed of 1/200th–1/250th of a second. The photographer should always round an exposure 
toward a faster shutter speed to be sure of a sharp, nonblurry image. The faster shutter speed 
requirements may be difficult to maintain even during the daytime when the sun is blocked 
by clouds and lower ISO settings are chosen. It is important that photographers listen to and 
carefully feel the camera’s operation in order to ensure they do not hear or feel the distinc-
tive double-click of the shutter opening and closing. While hand holding the camera, the 
photographer should only feel one quick shutter actuation. If two distinct clicks (shutter 
opening and then closing) are felt, then the recorded photograph may possess camera shake 
or blur in the image. The shutter’s action should feel and sound like just one instantaneous 
event. As stated, this is just a rule of thumb, and some individuals may be able to push the 
envelope a little, but very little, maybe half a stop. Other photographers may find they need 
to keep their shutter speed one or two full stops faster than this rule of thumb. Experience 
will help identify a comfortable zone for the photographer to work in. For those who do not 
have a steady hand and who find themselves in need of faster shutter speeds to ensure sharp 
images, there are a couple of solutions. A monopod support may be helpful to stabilize the 
camera. Another solution is to purchase a vibration reduction or image stabilization lens. 
These specialty lenses can compensate for minor camera movement or shake.
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Another suggestion for better photographic documentation is that crime scene pho-
tographers critically examine their work from previous scenes and/or training exercises. 
Critical evaluation of one’s own work is recommended because it enables the photographer 
to see where his or her photography can be improved through lighting, composition, depth 
of field, etc. Also, this evaluation can also help identify problems with cameras and equip-
ment and help prevent compromising other crime scenes. As cameras get older, shutter 
curtains can fail, light meters can become unbalanced, and door seals can become dam-
aged allowing light into the camera, all of which can impact the quality of a photograph.

One important way in which investigators can prepare to be better crime scene pho-
tographers is to train and practice with their personal equipment. No one should just be 
handed a camera, told to set the camera to an automatic mode, and then be advised to go 
forth and conquer. In the past, this was a standard practice. However, in today’s forensically 
knowledgeable world, processing a crime scene taking shortcuts or in an automatic mode is 
just not acceptable. Training is an important first step. The investigator does not need a pho-
tography degree to be a crime scene photographer, but should be comfortable and confident 
in operating his or her photography equipment in a fully Manual mode. It is not that every 
photograph must be taken in the Manual exposure mode, but when a challenging composi-
tion confronts the photographer, taking full control over the camera is an important skill to 
possess. The reading of the camera’s instruction manual is an obvious and important first 
step. Second, the reading of textbooks on general photography and crime scene photogra-
phy is quite advantageous. Last but not least, training courses on crime scene photography 
are extremely beneficial. Quality training courses are not only informative, they also pro-
vide the student with opportunities to practice different photographic techniques and to 
visualize in a concrete way the hypothetical models presented by the instructor.

The practicing, experimenting, and testing of photographic techniques should occur 
both in and out of the classroom. For example, anytime new equipment is purchased, it 
should be tested to be sure it works correctly and to determine how it will affect the photo-
graphic process. This is especially true in low-light and alternate light photography. Because 
the intensity and quality of the numerous light sources available are so different, the pho-
tographer needs to experiment and practice taking photographs in both situations prior to 
working an actual crime scene. In addition, these variable light sources react differently in 
various environments, such as an enclosed bathroom or a vast open field. Therefore, testing 
and practicing with the equipment that will be used in these environments and conditions 
are strongly recommended. A little practice and the knowledge gained from experimenta-
tion with any equipment will help engender confidence and result in improved crime scene 
photographs.

Capturing the Impossible Shot

When the photographer is facing a challenging photograph to capture, it is a good idea to 
step back from the camera, examine the scene, and identify what features of the subject are 
making the image a challenge. These features might include items such as

• Light intensity and light sources
• Direction of lighting
• Depth of field issues
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• Deciding on the focus point
• Camera-to-subject orientation
• Exposure values

A photographer is tasked with composing the image, evaluating the light intensity (obtain-
ing a proper exposure) and ensuring that the direction of lighting captures the subject 
and that the subject is in sharp focus throughout the composition. Sometimes these tasks 
can be difficult, but this is where the photographer can shine and demonstrate their skill 
and ability to the image’s viewer. Crime scene photography is so much more than a simple 
point-and-shoot endeavor.

One excellent way to impress others with one’s photographic skill is to photograph 
those pieces of evidence thought to be impossible to capture. In situations when it would be 
easier to give up photographing a piece of evidence such as latent footwear impressions or 
fired projectiles imbedded inside walls, investigators can take the initiative and create the 
opportunity to have others ask, “How did you do that?” Difficult to capture photographs 
are often formidable merely because they challenge the photographer to properly cast light 
onto or into the subject. Thinking outside the box, utilizing different types of light sources, 
and composing the image’s capture in a way to optimally record the photograph will help 
captivate viewers and demonstrate one’s dedication to their duties.

Fired projectiles found inside walls, car tires, and other surfaces offer photographers 
priceless opportunities to distinguish themselves. As fired bullets pass through walls or 
other surfaces, they can become tangled within insulation, shred through ductwork, or 
become lodged in wood studs. After the exterior of the perforation is documented, the 
interior of the impact can be photographed. The investigator must cut out a large enough 
section around the impact site so that he or she can insert a hand into the wall and retrieve 
the projectile. Consequently, because a camera lens is not much wider than a person’s hand, 
the opening makes a perfect spot in which to slide the camera lens. If needed, a smaller 
hole can also be cut into the surface but slightly to the side of the camera lens so that a 
flashlight or other lighting device can be positioned to shine into the environment. Peering 
through the viewfinder, the photographer can adjust the light so that a balanced illumina-
tion inside the structure is achieved. Additionally, vehicle tires can also be photographed 
in a very similar way. It is just easier to cut through sheetrock rather than tire rubber. As 
far as cutting into tires, it is easier to slice into the sidewall than to cut through the surface 
area that comes into contact with the roadway. Tire treads are likely to have steel belts and 
cords that make cutting through them arduous. Unique and powerful photographs like 
these add credibility to the investigator on the witness stand by creating a lasting impres-
sion of professionalism and dedication on the jury (Figure 3.1).

Lighting is the crucial element for capturing images in hard-to-reach areas, and these 
areas are seldom conducive to flash photography. While it is possible to remove larger 
sections of walls to create a more open area so that a flash exposure can be recorded, 
victims and their families usually do not appreciate the additional damage to their prop-
erty. Nor is there any reason to add insult to injury by destroying a victim’s property. 
Replacing flash photography with flashlight photography is one option to help avoid the 
further destruction of someone’s home. Flashlights come in many sizes, intensities, and 
styles. Keeping a variety of options available can be of tremendous benefit to an investiga-
tor (Figure 3.2). Many investigators possess the typical policeman’s SL-20 (equivalent to 
four D-cell batteries) flashlight, and it is wonderful in larger environments but can be too 
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powerful for smaller endeavors. For getting into small nooks and crannies, an investigator 
needs a smaller light source. Dollar store penlight flashlights make excellent alternatives. 
Additionally, discount tool supply businesses carry ingenious fiber optic cables that can 
be attached to the end of small penlight flashlights. These cables can be inserted into the 
narrowest of openings and will then provide enough light to illuminate a myriad of hid-
den or secluded subjects. Another alternative frequently sold at discount tool stores is the 
flexible-head light emitting diode (LED) flashlight. These small flashlights are useful for 

(a) (b)

Figure 3.1 (a) A photograph of a fired bullet, found resting on top of insulation, lost its momen-
tum following its passage through two walls and fiberglass insulation. A hole was cut in the 
wall and the camera lens was placed inside. Light was provided by an external flash also placed 
inside the hole. The recording was made at ISO 400, f/11, for 1/60 of a second. Notice that 
a small plastic evidence pointer was utilized to help identify the subject of the photograph. 
(b) Car tires are another difficult but commonly encountered subject. In this figure, a bullet 
perforated the tire. The side of the tire was cut out to illustrate the path of the bullet’s travel as 
well as recover the bullet’s jacket as it separated passing through the tire.

Figure 3.2 Possessing an assortment of flashlights and light sources will assist photographers 
in photographing hard-to-reach subjects. This figure shows several options available to investi-
gators including police-style, LED, and penlight flashlights, as well as fiber optic cable attach-
ments that fit onto the ends of these lights.
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reaching into remote areas. In addition, these flexible-head lights or fiber optic cables can 
illuminate the interior of a subject without causing the glare or harshness to appear on the 
exterior. The subject can just as easily be a bullet strike as the barrel of a firearm or other 
hollow subject (Figure 3.3).

The use of flashlights to illuminate close-focused subjects does pose a couple of prob-
lems, but fortunately, the problems can be overcome with a little ingenuity. Flashlights 
characteristically leave a hot spot in the center of their illumination. This hot spot can be 
diffused by placing fingerprint tape over the flashlight’s lens or by sliding a thin piece of 
white paper between the subject and the light. If the hot spot remains, the light will need 
to be painted much like one would paint an outdoor crime scene. The photographer can 
close down the aperture to a smaller opening, thus creating a need to extend the image’s 
exposure time. During the exposure, light can be swept back and forth across the subject 
improving the evenness of light recorded in the final image. This technique is explained 
and demonstrated further in Chapter 4.

Another drawback in using flashlights is that because they are typically incandes-
cent, they will stain an image yellow. This yellow stain can be compensated for with 
a Wratten 80A or 80B blue-tinted filter. The choice of filter will depend on the color 
temperature of the particular light source. Digital cameras provide an easier fix because 
the photographer can simply set the white balance for incandescent lighting. LED flash-
lights are becoming more common and generally possess a more color-correct, white 
light. Some LED lights may actually create a blue hue in the final recorded image. As 
a result, photographers should take test photographs with any new flashlight or any 

Figure 3.3 This photo is of a fired projectile recorded at ISO 100, f/22, for 56 s and was recorded 
using a penlight flashlight to illuminate the ballistic evidence. The low-power flashlight cre-
ated a need for a longer exposure, which gave the photographer more time to add light onto the 
small subject by painting the subject and allowing light to reach into the small crevices created 
by the expanded bullet.
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other light source in order to be aware of any shift in color. Testing one’s equipment can 
also help with determining the light source’s intensity and how that may affect one’s 
exposure.

In conclusion, crime scene investigators should seek out those opportunities to photo-
graph difficult-to-capture subjects at every opportunity. Not only is it mandatory for qual-
ity documentation purposes and a thorough scene investigation, but it will also instill the 
photographer’s professionalism and dedication into the minds of the viewers—especially 
the jurors. Mastering control over a subject’s lighting is the most difficult part of capturing 
problematic pieces of evidence. However, with a little practice and determination, a pho-
tographer can create stellar evidentiary images.

Kodak’s Top 10 Tips for Better Photographs

Applying artistic and popular photography recommendations to the business of crime 
scene photography can only help improve one’s photographic skill and ability. Imitation is 
the sincerest form of flattery, and investigators can review popular photography magazines 
and books for innovative and imaginative ideas concerning lighting, composition, depth 
of field, and inventive equipment in order to improve their photographic results. George 
Eastman and his Eastman Kodak Company first introduced the public to snapshot pho-
tography in 1888 with the slogan, You press the button, we do the rest. Since then, Kodak 
has led the way in popular and professional photography with cutting-edge developments 
in everything from cameras and film to image development. In a continuing attempt to 
improve the results of photographers around the world, Kodak offers its Top Ten Tips for 
better pictures. The following tips can be applied to crime scene photography just as easily 
as to popular photography:

 1. Get down on the subject’s level. When taking pictures of children and animals, the 
photographers should get down on the level of their subjects and look them in the 
eyes in order to capture more interesting compositions. This is easily applied to 
crime scene photography (Figure 3.4). Evidence is often found lying on the ground 
or along baseboards and can be captured quite effectively if the crime scene pho-
tographer is willing to get down to its level. Some investigators are blessed with an 
abundance of equipment and specialty lenses that can improve the quality of most 
photographic endeavors. Unfortunately, many investigators are given only the 
basics and may only have one zoom lens, typically a 28–80 mm (18–55 mm with 
cropped-sensor digital cameras) focal length lens. When a small piece of evidence, 
such as a fired cartridge case, is resting on the ground, photographing it from a 
standing position will create a rather boring and uninformative picture. Even with 
the camera’s lens zoomed out to the 80 mm focal length, the size of the cartridge 
case may only make up a very small proportion of the overall image. When 90% of 
the image is merely the floor or ground upon which the subject rests, what kind of 
priority does this image portray about the evidence depicted? The viewer may also 
question whether the real subject of the image is the ground. Even without hav-
ing a macro lens, a basic 28–80 mm lens is capable of capturing a quality image, 
where evidence is identifiable and can be placed into context within the crime 
scene. A photographer must make the most out of his or her equipment and fill 
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the camera’s viewfinder with the subject, even if it is from a difficult position. By 
following Kodak’s first suggestion and positioning one’s camera at the same level 
as the evidence, more creative and informative images can be captured.

Photographing evidence from different perspectives will also provide investiga-
tors the best opportunity to understand the crime scene and give prosecutors the 
opportunity to select the most optimum image to illustrate the crime scene to the 
jury. Although a selection of images can be recorded with a little artistic creativ-
ity, one should not eliminate the classic eye viewpoint positioning of the camera in 
documenting the crime scene. Additionally, providing a selection of photographs 
for the prosecutor to choose from will help alleviate any issues that may arise in 
court as far as prejudicial bias.

 2. Use a plain background. Having a distracting background can ruin what otherwise 
would be a good picture. There are times when the background is more confus-
ing than it is illuminating. When the goal of an image is to bring the viewer’s eyes 
directly to a single subject or piece of evidence, the background should be out of 
focus and/or plain (Figure 3.5). Large apertures and longer focal lengths help cause 
the background of an image to become unrecognizable (shallow depth of field). 
When photographing evidence in a laboratory setting, it is much easier to control 
the background than when operating in the field. When at the crime scene, inves-
tigators, patrol officers, and rubbernecking onlookers will routinely be found in the 
background, and it can benefit the final photographic product if these parties are 
removed from in and around the crime scene.

If the distractions cannot be physically removed, one way to blur the back-
ground of an image and make it more plain is to narrow one’s depth of field. This is 
easily accomplished by opening the lens’ aperture, choosing a longer focal length, 
and getting in close to the subject. All three depth-of-field reducing actions do not 
necessarily have to be applied to a single image, but the background will be less 
recognizable and less distracting with each action selected.

Figure 3.4 Getting down at the same level as the evidence adds creativity into one’s photo-
graphs. In addition, important and informative background information can be added to the 
image. This figure illustrates how a small change in perspective can enhance and multiply the 
amount of detail contained within a photograph. (Photographed by Andrew Taravella, Crime 
Scene Investigator, Houston Police Department, Houston, TX.)
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When working in the controlled-lighting environment of a laboratory, creating 
a plain background for individual pieces of evidence is rather easy. Place the evi-
dence on butcher paper, against a photographic backdrop, or even on paper evidence 
bags that might be available. By removing distractions caused by equipment, scene 
notes, other pieces of evidence, or any distracting material from being visible in the 
photograph, the evidentiary value of the image is dramatically improved. Another 
common mistake by photographers is to hold evidence being photographed. This 
practice is not recommended because it opens up the evidence to attack in court. 
The evidence should be recovered and processed in a manner that preserves its 
integrity, and excessive handling of the evidence may cause that important prin-
ciple of crime scene investigation to be in question. The close-up photographing of 
individual pieces of evidence is covered more thoroughly in Chapter 4.

Using a plain background is extremely important in the photographing of indi-
viduals, especially suspects. A bare wall, of a solid color, is preferable; however, the 
photographer needs to be sure that there is neither gang graffiti on the wall nor 
any other signs indicating a police presence. For example, crime scene tape, police 
officers, and marked patrol cars should be excluded from any part of the image’s 
background. A defense attorney will have no problem showing bias toward his cli-
ent and have the images excluded from evidence, if any photo arrays incorporate 
these items.

 3. Use a flash outdoors. The use of a flash during outdoor and daytime exposures is one 
of the greatest tips a photographer can receive. Just because a camera’s light meter 
tells the photographer an image has a proper exposure, the photographer should 
remember that the camera is attempting to find an exposure average (18% gray) 
and will not necessarily recognize areas of shadow that need added illumination. 
One aspect of capturing a quality photograph is the balance between shadows and 

Figure 3.5 Using a plain background eliminates distracting elements. Individual pieces of 
evidence can be placed on paper or fabric backgrounds as demonstrated here. Individuals should 
also be photographed against generic, plain backgrounds. Distracting backgrounds reduce the 
value of evidentiary photographs.
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highlights. Filling in shadows with electronic flash, known as fill flash, is an excel-
lent way to improve one’s photographs (Figure 3.6). The first step is to recognize 
the presence of shadows or those areas that need additional illumination. A strobe 
flash typically will not be able to outproduce the sun in light production. Therefore, 
overexposing an image should not be of great concern. However, when in doubt, 
bracket the exposures by recording one with and one without supplemental flash.

The need for flash photography in the daytime is frequently underestimated. For 
example, merely photographing a person standing underneath a noontime sun may 
require fill flash. The overhead sun can cause small shadows in the eye orbits and 
beneath the nose, and these shadows can eliminate the visibility of a person’s eyes 
and mouth. Wearing a hat can exacerbate problem shadows, creating large areas 
of blackness on the subject’s face. In addition to photographing people, fill flash 
is extremely useful in general crime scene photography as well. Shadows can be 
caused by a number of things ranging from the actual subjects being photographed 
to the tent markers placed next to the subject by the crime scene investigator. It is 
imperative that investigators recognize the presence of these shadowed areas and 
compensate them by filling in the area with supplemental light (Figure 3.7).

Photographing evidence found on clear glass surfaces can also present problems 
for the camera’s light meter and cause an image’s capture to be underexposed. As 
an example, photographing a bullet strike to a glass window can create exposure 
problems for the photographer. Imagine a bullet strike to a window being photo-
graphed from the inside of a building or vehicle toward the outside. A scale ruler 
that is placed next to the impact site and a daytime photograph captured from an 
outward-facing perspective can cause an underexposure even though the cam-
era’s viewfinder indicates a proper exposure. The sun’s light will tell the camera 

Figure 3.6 Shadows can be caused by any number of objects, from tent markers to vehicles. 
Daytime exposures will require flash from time to time. This figure illustrates the need to sup-
plement daytime illumination with electronic flash even though the camera’s metering system 
did not give an underexposure warning. Adding fill flash to a composition is about creating a 
balance between the shadows and highlights. The photograph was metered for the sun-exposed 
portion of the composition, and flash was added to the shadows in order to illuminate the ham-
mer now visible underneath the dog house. (Photographed by Andrew Taravella, Crime Scene 
Investigator, Houston Police Department, Houston, TX.)
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that no flash is needed to capture the image, but the sun is not going to be strik-
ing the scale or the glass window’s interior surface. Consequently, additional light 
needs to be added to the composition in order to record a more informative image 
(Figure 3.8). Failing to add flash illumination is an example of how photographing 
in a full automatic or Program mode can seriously impede an investigator’s photo-
graphic documentation process, because Program mode exposures do not account 
for the need to add fill flash.

 4. Move in close. While working through a crime scene, photographs have a natu-
ral progression from an overall perspective to a close-up view of the evidence. 
The importance of getting in close and capturing in detail even the smallest 
piece of evidence or information is extremely important (Figure 3.9). In fact, the 

(a) (b)

Figure 3.7 Even evidence markers can create unwanted shadows as observed in (a). (b) The 
image illustrates the need for fill flash to be added in some compositions in order to fill in the 
shadows and illuminate important subjects.

Figure 3.8 Adding flash to backlit subjects is extremely important to crime scene photogra-
phers. Fill flash was added to illuminate the scale and fingerprint visible on a glass window.
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importance of capturing close-focused images is so great that Chapter 4 is solely 
devoted to this particular subject. Just as Eastman Kodak recognizes the value of 
close-focused images, their value is even greater for crime scene investigators.

Of primary importance is filling one’s viewfinder with the subject or piece of 
evidence. Many times getting in close proximity to the subject causes issues with 
lighting and/or camera shake. A lack of proper macrophotography equipment 
might also be an impediment to investigators trying to record close-up images. 
Fortunately, there are solutions to each of these problems and they are addressed 
in much more detail in Chapter 4. For now, remember to capture as much detail as 
possible in the close-up documentation of a crime scene’s evidence. These images 
can be very helpful to jurors, especially if the evidence in question is bloody or 
reeks of body decomposition odors. Jurors may not want to handle some pieces of 
evidence, especially nauseating and putrid items. A sharp-focused, close-up image 
of the item will serve as an excellent substitute.

 5. Take some vertical pictures. All too often, crime scene photographers get locked 
into only one way of capturing an image. The camera is always set to Program 
mode, each piece of evidence is photographed three times (overall, midrange, and 
close-up), and the camera is always held in the classic horizontal or landscape posi-
tion for each and every photograph. However, thinking outside the box and adjust-
ing to the crime scene’s environment is very important in order to record the very 
best crime scene images possible (Figure 3.10).

One main objective is to fill the viewfinder with as much information as is prac-
tical. Many circumstances commonly encountered dictate a vertical or portrait-
oriented camera. Rotating a camera to match the orientation of doorways and 
staircases is a common example (Figure 3.11). These passageways have a natural 
vertical orientation and should be captured as such. Investigators will often find 
themselves needing to orient their cameras in a vertical orientation simply to cap-
ture all the evidence within a single composition. This is especially useful when 

Figure 3.9 Quality close-focused images will enhance any case presentation. The keys to a 
distinctive image include a stable camera, proper illumination, and a desirable depth of field. 
Crime scene investigators responding to found bone calls for service are frequently required to 
determine whether the bones are human or animal. This photograph is of an animal’s vertebrae 
and was recorded at ISO 100, f/36, for 6 s.
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capturing midrange photographs and showing the relationships between differ-
ent pieces of evidence. Relationship photographs require the composition of mul-
tiple pieces of evidence in the same image, and the photograph can sometimes 
be enhanced by rotating the camera 90°. For example, evidence from a car crash 
can be scattered down a long roadway and one should orient the camera to match 
the scene. Although Kodak’s goal is to put variety into the photographer’s work, 
crime scene investigations can actually dictate the photographer’s need to change 
the camera’s orientation.

 6. Lock the focus. Most modern cameras have multiple focus points from which the 
camera will seek the nearest subject visible in the viewfinder on which to lock its 
focus upon (Figure 3.12). This can be problematic in crime scenes that are cluttered 
with furnishings, cars, evidence, etc. For example, one may want to focus on the 
body of a deceased person lying beneath a vehicle. However, the camera selects 
the rear quarter panel as the nearest object and the resulting image is ruined 
because the body is not in sharp focus. This occurs all too often. Locking the focus 
on the true subject is the photographer’s responsibility. The photographer must not 
rely on the camera to establish the point of focus or the most important aspect of 
an overall image.

One way to lock in the focus is to preselect only one focus point in the view-
finder, instead of using the camera’s entire range of focusing reticules. Optimally, 
the middle focal point should be selected simply because it is the easiest point in 

Figure 3.10 The environment or location of the evidence should dictate whether a camera is 
held horizontally or vertically. This figure illustrates how evidence aligned in a vertical man-
ner is enhanced by capturing the image in a similar orientation. Photographers should strive 
to fill the camera’s viewfinder with the subject. This photo was recorded at ISO 400, f/22, for 
1/20th of a second. Electronic flash was added to complete the exposure.
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Figure 3.11 Doorways present a challenge to photographers for a couple of reasons. First, 
the camera should be oriented in the portrait orientation. Secondly, lighting can be difficult. 
Frequently the lighting on either side of the threshold is different. This image was recorded 
with exposure settings of ISO 100, f/16, for 12 s. The doorway was illuminated with the one 
flash, while the middle room was painted with a second flash. Ambient light illuminated the 
room visible in the background.

Figure 3.12 Cameras with autofocus features will always seek out the first subject in order to 
set the focus. However, that may not always be the best choice. As in this image, focus should 
be locked onto the true subject of the photograph, which is located in the background.
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the viewfinder to locate visually. Wherever that single point is placed is where the 
point of focus for the image will be. Just because the viewfinder’s center reticule 
is chosen as the focal point does not mean that the center of every image must 
be the center of focus. Locking the focus refers to finding what the photographer 
wants in focus and locking that point into focus while he or she recomposes the 
image. Locking the focus in most cameras is done by simply pressing and holding 
the shutter-release button halfway down at the desired point of focus. The whole 
body of the camera can then be shifted or adjusted to a more desirable position 
and orientation. When the composition of the image is determined, depressing the 
shutter can be completed and the photograph captured. It is important to remem-
ber that a camera’s autofocus feature always tries to identify the subject closest to 
the camera as its point of focus. Understanding this basic fact will help crime scene 
photographers recognize what their cameras are seeing and focusing upon during 
their operation. Manually focusing the camera is another way to ensure that the 
resulting image develops as planned. Be aware that in some cases, pressing the 
exposure button halfway not only locks the focus but also the exposure settings. 
This may cause exposure problems if the photographer is not careful.

Knowledge and control over an image’s depth of field is another way to control 
the depth and the location of an image’s focus. Zone focusing is an approach to 
focusing the camera by extending the depth of field over a predetermined range, 
incorporating the composition’s subjects. At a given lens’ focal length and chosen 
aperture, the depth of field’s width will have a specific and known distance for 
the area of sharpest focus. This enables photographers to take their pictures with 
confidence and without worrying themselves about focus, as long as the subject(s) 
is within that span of sharp focus. This style of focusing can be extremely useful 
when your subject lacks contrast and the autofocus lens has difficulty zeroing in 
on a particular subject. Because focus is about distance, the crime scene investiga-
tor can also find a subject in the same focal plane or distance from the camera as 
the actual subject. The focus can then be locked in, the camera reoriented, and the 
image recorded. Whatever focusing technique chosen, it is the responsibility of the 
photographer to ensure that the image’s focus is accurate and true.

 7. Move it from the middle. The premise of move it from the middle is self-explanatory, 
move subjects away from the center of the composition. Crime scene investigators 
that treat photography more as a chore than as an opportunity typically take a 
minimum number of pictures, rely on automatic modes, and routinely place every 
subject square in the middle of their viewfinder. The impression created by a bet-
ter composed image will elevate the crime scene investigator in the eyes of the 
image’s viewers. By putting a little creativity into one’s compositions and varying 
the subject’s placement around the photograph’s perimeter, an investigator’s work 
will create more interest (Figure 3.13).

The rule of thirds is another popular photography technique that can be applied 
to crime scene photography. This photographic precept asks photographers to 
draw imaginary lines through the composition that divides the viewfinder into 
thirds, both horizontally and vertically. The image’s primary subject should be 
positioned approximately where these imaginary lines intersect. In crime scene 
photography, evidence or subjects can be moved around to these four points in an 
image and still leave plenty of room for background information. Small apertures 
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assist in keeping a deep depth of field and protecting this connective bond between 
the image’s foreground and background. The previous tip from Kodak, locking in 
one’s focus, is an important prerequisite for moving subjects around the perimeter 
of the viewfinder while still maintaining a sharp-focused photograph.

 8. Know the flash’s range. Flash photography is really not as difficult as many peo-
ple believe. Of prime importance is knowing the range (strength) of the flash 
(Figure 3.14). In other words, photographers need to know how far their flash 

Figure 3.13 Crime scene photographers are not required to have the evidence locked into the 
middle of every image. Moving the subject into the corners of a composition will create variety, 
interest, and lend innovation to one’s images. Moving one’s subject, in this case a Winchester 
12 gauge shotgun shell, to a corner of the composition enables the photographer to incorporate 
more information about the surrounding area into the photograph.

Figure 3.14 Photographers must know the capabilities and limitations of their electronic 
flash, including exactly how far it can reach into a composition. In this photo, a flash was used 
to only illuminate the side of the police car found in the foreground. The background vehicles 
were illuminated by ambient light. Using the flash to illuminate the background would have 
caused a severe overexposure to the foreground. Instead, the flash was cast from the side of 
the camera and perpendicular to the police car in order for the light to have just one target to 
illuminate.
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will reach in order to properly illuminate a subject. This is a major problem with 
point-and-shoot cameras when investigators attempt to use them at nighttime 
crime scenes and do not recognize that pop-up-style flashes may only be able 
to illuminate a subject 10–15 ft away. The distance a flash can operate depends 
on the ISO setting and aperture chosen by the photographer. An ISO setting of 
400–800 will be able to record light from greater distances than an ISO setting 
of 100 or 200. However, one must be careful not to overexpose the foreground 
when trying to reach something in the far background of an image. In addition 
to faster ISO speeds, more powerful external flashes can reach farther out into a 
scene, but overexposing the foreground is still quite possible. General flash pho-
tography techniques and avoiding problems such as overexposing the foreground 
are discussed in Chapter 6.

One common photographic error that illustrates this photographic tip occurs at 
every major sporting event, whether it is the Olympics, the Super Bowl, or at a ball-
game when some baseball slugger is setting another steroid-enhanced milestone. 
Shutterbugs sitting in the upper decks of colossal stadiums routinely try to capture 
the activities on the playing field from hundreds of feet away using a flash exposure. 
Although the flashing of thousands of lights appears impressive on television, the 
only thing reached by the flash illuminations is the bald-headed spectator 10 rows 
in front of the camera. If an image is recorded, it is not because of the flash exposure 
but rather due to the stadium’s ambient lighting.

 9. Watch the light. A photographic image cannot be recorded without light. Therefore, 
light is everything to a photographer, and all of its characteristics and attributes 
must be understood and appreciated so that exceptional crime scene images are 
recorded. When evaluating a crime scene for lighting, a photographer should 
observe how light falls onto a scene and, specifically, how it falls onto individual 
items of evidence. The photographer should also observe not only where the light 
falls but also where it does not, that is, the shadows. Be aware that shadows are not 
only an issue in daylight, they are present in nighttime environments as well. Light 
has many properties, including

 a. Color
 i. Color of the light source
 ii. Color balance setting on camera (or filtration)
 b. Directionality
 i. Angle of light (oblique or direct lighting)
 ii. Single source of light, possibly creating shadows
 iii. Multiple light sources alleviating shadows
 c. Intensity
 i. Distance from source
 ii. Focused beam or broad casting of light
 iii. Contrast between highlights and shadows

 Because of light’s importance to photographers, the properties and characteristics 
of light will be discussed repeatedly throughout this text.

  Light consists of a multitude of colors and crime scene investigators must 
understand the relationship between the primary colors of light: red, blue, 
and green. The color of the light becomes important during nighttime crime 
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scenes, photographing with alternate light sources, and when using colored 
filters to enhance black-and-white images (Figure 3.15). The intensity of light 
also plays a part in nearly every photograph taken. The intensity is controlled 
by the combination of apertures and shutter speeds because these allow more or 
less light into the camera. Becoming comfortable with the reciprocal relation-
ship between these two variables will greatly improve a photographer’s work. 
Of course, these two variables combine with the camera’s ISO value (camera’s 
sensitivity to light) in order to determine the total amount of light used to create 
an image.

  The direction in which light is cast onto a subject also plays a number of 
important roles in crime scene photography. Photographing impression evi-
dence and painting with light exercises at nighttime crime scenes will be made 
much easier through an understanding of how the directionality of the light 
affects the final recorded image. Purposefully directing light into or across 
a crime scene or individual piece of evidence from multiple angles can help 
remove distracting shadows from concealing evidence (Figure 3.16a and b). On 
the other hand, purposefully casting a single direction of light across a piece of 
indented-impression evidence can create shadows that help identify that piece 
of evidence (Figure 3.17).

 10. Be a picture director. A crime scene investigator typically cannot return to a crime 
scene and find it in the exact condition as it was when first examined. This fact has 
been and will continue to be a basic principle of crime scene investigation. As a 
result, the initial photographic documentation of crime scenes is of utmost impor-
tance and a major responsibility of crime scene investigators. This responsibility 
should not be taken lightly. If the pictures are out of focus, poorly exposed, or if 
specific photographs of evidence were forgotten, the responsibility lies in only one 
person. Therefore, the obligation of being a picture director belongs to the scene 
investigator. It is not uncommon for other investigators, patrol officers, and/or 

Figure 3.15 This image is of a red-colored M&M® bag. The photograph was recorded in B&W 
and through a Wratten # 25 red filter. The red filter lightened the color of the red M&M so that 
the powdered fingerprint was visible through the dark red–colored candy icon.
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family members to attempt to speed up the investigative process. However, it is 
essential that the scene is properly documented and processed, and this far out-
weighs the inconvenience to or for the accommodation of others. In conclusion, 
just as crime scene investigators need to take command and control of the crime 
scene, they must also take control of the true and accurate photographic docu-
mentation of the crime scene.

Figure 3.17 Oblique lighting is beneficial when trying to improve subjects that would profit 
by creating detail through shadows, such as the impression evidence. Light was painted across 
the indented writing sample by skimming the light across the paper’s surface. The exposure 
was ISO 100, f/16, for 15 s.

(a) (b)

Figure 3.16 (a) The image shows how valuable information can be hidden by compositions 
recorded by casting a single flash into a crime scene. (b) The image was recorded of the same 
composition. However, the light was cast across the subject from multiple directions, illumi-
nating hidden evidence. Both images were recorded at ISO 100, f/16, for 15 s.
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In addition to the compositional responsibilities of the crime scene investigator, he 
or she must also give the camera direction by choosing the exposure values that record 
an image in the best possible light, literally and figuratively (Figure 3.18). Photographers 
need to decide which exposure variable is most important to control for each composition 
and which variable is least important. Whether it is the image’s color (ISO value), depth of 
field (aperture), or a photograph’s motion (shutter speed) that is most important is up to 
the photographer, and once two of the three variables have been chosen, then the camera’s 
light meter can assist in determining the third unknown value in order to capture a well-
exposed photograph.

Bracketing

The cost of film should never outweigh the value of completely documenting the crime 
scene. And with the ever-increasing employment of digital imaging in the documenta-
tion of crime scenes, no one should limit the number of photographs recorded during any 
investigation. Bracketing is a crucial step in the complete documentation of a crime scene. 
Two pictures are always better than 1, and 10 pictures are better than 2. Although digital 
cameras provide the instant gratification of knowing whether or not an image appears 
well illuminated and in focus, the small review screens cannot always provide the type of 
accuracy one demands in the final printed image. Bracketing occurs across a number of 
variables found in photography. Lighting is first and foremost. In fact, most new model 
cameras have an autobracketing feature that makes it easier to photograph a subject at dif-
ferent exposure levels. However, this only scratches the surface of image bracketing.

Bracketing helps ensure that the best possible image is captured. When presented 
in court, bracketed photographs not only help the jury understand the dynamics of the 

Figure 3.18 The documentation of a crime scene must establish the location and the evidence 
in the minds of those that have never visited the area. Establishing the scene with the image’s 
viewers requires the photographer’s ability to compose a quality image, as well as take control 
over the camera’s controls. This image was recorded at ISO 100, f/7.1, for 30 s. The ISO value 
(100) was chosen to capture the sharpest, most colorful image. The shutter speed (30 s) was cho-
sen so that the water would appear to be moving in the image, and the aperture was suggested 
by the camera in order to record an accurate light balance.
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crime scene but also help them see and appreciate the professionalism and dedication of 
the crime scene investigator’s work. Because very few subjects outside of the laboratory are 
perfectly illuminated by studio lighting, bracketing is an absolute necessity in order to find 
the right balance between shadows and highlights. Automatic modes try to find a balance, 
but it is only what the camera believes to be a proper exposure. The camera is not perfect 
and can make exposure evaluation errors. Capturing one image in the automatic mode or 
with the camera’s meter set to zero (18% gray) is a great place to start. However, this is only 
the beginning, especially for those important or key photographs. At least two additional 
photographs of the same subject should be captured, one picture should add light to the 
image and one should subtract light. The amount of light added or subtracted is up to the 
photographer and largely depends on the subject. On bright, sunny days where there are 
many shadows, a two-stop correction may be needed to ensure that both the highlights and 
shadows are accurately recorded. On the other hand, cloudy days have much less contrast 
and may not require such a drastic compensation. A one-stop change in exposure may 
be all that is needed. The bracketing for lighting may not always involve ambient light. 
Bracketed images can include the addition of fill flash or some type of painting with light 
technique in order to improve the image. Bracketing exposures will help ensure a quality 
captured image. It bears repeating that one should not always rely on the camera’s light 
meter or the image review screen to guarantee that an accurate photograph was recorded.

The media on which the image is recorded is another factor that affects how much 
bracketing is required. Color-print film has an exposure latitude of approximately two 
stops of light. Black-and-white film can have an exposure latitude as much as three stops of 
light. Ultimately, this means that a photographer can underexpose or overexpose an image 
by as much as two stops and still obtain a quality image. Therefore, bracketing exposures 
by two full stops in either direction of what the camera shows as 18% gray is an excellent 
way to ensure that the absolute best photograph is recorded. However, digital cameras 
recording in the JPG mode do not have as much latitude as print film. Metering exposures 
with digital cameras is more like photographing with slide film, in that the latitude for 
exposure errors is typically between one-half to one full stop of light. Therefore, bracketing 
with a digital camera may actually require that more photographs be taken of an impor-
tant subject than what might be required if film was the recording media. For example, 
when photographing a subject with a great deal of contrast with a digital camera, a series 
of five images might be necessary. The first image would be the 18% gray or zero-balanced 
exposure as suggested by the camera, but then a pair of exposures with plus and minus one 
stop and plus and minus two stops of light should be recorded to ensure a complete range 
of exposures is recorded. Not until the images are printed or viewed full size can the best 
image be selected. Granted, image enhancement programs such as Adobe Photoshop® can 
correct minor errors in exposure, but the goal of the crime scene photographer should be 
to capture quality images, not create them with a computer.

In addition to the bracketing of exposures for light, it is important to bracket for items 
such as the point of focus within the image and the orientation of the camera to the subject. 
As will be discussed later in this chapter, control over an image’s depth of field separates a 
snapshot from an exceptional crime scene photograph. Unfortunately, there will be times 
when circumstances make it impossible or impractical to get every piece of evidence in 
sharp focus within a single photographic image. When those times present themselves, 
bracketing the points of focus is the most efficient solution to the dilemma. Photographing 
from the same perspective or position, set the camera’s focus on each level or at different 
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depths across the crime scene and record a series of images with the point of focus placed at 
different points throughout the length of the location. By recording a series of images with 
the zone of focus or depth of field adjusted through the series of recorded images, the pho-
tographer guarantees that the entire scene or subject is in focus in at least one of the images. 
This will ensure a complete and accurate recording of the crime scene and help viewers 
of the images observe how the pieces of evidence relate to one another. One can also change 
the camera’s viewpoint or relationship to the subject in order to help capture a full series of 
sharp-focused images. Adjusting perspective is another way in which to bracket exposures. 
Changing the physical location of the camera, whether by climbing onto a rooftop or lying 
on the ground while taking a picture, will also enhance the overall documentation of a 
crime scene. Furthermore, important subjects should be photographed at different angles 
in order to show the different relationships between the item and its environment.

Overall Crime Scene Photography

Before attempting to close focus on individual pieces of evidence, the entire crime scene 
should be fully documented with photography. This may seem an unnecessary or redundant 
statement, but far too often investigators zero in on the evidence found at a crime scene and 
fail to document its relationship to the overall scene or other pieces of evidence. Overall scene 
photography is often overlooked and undervalued as a step in the scene’s documentation pro-
cess. The photographer must always remember that the juror was not at the crime scene and 
needs to be shown the layout of the entire site. Therefore, photographic documentation of the 
crime scene must be complete and thorough, including a comprehensive view of the location.

Working crime scenes in a consistent and organized pattern will help prevent the acci-
dental omission of valuable pieces of photographic evidence. Photographing a crime scene 
from a general to specific manner is logical and recommended. A crime scene’s overall or 
long-range photographs are meant to establish the location in a concrete manner for the 
viewers. When photographing the area surrounding a crime scene, the investigator should 
look for scene identifiers that definitively place the crime scene within the jurisdiction in 
which the investigator works. Obviously the most common scene identifier is a street sign. 
Hopefully, the street signs are still present and facing in the correct direction (Figure 3.19).

Other items routinely disregarded in the overall crime scene photographs are subjects 
that can help investigators and prosecutors with their investigations. Photographing scene 
identifiers such as street signs is clearly an important aspect of documenting a crime scene, 
but photographing the location’s identification information is just as important. For exam-
ple, information from business and property signs can be of value at a later time during 
the investigation. Questions that arise during a probe into criminal activity can be quickly 
answered if the name of the property’s management, alarm company, or other property 
information is readily available in photographic form. Other items of value are the maps of 
properties found at the entrances of apartment complexes, warehouse districts, and com-
mercial shopping centers. Photographs of these maps can be enlarged for testimony and 
used to point out the locations of witnesses, routes of travel by fleeing suspects, etc.

In order to record a complete 360° view of the location, a minimum of four photo-
graphs should be taken. The street sign or other scene identifier should be placed along one 
edge of the camera’s viewfinder in each of the four photographs, and these photographs 
should then be captured facing the four points of the compass: north, south, east, and west. 

Copyright Taylor & Francis Group. Do Not Distribute.



64 Advanced Crime Scene Photography

By so doing, a complete 360° view is obtained along with a common reference point from 
which to connect the images. The number of photographs taken at a crime scene should 
never be limited, and it is conceivable that while investigating more involved incidents, 
this 360° panoramic capture might be taken at a number of points along the location’s 
perimeter. Furthermore, a 360° series of photographs should be recorded from the crime 
scene’s focal point (i.e., point of entry, location of the body), and these photographs should 
be looking outward across the scene. These can become valuable when a witness surfaces 
after the scene is released and investigators want to confirm or refute if the witness had a 
clear line of sight and could actually see what they claim to investigators.

In the end, the photographer should avoid tunnel vision by zeroing in or focusing in 
on particular pieces of evidence. Even though small pieces of evidence might not be clearly 
visible in the big picture, the establishing nature of the photograph is still valuable. For 
example, a violent crime may have occurred inside an individual apartment’s bedroom. 
Investigators must still photograph the exterior of the apartment and points of access, 
including access into the apartment complex itself. In other words, think big and progress 
small. Documenting the scene from general to specific will assist investigators in keeping 
a logical progression of the photographic documentation of the crime scene. One should 
not ask whether or not a photograph should be recorded; rather, one should always take the 
picture and the only question to be asked is whether or not enough photographic images 
were recorded of a particular subject. Ultimately, the photographer should think of the 
investigator, prosecutor, and/or jury member that were not at the crime scene and photo-
graph the overall and entire location for them.

Panoramic View Compositions

Another effective way to document the overall crime scene is to create a panoramic view of 
the location (Figure 3.20). This is easily done by connecting a series of photographic images 
to form one larger image. Software that can effortlessly connect different images together 
in such a manner is available and many times is bundled with the digital camera’s software. 

Figure 3.19 It is important to record all aspects of a crime scene and specifically where it is 
located and any nearby landmarks.
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However, even photographic prints can be pinned together on a bulletin or poster board in 
a way to give the viewer a better understanding and overall connective view of the location. 
As is the case with much of crime scene photography, photographing a panoramic view 
of a location requires a little planning and forethought. Preferably, the camera should be 
mounted upon a tripod in the approximate center of the crime scene’s outside perimeter. 
The tripod helps ensure a stable platform from which to record the scene and helps prevent 
camera shake or blurring. A tripod-mounted camera also assists in keeping the images 
aligned and in maintaining the same perspective. Although digital images can be easily 
cropped, printed images pinned to a board can be somewhat disorienting if their borders 
fluctuate up and down across the final presentation.

Because panoramic photographs are taken at a distance, depth of field is typically not 
a major issue. Therefore, an advantageous aperture choice would be one in approximately 
the middle of the lens’ range of apertures. An aperture of f/8 or f/11 is typically a safe 
and beneficial choice. Additionally, it does not matter whether it is daytime or nighttime 
as to the choice of aperture. Since the camera is mounted on a tripod, one only needs to 
increase the length of exposure time in low-light conditions. Ambient light photographs 
are better than flash exposures when trying to connect several nighttime images. Also, the 
individual pictures should overlap by approximately one-third in order to ensure a smooth 
transition from one photograph to the next. Therefore, when compiling a set of panoramic 
images, two neighboring images should have about one-third of their images in common 
with each other. If at all possible, movement from vehicles and/or individuals should be 
eliminated before the photographs are taken. If an individual is present in more than one 
location of the final stitched image, that event can distract the viewers from the intent of 
the photograph, which is to show the overall composition of the location.

Midrange or Evidence Establishing Photography

The goal of midrange crime scene photography is to illustrate and document the relation-
ship between different pieces of evidence and between the evidence and the crime scene 
itself. It is in these relationship photographs that crime scene investigators can separate 

Figure 3.20 This figure is a compilation of eight digital images recorded and stitched together 
to form one panoramic image. Photographs can be automatically merged and stitched together 
by a number of different computer programs available to investigators. The camera should 
be tripod mounted, and approximately one-third of each photograph should be overlapped to 
aide in a smooth transition between individual images. The actual pixel size of this photo is 
11,586 × 3,557 pixels.
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themselves from other shutterbugs. Depth of field plays a crucial role in capturing quality 
relationship images. By relying too much upon a camera’s Program mode, a photogra-
pher is prevented from utilizing the full range of benefits afforded by smaller apertures. 
Cameras operating in an automatic mode tend to keep apertures large so that shutter 
speeds remain fast. The faster shutter speeds help prevent camera shake during the expo-
sure, but can seriously limit an image’s zone of sharp focus. This bias toward larger aper-
tures and faster shutter speeds is especially true in low-light conditions. In addition, a 
little artistry and creativity is more easily included in these midrange photographs when 
the photographer is capable of utilizing their complete range of apertures. Quality pho-
tographic images will only serve to impress a jury with the photographer’s ability, profes-
sionalism, and dedication.

Single lens reflex (SLR) cameras, especially those manufactured more recently, have 
a number of Program and automatic modes that make picture taking an uncomplicated 
task. Unfortunately, operating in this automatic mode prevents photographers from tak-
ing control of their work, and they might as well be using a point-and-shoot camera pur-
chased at the neighborhood department store. SLR cameras operated in a Manual mode 
offer the advantage of allowing the photographer greater control over their depth of field 
and exposure values. As a result, better compositions and recordings will be available to 
investigators, prosecutors, and jurors alike. At times, a quality photograph requires the 
minimizing of distracting backgrounds but more often requires an increase in the depth 
of field so that two pieces of evidence or information are both in the zone of sharp focus. 
This text is targeted for those with at least a basic understanding of photographic con-
cepts, and consequently, control over one’s depth of field should not be a foreign subject. 
However, as a review, depth of field and a composition’s focus are discussed in the next 
section.

Depth of Field

Depth of field is a basic concept that should be understood by all crime scene investigators. 
This text is meant to expand the understanding of depth of field as well as to demonstrate 
ways in which a photographer can improve his or her efforts. As a review, depth of field is 
defined as the area of sharp focus surrounding a subject (Figure 3.21). This area or zone of 
sharp focus extends approximately one-third in front of the point of focus and two-thirds to 
the rear. This becomes important when photographing a series of subjects over an extended 
distance. Three key factors affect a photographer’s depth of field or zone of sharp focus:

• Aperture
• Focal length of the lens
• Subject-to-camera distance

Aperture is the most straightforward factor affecting depth of field. The smaller the aper-
ture, the greater the depth of field. The larger the aperture, the more shallow the depth of 
field. A deeper zone of sharp focus occurs with smaller apertures because the rays of light 
are more finely focused on the recording media as they pass through the narrower opening 
of the camera’s lens. Remember that smaller apertures have larger f/stop (aperture) value 
numbers and vice versa.
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(a) (b) (c)

(d) (e) (f )

Figure 3.21 Depth of field is defined as the zone of sharp focus. Depth of field is affected 
by aperture, focal length, and the distance between the subject and camera. In (a) and (b), 
evidence markers were placed in 1 ft increments from the camera and recorded with a 28 mm 
focal length lens. The focus for these images was on evidence marker # 1. (a) This image was 
recorded with an aperture of f/3.5 and (b) with an aperture of f/22. Observe the difference in 
the sharpness of the evidence markers as they get further and further away from the point of 
focus. (c) and (d) These images were recorded in the same manner as (a) and (b), but the point 
of focus was moved 10 ft away from the camera and placed on evidence marker # 10. (c) This 
image was recorded with an aperture of f/3.5. (d) This image was recorded with an aperture of 
f/22. Notice how the depth of field extended much more to the rear for both images but still 
suffered toward the front when the image was captured with the larger f/3.5 aperture. Longer 
focal lengths and subjects physically closer to the camera lens will significantly decrease the 
zone of sharp focus. (e) and (f) These images were both recorded with an aperture of f/2.8 and 
with a 325 mm focal length lens. (e) This image was focused on evidence placard # 10, while 
(f) this image was focused on placard # 15. Observe how the zone of sharp focus is slightly bet-
ter in the image focused 5 ft further away from the camera’s lens, but the depth of field in both 
images is significantly reduced because of the longer focal length used to capture the images.
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Everything in photography is about give and take. Aperture selection is so important 
in depth of field considerations, because the trade-off is time. And time does not have any 
effect on an image’s focus. Some photographers may substitute a change in the ISO value 
instead of a change in time, and ISO values also have no effect on depth of field and focus. 
On the other hand, a lens’ focal length and subject-to-camera distance are related to each 
other and both factors have an effect on depth of field. For example, if a photographer uses 
a wide-angle lens (28 mm) in order to increase the composition’s depth of field, then the 
photographer may have to get closer to their subject in order to create the composition. 
Moving in closer to the subject will decrease depth of field, effectively cancelling out the 
benefit of using a wide-angle lens. Again, the trade-off with apertures is time, which does 
not affect depth of field and therefore is a very important feature of the camera to compre-
hend and use to one’s greatest benefit.

One word of warning about very small apertures is that although they provide the 
best depth of field, they will require longer exposure times, which may necessitate secur-
ing the camera to a tripod or other stable platform. The rule of thumb is that one should 
never hand hold a camera if the shutter speed is any slower than one over the focal length. 
For example, if a photographer is capturing a subject with an 80 mm focal length lens, the 
shutter speed should be no slower than 1/90th of a second for a handheld capture. Some 
photographers may be able to push this limit slightly, while others may need to increase 
their shutter speeds in order to ensure a sharp image capture. This rule is and will be 
repeated because it is that important to remember. Because this rule of thumb is only a 
guide, photographers must critically evaluate their work in order to determine their indi-
vidual capabilities and limitations.

The focal length of a lens will also affect an image’s depth of field. With all else equal, lon-
ger focal lengths decrease a picture’s zone of sharp focus, while wide-angle lenses increase it. 
One effective way to create an undistinguishable background is by creating a shallow zone 
of sharp focus with telephoto lenses. Because of their longer focal lengths, 200 and 300 mm 
lenses can effectively blur and eliminate a subject’s background. Limiting depth of field and 
background helps draw the viewer’s eyes directly to the subject of the photograph. This 
may be desirable when the background is distracting, such as when spectators are milling 
around and gawking outside the crime scene’s barrier tape. At times, investigators may use 
the zoom feature in order to enlarge a subject in the viewfinder instead of physically moving 
closer to the object. Isolating the subject and bringing it to dominate the image is made eas-
ier by controlling one’s depth of field and in this case making it quite shallow (Figure 3.22).

Getting up close and personal with the subject can have a detrimental effect on an 
image’s depth of field. By shortening the distance between the camera and subject, depth of 
field is negatively affected. The zone of sharp focus shrinks as the camera gets closer to the 
subject. When the camera is only a few inches from a subject, depth of field can be as small 
as a few millimeters. Dealing with such extremes is covered in detail in Chapter 4. Smaller 
apertures can help offset the shrinking of the depth of field due to the close-focusing nature 
of macrophotography.

On the opposite end of the focus spectrum, every camera lens reaches a point where 
depth of field ceases to be an issue. Most every lens has an infinity (∞) mark on its focus-
ing ring. At this point or distance from the camera and beyond, all subjects will be in sharp 
focus. This is not to say the foreground will be in the zone of sharp focus, but everything 
beyond the point of infinity and just before it will be in focus. Many camera lenses have a 
distance scale printed on the focus ring that tells the photographer at what distance infinity is 
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reached. If the infinity distance is not present on the lens, the information should be found in 
the owner’s manual for that particular lens. Being aware of how distance affects one’s depth of 
field and knowing how to compensate with proper aperture and focal length choices makes 
the difference between a simple snapshot and a valuable crime scene photograph.

Finding the right combination between camera-to-subject distance, focal length, 
and aperture is the artistic part of crime scene photography. Anyone can take snapshots 
of a cartridge case, but it is the artist who is able to include the legible image of the car-
tridge’s head stamp in the image yet still have its relationship to the crime scene clearly 
visible. Out-of-focus images do not impress anyone, especially the jury, and it does not 
matter what caused the blurry nature of the photograph. The jury will judge the inves-
tigator by the careless, out-of-focus photographs they are shown. The investigator can 
explain in court about the depth of field and why something is not focused as sharply as 
it should be, but excuses should not be the lasting impression left with a jury. A sharp-
focused image is of primary importance to the crime scene investigator, and control over 
a photograph’s depth of field will go a long way toward improving the focus and overall 
quality of the final image (Figure 3.23).

Adding Artistic Flair

Midrange photographs can be improved with a little imagination, invention, and a touch 
of artistic flair. The perspective from which a photograph is taken can greatly improve 
the viewer’s response to the image. Most often photographs are taken from eye level, and 
frequently that viewpoint is from a standing position. Unfortunately, that may not neces-
sarily be the best way to capture the most informative and engaging image. A single piece 
of evidence lying on the ground and photographed from a standing position will only 
include a small portion of the overall scene because of the downward angle of the camera. 
This is especially true when a longer focal length is chosen, which further decreases the 

Figure 3.22 This figure is of the stress markings (Wallner lines) on the edge of a fractured 
piece of glass. The image was recorded with an aperture of f/4.0 in order to isolate the visibility 
of the fracture lines. An aperture of f/22 allowed for a deeper depth of field but obscured the 
visibility of the fracture lines because the focus extended through the glass and not just the 
Wallner lines on the top edge of the glass.
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angle of coverage by the camera’s lens. However, the amount of background information 
can be significantly enhanced by changing one’s perspective (Figure 3.24). Many times 
this requires the crime scene investigator to get down and dirty with the evidence dur-
ing the scene’s investigation. Kneeling or even lying on the ground to capture the subject 
from the same level as the evidence can create exceptional and captivating images. Not 
only can particular pieces of evidence be enlarged in the viewfinder and ultimately the 
final image, but also the photograph’s background can be added to the composition in 
order to increase the informative value of the photograph. The image’s main subject can 

Figure 3.23 The cartridge’s head stamp is observed in the foreground as well as the ammuni-
tion box in the background. The photograph’s depth of field was extremely limited because it 
was photographed through a 50 mm lens, with a 12 mm extension tube attached to the lens. 
Only a couple of inches separated the lens from the cartridge. An aperture of f/22 was chosen 
in order to extend the zone of sharp focus as far as possible.

Figure 3.24 Changing the perspective from which a photograph is recorded cannot only add 
valuable information to the image’s composition but can also increase the interest and impres-
siveness of the overall photograph’s composition. Photographing from on top of structures, 
bridges, and balconies is one way to document the crime scene from different perspectives. 
Photographing from the ladder of a fire department’s ladder truck and photographing from heli-
copters are other ways to record images from elevated positions.
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be magnified because one is not positioning the camera 5 ft away from the subject during 
capture as happens when standing upright and photographing something lying on the 
ground. The background is also enhanced because instead of a single piece of evidence 
being surrounded by boring asphalt or flooring, the change in perspective allows the 
crime scene to become the backdrop for the subject. Furthermore, since the purpose of 
midrange photography is to show relationships between pieces of evidence and the crime 
scene, the value of these types of images becomes much greater (Figure 3.25).

In conclusion, investigators should strive to record midrange photographs with smaller 
apertures. Smaller apertures are most often preferred because they are better able to show 
relationships between evidence and the crime scene. Naturally, smaller apertures require 
longer exposure times with all else being equal. The longer exposures may require that the 
camera be supported in some manner other than by just the photographer’s hands. Even 
the simple depressing of the shutter-release button can cause the camera to shake or move 
during an exposure. Therefore, in order to ensure a sharp-focused image without camera 
shake, a tripod-mounted camera and a remote shutter or cable release are recommended. 
A crime scene photographer will greatly improve midrange image capture through the 
control of the aperture, camera orientation, and image composition.

Close-Up Photography

Before the collection of any evidence from a crime scene can take place, investigators must 
document all exhibits from an overall to a close-up perspective. There are several levels of 
close-up photography that occur during a crime scene investigation (Figure 3.26). The first 
begins at the physical crime scene. The next commences after the investigator departs the 
immediate crime scene and involves his or her capturing images in a more controlled envi-
ronment. The final level of close-up photography is known as examination quality imag-
ing. Examination quality photographs can be taken at either the physical location where 

Figure 3.25 Another way to enhance the scene’s documentation is to get on the same level 
as the evidence, choose a small aperture (f/22), and show the relationship between the sharp-
focused subject (fired cartridge case) and the background (nightclub). Furthermore, just because 
the sun goes down does not mean that small apertures cannot be chosen. The exposure settings 
for this image were ISO 400, f/22, for 8 s.
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the evidence was found or in a controlled environment, such as a laboratory. Examination 
quality photographs are those intended for comparison purposes or other detailed analy-
sis. Because the recording of these more refined images requires additional care and plan-
ning, they are discussed in Chapter 4.

Close-Focused Images Recorded at the Crime Scene

The complete and thorough photographic documentation of a crime scene should not be 
limited by the fear of taking too many photographs. It may seem redundant to photo-
graph individual pieces of evidence repeatedly, from different angles, with a variety of light 
sources, and at different camera settings for aperture and shutter speed, but the value will 
become clear when it is time to testify in front of a jury. Do not worry; not every single pic-
ture will be paraded in front of 12 bored jurors. Prosecutors will only show a select number 
of photographs to the jury, but those images must be the absolute best possible recordings. 
It is easy for an investigator to envision a complicated crime scene in his or her mind hav-
ing physically been there. However, other investigators, prosecutors, and viewers of the 
crime scene photographs may not have been at the physical location of the crime, and they 
need to have a comprehensive grasp of both the incident, layout of the crime scene, and 
the recovered evidence. From that standpoint, close-focused images cannot be overlooked 
due to some false sense of security created by the fact that the overall and midrange photo-
graphic documentation of evidence is complete.

Two important elements go into making a good close-up photograph: filling the 
viewfinder with the subject and a sharp-focused image. These aspects may seem ele-
mentary, but sadly, they are often overlooked or ignored by crime scene investigators. 

Figure 3.26 Close-up photographs are imperative to achieving the complete and thorough 
documentation of a crime scene. Keys to capturing quality photographs are a stable camera, 
filling the viewfinder with the subject, and providing the viewer with some sort of identifica-
tion for the evidence. This photo demonstrates the use of pointer arrows to highlight the small 
blood spatter stains found on the jacket.
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Getting close to the subject may be difficult at times. In fact, it can be downright dis-
gusting, especially when trying to photograph a fired cartridge case lying in a pile of 
brain matter or attempting to document flies and maggots crawling across a decompos-
ing body. However, as nauseating as such photographs can be to record, the image must 
be photographed (Figure 3.27). These two examples also illustrate the frequent require-
ment to rephotograph pieces of evidence in a controlled environment. The cartridge case 
resting in brain matter may have its head stamp covered in blood and the information 
obscured. One picture needs to show the condition in which the casing was found, and a 
second picture should identify the ejected cartridge case, for example, identifying it as a 
Remington-Peters 9 mm Luger. Likewise, maggots and flies are photographed crawling 
across rotting flesh in order to show the environment in which they were found, but there 
is also a need to photograph them in greater detail so that entomologists can identify the 
species. Forensic entomologists may not necessarily make specific identifications from 
photographs, but at least when it comes to testify in court, they will have a better piece 
of demonstrable evidence to explain their scientific determinations. An 8 × 10 glossy 
photograph of a Chrysomya rufifacies (hairy maggot blow fly) is an effective piece of 
demonstrative evidence that jurors can use to understand the fly species’ characteristics 
being testified about (Figure 3.28).

Filling the viewfinder with the subject may be difficult for some investigators merely 
because they do not have the appropriate equipment. Financial realities and fiscal respon-
sibilities abound in the public sector, especially when working with government agencies. 
Compounding the problem, command staff personnel unfamiliar with the duties and 
requirements of crime scene investigation often are the ones who make decisions on what 
equipment will be purchased. These decisions are frequently based solely on the cost, not 
what would work best for investigators, with the result that a majority of investigators are 
likely to be limited to a basic 28–80 mm lens for film cameras or a comparable lens for 
digital cameras (18–55 mm). Consequently, investigators often must purchase their own 
photography equipment or construct less-expensive alternatives. Standard lenses can only 
get so close to the subject. One may be able to record an adequate photograph but not a 

Figure 3.27 This image is of freshly deposited maggots in the eye socket of a recently deceased 
person. Although the subject matter is difficult, it is important to get in close and personal 
with a composition’s subject.
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spectacular photograph. Using diopters and extension tubes are less-expensive alterna-
tives to costly macro lenses and will allow photographers to capture quality close-focused 
images. Diopters are glass elements or filters that are threaded onto the end of a camera 
lens and decrease the minimum focus distance of the lens, thereby increasing the size of 
the subject in the camera’s viewfinder. Diopters or close-up filters can be individually pur-
chased but are commonly sold as a set of three: +1, +2, and +4. The filters can be stacked to 
increase the magnification; however, because the elements are glass, they tend to soften the 
focus of the subject if all three elements are used for an enlargement.

Extension tubes are a little more costly but are an excellent way to get in close and pho-
tograph sharp, undistorted images. Extension tubes fit between the camera and the lens. 
These tubes can also be purchased individually or as a set. The elements can be stacked to 
increase magnification, but since they do not have glass elements, they do not negatively 
impact the recorded image. Although extension tubes are slightly more expensive than 
diopters, they are typically less expensive than a macro lens. As stated earlier, there is 
always a trade-off in photography. The use of extension tubes does produce sharper images 
over diopters, but will require more time during the exposure because of the reduction in 
light reaching the imaging chip or film plane.

The second element involved in recording quality, close-focused images is a stable 
camera. Camera shake or movement during an exposure can severely affect an image’s 
crispness and frequently occurs when the shutter speed is set too slow for the focal length 
of the lens. Remember, the shutter speed needs to be equal to or faster than one over the 
focal length of the lens when hand holding the camera. Furthermore, smaller apertures 
are needed in order to offset the loss of depth of field caused by the shorter distances 

Figure 3.28 A quality close-focused image fills the camera’s viewfinder and has sharp focus 
throughout the subject. This image was recorded at ISO 400, f/22, and the exposure lasted for 
85 s as light was painted onto the subject with a small (single-bulb) LED flashlight.
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between subject and camera. Small apertures also will naturally require longer exposure 
times, and any lengthening of the exposure’s time allows for more opportunity for camera 
shake to develop in the recorded image. The photographer must be aware of this pos-
sibility and be willing to support the camera in some manner. Tripods, minitripods, and 
beanbags are all tools that help stabilize cameras.

A more humorous approach to crime scene photography is presented by the investiga-
tor who bends over at the waist to photograph a piece of evidence lying on the ground. This 
unnatural position may keep his or her uniform pants clean, but it seriously jeopardizes 
the quality of the photograph. Furthermore, the camera is not being firmly supported 
and camera shake may develop in the image. In addition, the presence of the photogra-
pher’s feet in the picture can be a problem. Although it may be uncomfortable to kneel 
or even lie down next to a subject, the value gained by a stable, blur-free image cannot be 
overemphasized.

Close-up photographs of the crime scene are obviously important. Less obvious is the 
necessity to include orientation and identification notations and markers in the recorded 
images (Figure 3.29). Although the midrange photographs should provide viewers with a 
general location of the evidence within the scene, close-up photographs can be enhanced 
by including additional orienting information. This is especially true with smaller pieces of 
evidence, such as bloodstains, bullet holes, and fired cartridge cases. Orientation markers 
and notations might include one or more of the following notations:

• Direction of north
• Direction of travel
• Height above floor or ground
• Evidentiary pointers
• Evidentiary scales and rulers
• Case number and date
• Photographer’s identification

Figure 3.29 This photo illustrates the advantages of providing orientation to a subject within 
the scene. Not only is the direction of north clearly indicated, but the location of the footwear 
impression has also been documented in the photograph. As always, the more information 
included into a photograph the better.
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Photographers can purchase commercially available products to add information to an 
image, but one of the best tools is a Sharpie® indelible marker (Figure 3.30). Scales, rul-
ers, and other orientation markers are discussed in Chapter 4. Simply be aware that small, 
close-up photographs can suffer without orientation information included in the image’s 
composition.

In conclusion, capturing superior close-focused images results from a combination of 
filling the viewfinder with the subject, having a stable camera, and controlling the image’s 
depth of field. Although crime scenes can be dirty, blood-soaked environments, investiga-
tors must be willing to get close to and focus on the evidence. Photographers have a num-
ber of tools available to record captivating images; however, the primary tool is simply the 
desire to examine the subject and purposefully compose the image for a quality outcome. 
Specific close-focusing techniques found in Chapter 4 can be applied to both photographs 
recorded at the crime scene and those recorded in a laboratory.

Close-Up Images Captured after Leaving the Crime Scene

Documenting evidence found on crime scenes requires that it not be disturbed during the 
photographic process. Therefore, the subjects must be photographed as they are found, 
and because of this guiding principle, not all facets of smaller pieces of evidence may be 
observed due to their positioning. Evidence can be caked in mud or blood, or it can be 
half-buried in a wall or floor or merely oriented in a way that makes photographing it 
from an informative angle impractical. When this occurs, it becomes necessary to recover 
the item and, prior to submitting it into evidence, to take a more detailed photograph. 
This is another opportunity for a crime scene investigator to demonstrate his or her talent 
because photographs taken in a controlled environment allow the photographer to more 
easily adjust the lighting and composition of an image. Even the investigator who does not 

Figure 3.30 Sharpie markers are extremely useful and can assist viewers in recognizing the 
value and positioning of evidence as shown here.
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have a fully equipped laboratory or an evidence processing station to work with can still 
capture captivating and informative pictures. Crime scene investigators simply have to cre-
ate their own controlled environments.

Professional light studios can cost upward of a thousand dollars but are extremely ben-
eficial when photographing smaller subjects. Even portable light studios and light boxes 
can cost hundreds of dollars. Most publicly funded agencies do not have access to high-
priced equipment and must consider less-expensive alternatives. A common theme among 
agencies is do more with less, and with a little imagination and creativity, photographers 
can build their own light boxes/studios for far less than a purchased one would cost. A light 
box (Figure 3.31) is basically a skeletal box frame covered with a monotone, translucent 
material. A box frame is easily created with PVC (polyvinyl chloride) pipe. A PVC-framed 
light box can be easily and cheaply constructed with the following list of materials:

• Two 10 ft lengths of pipe (¾″ or ½″)
• Eight “T” connectors
• Eight 90° connectors with one end tapered to fit the “T” connectors
• Two cubic yards of fabric in white, black, and gray
• Four or more clothespins

The tubing can be either ½″ or ¾″ pipe. The ¾″ is more rigid and costs a little more. The 
½″ pipe is lighter and a little more flexible but is sufficient to support the fabric. Attach 
each 90° angle to one end of the “T” connector. These eight connectors become the corners 
of the cube or light box. Cut the PVC pipes into 12 equal lengths. The 12 lengths of pipe 
will constitute each edge of the cube, and the length at which they are cut depends on 

Figure 3.31 A homemade light box or cube can be constructed from parts costing approxi-
mately $25.
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the photographer’s needs and available space. However, 12″ lengths of pipe provide a very 
nice sized cube in which to position evidence for imaging. The white fabric can be draped 
around the box to create diffused lighting. Lights can now be positioned to the side of the 
light box and shone through the translucent fabric for a more even and balanced light 
presence. The black and gray fabric can be used to create the plain background for the pho-
tograph’s subject (Figure 3.32). For items that are wet or saturated in blood, place butcher 
paper or some other form of barrier into the light box instead of the cloth.

Sheets of plain fabric can be used as alternatives to expensive backdrops that are pur-
chased from photo supply businesses. These backdrops can be used inside the photo cube, 
but they can also hang up on a wall and used as a backdrop for the photography of people. 
At a cost of $2–$3 a square yard, different colored linens and cloths found at craft stores are 
inexpensive yet effective alternatives. Three basic colors are recommended: black, white, 
and gray. Additional colors can be purchased for specific photographic needs, but these 
three colors will provide contrast to any subject that may need to be photographed. The 
gray fabric should be consistent with an 18% gray color but does not have to be exact.

A photo cube as described earlier can help image pieces of evidence with reflective sur-
faces such as jewelry, silverware, or anything with a reflective surface (Figure 3.33). These 
types of surfaces can be difficult to photograph because cameras, tripods, and other dis-
tracting backgrounds might be visible in the object itself. The fabric-covered PVC frame 
will eliminate much of the distracting background. Unfortunately, the camera and its sup-
port structure may still be visible. An easy, inexpensive solution is to purchase two pieces 
of foam core board, one black and one white. Cut the foam core to fit over the PVC cube 
and then cut a lens-sized hole into the middle of the board. Place the camera lens into the 
hole and focus on the subject. As a result, only the camera’s lens should be visible in any 
reflections.

Lighting Close-Focused Subjects

Investigators must first understand and remember that cameras seek to capture images 
at 18% gray. The proper reciprocal relationship between aperture, shutter speed, 

Figure 3.32 Soft lighting and a contrasting background provide the perfect combination to 
capture exquisite evidentiary photographs.
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and the ISO value is found at 18% gray, and largely black or largely white subjects may 
cause the camera difficulty in determining an appropriate exposure. Although the cam-
era will meter any subject and inform the photographer of the proper aperture and shut-
ter speed combination based on the chosen ISO value, it may not always be accurate. 
For a vast majority of subjects, the camera’s light metering system works extraordinarily 
well. However, the photographer may discover that an image is under- or overexposed. 
In difficult metering situations, it is important to bracket exposures. It is far better to 
have too many photographs of one subject than too few.

One way to ensure a quality light evaluation is to use a gray card. A gray card is a 
commercially available piece of plastic or cardboard that represents 18% gray. After the 
subject and camera are positioned for the best possible composition and focus, the gray 
card is placed just above the subject. Ideally, it will fill the camera’s viewfinder. If the view-
finder is not completely covered by the gray card, an inaccurate exposure determination 
may occur. If the gray card cannot fully cover the viewfinder, the photographer should 
select the spot metering feature on the camera so that the camera will only meter the light 
falling in the very middle of the viewfinder. The light falling on the gray card can now be 
metered and the ISO value, shutter speed, and aperture set. Once the gray card is removed, 
the camera may tell the photographer that an image is going to be over- or underexposed. 
However, the image captured will have a more precise light evaluation because the camera 
previously evaluated the light value from the gray card. This technique is best accom-
plished in the Manual capture mode, because when photographing in the Program mode, 
one risks the chance of the camera reverting back to an incorrect exposure once the gray 
card is removed.

The manner in which light is cast onto a subject is also important. Diffused or softened 
light can improve many photographic endeavors, but there will also be times when light 
must be projected across, through, or into a subject. For example, indented writings, foot-
wear, and tire wear impressions need to have light cast on them at an oblique angle so that 
shadows create contrast, which allows details to be more clearly visible. In other situations, 
light might need to be projected into or through a subject, such as a gun barrel or US cur-
rency in an attempt to photograph a watermark (Figure 3.34).

Figure 3.33 One cannot get much more reflective than a mirror. The bloodstains photo-
graphed on this mirror were recorded with light cast obliquely across the surface.
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There will be times when light is needed to reach into dark recesses and cavities. Gun 
barrels are an excellent example of this concept. Any number of items can be found down 
inside the barrel of a gun: blood, hair, gunpowder, dust, etc. In addition to documenting 
these findings in a written report, it is also possible, although somewhat challenging, to 
photograph something lodged deep inside a firearm’s barrel. The first problem is the light-
ing. A gun barrel has two ends; light can be shone through one end and the photograph 
can be taken through the other. Because semiautomatic gun barrels can be removed and 
photographed apart from the weapon’s frame, semiautomatic pistols are slightly easier to 
photograph than revolvers and rifles. However, revolvers, rifles, and shotguns can be photo-
graphed in a similar manner. To do so, align the camera’s lens perpendicular to the muzzle 
end of the barrel. This is one image where manual focusing on the exact point of interest 
inside the barrel is suggested. Light can now be shone through the opposite end of the bar-
rel. Because gun barrels are typically small in diameter, a small light source is necessary. 
A penlight flashlight may be adequate, but a flexible end, single-bulb LED flashlight is ideal. 
If the barrel is extremely long like those belonging to rifles, a larger light source may be 
necessary.

Once the light source is selected, the photographer needs to peer down the weapons’ 
barrel through the viewfinder and set the focus on the trace evidence observed inside the 
barrel. The camera should be as close as possible to the barrel, using a macro lens, extension 
tubes, or diopters. The camera’s aperture should be set to the smallest opening possible to 
compensate for the shortened distance between the subject and camera and to ensure the 
broadest zone of sharp focus. Once the camera’s focus and aperture are set, the photog-
rapher needs to determine how best to position the light source. A light shining straight 
up the barrel toward the camera lens is not always the best alignment, especially with the 
shorter barrel lengths found on pistols. Directing the light down the barrel by bouncing it 
off the interior walls of the barrel is often the most effective. These bouncing techniques 

Figure 3.34 Transmitted light is light that passes through a subject. Transmitted light was 
used to image the watermark present in a US $20 bill. The camera metered the light without 
any compensation (ISO 400, f/16, for 1 s).
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work best with chrome, light-colored, or polished barrels. Flat-black or matted-surface bar-
rels can present more difficulty. However, trying various angles and repositioning the light 
source should provide at least one combination of light and subject that will enable the pho-
tographer to capture a true and accurate representation of the trace evidence found inside 
the weapon. The light used to illuminate the inside of a barrel can also be painted. Due to 
the smaller apertures necessary to increase the depth of field, the corresponding shutter 
speed (length of exposure) will be considerably longer than standard photographs of the 
weapon’s exterior. Photographing with an ISO 100 or 200 setting will also require longer 
exposure times but is recommended so that the sharpest photograph is recorded. During 
the extended time the lens is open and the image is recording, the light source can be traced 
around the edge of the barrel opposite the camera. This results in more even lighting on all 
sides of the barrel and helps create a more accurate image. Bracketing the exposures for dif-
ferent lighting techniques is a must. Furthermore, the techniques for illuminating the inside 
of a gun’s barrel can be applied to any difficult, hard-to-reach subject.

With the light source positioned, aperture selected, and the ISO set, the last variable 
is the shutter speed. With the light source stationary, the camera’s meter can be used to 
provide an approximate length for the exposure. Bracketing is important because of the 
number of exposure variables involved. In addition to the close focusing and critical illu-
mination of subjects such as these, bracketing should be done in one-half to one-full-stop 
increments. If painting the subject with light is necessary, additional bracketed expo-
sures may be required. Having a steady hand in such a finely tuned endeavor is difficult, 
and the light may flash across the camera lens by accident, causing a hot spot or lens 
flair. There is always the opportunity for human error in these types of difficult compo-
sitions. Therefore, bracket, bracket, bracket the exposures. This mandate also applies to 
photographers utilizing digital cameras. Digital cameras have less exposure latitude than 
film, and contrary to popular belief, digital cameras frequently require bracketing more 
often than film cameras.

Photographing trace evidence found inside a gun barrel is just one example of a prob-
lematic photographic situation (Figure 3.35). Others will present themselves time and 
time again. However, whether it is a bullet strike found inside a wall, skin tissue stuck to a 
car’s undercarriage, or bloodstains found in a sink’s drain, the crime scene photographer is 
responsible for photographing every piece of evidence prior to collection. This basic prin-
ciple of crime scene investigation is not negated because a particular photograph is too dif-
ficult or too inconvenient to capture. Remember, if something can be seen (and even if it is 
not visible), it can be photographed. Think through the problem. Determine how the cam-
era can best be positioned, how best to illuminate the subject, and how to determine the 
proper exposure settings. Finally, bracket the exposures and be proud of the final results.

Conclusion

The complete photographic documentation of a crime scene requires effort, dedication, 
and innovative problem-solving abilities. The number of photographs taken should never 
be limited. When in doubt, take the picture. In fact, take a number of images, chang-
ing camera settings, lighting, perspective, etc. The photographer should never hesitate or 
fear taking photographs that may not develop into quality images. Through bracketing, 
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a photographer is simply looking for that one, single image from a series of photographs 
that will be shown to a jury or used by investigators to put the pieces of a criminal puzzle 
together. This one image will demonstrate the crime scene investigator’s knowledge, dedi-
cation, and professionalism to all who view it. This is especially important with jurors. The 
CSI effect has had a profound impact on the forensic community. Juries and the general 
public expect crime scene investigators to be able to find a pubic hair in a haystack. In 
addition, they expect to see perfectly exposed photographs depicting the crime scene and 
recovered evidence. These expectations must be met if an investigator wants to make a 
positive, lasting impression on the jury. The complete and professional photographic docu-
mentation of a crime scene is the best way to leave this lasting impression.

End of Chapter Questions

1.  Which value is selected first in an exposure evaluation and combines with shutter 
speed and aperture to record a quality image?

 a. Exposure mode
 b. Light value
 c. f/stop
 d. ISO (film speed)

(a) (b)

Figure 3.35 (a) This image shows how the camera was set up to take the photograph in (b). 
(b) This image was taken at ISO 100, f/36, for 1.3 s and shows the interior of a gun’s barrel. This 
close-up photo shows the blood drawn back into the barrel after the weapon was fired while 
in contact with the victim. The light source used to illuminate the interior of the barrel was a 
single LED flexible-head flashlight.
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2.  What is an audible sound photographers should be aware of when recording an image?
 a. Beep or Beep-beep sound when the proper focus is achieved
 b. Beep or Beep-beep sound when the proper exposure is achieved
 c. When a distinctive click-click of the shutter is heard
 d. All the above

3. What is the rule of thumb in regards to handheld photography?
 a. Two hands should hold the camera at all times.
 b. The shutter speed should not be any slower than one over the lens’ focal length.
 c. The aperture should be the largest available.
 d. The camera should always be held in landscape orientation.

4. Which of the following is NOT conducive to improving one’s photographic skill?
 a. Reading literature on general photography
 b. Attending educational courses in photography
 c. Utilizing the camera’s full-automatic mode
 d. Reviewing past photography endeavors and assignments

5. What is the crucial element in photographing subjects in difficult areas of access?
 a. Desire
 b. Choice of shutter speed
 c. Choice of aperture
 d. Getting light onto the subject

6. Which of the following is NOT one of Kodak’s Top Ten Tips for better photography?
 a. Use a plain background.
 b. Maintain shutter control.
 c. Take some vertical pictures.
 d. Lock the focus.

7.  It is not necessary to use a flash during outdoor photography assignments as long as 
the sun is shining on the subject.

 a. True
 b. False

8. What does a camera’s autofocus feature seek?
 a. Subject of composition
 b. Light
 c. Depth of field
 d. To focus on the closest object to the camera

9. What are the three primary colors of light?
 a. Red, blue, and green
 b. Red, blue, and yellow
 c. Cyan, magenta, and yellow
 d. Red, white, and blue
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10. Bracketing one’s exposures (photographs) refers to
 a. Proper grip and hand placement onto camera
 b. Recording multiple exposures of the same subject but in different ways
 c. Recording images in grayscale
 d. Ensuring 18% gray is achieved throughout the image

11. Which of the following is NOT necessary to photograph at a crime scene?
 a. Alarm permits.
 b. Property maps.
 c. Street signs.
 d. None of the above, all should be included in the scene photographs.

12. Depth of field is defined as
 a. The composition’s area of sharp focus
 b. The distance from the foreground to the background in the image
 c. Infinity focus
 d. The camera’s range of apertures

13. Which of the following is a factor affecting an image’s depth of field?
 a. Aperture
 b. Focal length
 c. Subject-to-camera distance
 d. All of the above

14. What can help enhance a close-up photograph?
 a. Increased exposure
 b. Decreased exposure
 c. Orientation notations included in the image
 d. Higher ISO value

15. What is the camera seeking to achieve in calculating an exposure for light?
 a. A 50/50 balance between white and black
 b. 18% gray
 c. 33% gray
 d. Two stops above or below a balanced exposure

16. Which does NOT have an effect on an image’s depth of field?
 a. Shutter speed
 b. Point of focus within the image
 c. How far away (or how close) the photographer is standing from the subject
 d. f/stop

17. Which camera company came up with the slogan, You push the button, we do the rest.
 a. Canon
 b. Eastman Kodak
 c. Nikon
 d. Polaroid
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18. Which is NOT one of the aspects of quality crime scene photograph?
 a. Accurate
 b. Material
 c. Relevant
 d. Biased

19.  Some camera light meters search for an 18% gray evaluation of light. What does this 
mean?

 a. The meter evaluates 18% of anything appearing in the viewfinder.
 b. The meter evaluates light in order to find 18% of reflected light in the composition.
 c. The meter evaluates light in order to find 18% of absorbed light in the composition.
 d. After evaluating the light, the meter increases the exposure by 18%.

20. Slight changes in exposure can
 a. Refine the richness of contrast, make visible objects not appearing in the view-

finder, and eliminate focus problems
 b. Never affect depth of field or color rendition because these are unrelated to 

exposure
 c. Refine the richness of color, make visible details that are hidden in highlights 

and shadows, and create changes in the depth of field
 d. Cause the camera to malfunction

21. Which of the following statements is true?
 a. Use of an automated camera mode improves the depth of field in crime scene 

photos.
 b. Use of an automated camera mode can eliminate the depth of field in crime 

scene photos.
 c. Use of an automated camera mode can degrade the depth of field in crime scene 

photos.
 d. Use of an automated camera mode never impacts the depth of field in crime 

scene photos.

22.  Which of the following items appearing in a suspect’s photo can cause a photographic 
lineup to be excluded from introduction into evidence in court?

 a. Gang graffiti
 b. Police personnel and patrol cars
 c. Crime scene tape
 d. All of the above

23.  A benefit of working in Manual mode is that this mode allows the photographer 
to easily adjust exposure values in conflict with what the camera’s light meter 
suggests.

 a. True
 b. False
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Photography Assignments

Required Tools: General photography gear

Photography Subjects: Supplies for a mock crime scene, including replica weapons, replica 
ballistic evidence, and anything that might be found at a crime scene (be creative). Have 
an assortment of evidence markers or placards, even if they are simply folded pieces of 
cardstock with identifying numbers/letters on them.

 I. Depth of field exercise
 A. Demonstrate the photographer’s ability to record an image with a shallow 

depth of field.
 B. Complete a series of photographs that isolate a subject from its surroundings.
 C. Demonstrate the photographer’s ability to record an image with a deep depth 

of field.
 D. Complete a series of photographs that demonstrate the relationship between a 

subject and its surroundings.
 II. Mock crime scene project
  In order to complete these photographic assignments, the photographer should set 

up a small mock crime scene with several different pieces of evidence. The mock 
evidence should be of variable sizes (large and small) and randomly dispersed 
across the scene so that the recording of the scene photographs offers a challenge to 
the photographer. The photographer should concentrate on the following:

 A. Full scene documentation
 B. Bracketing exposures to ensure quality image capture
 C. Ensure quality lighting
 D. Ensure sharp focus, utilizing depth of field
 E. Change of perspective
 1. Record a complete set of overall or scene establishing photographs, includ-

ing a quality 360° view of the location.
 2. Record a complete set of midrange or evidence establishing photographs, 

recording photographs that concentrate on depth of field and ensuring the 
connective link between the overall and close-up photographs.

 3. Record a set of close-up photographs of the evidence found in the scene.
 4. Record a set of close-up or identification photographs of the evidence after 

its recovery.
 5. Critically examine the recorded images and review them for
 a. Comprehensive coverage of scene
 b. Sharp focus
 c. Quality depth of field
 d. Proper exposure (light)
 e. Ability to identify individual subjects
 III. Photographing challenging subjects
 A. Photograph the VIN plate found on a vehicle’s dashboard.
 B. Photograph a US penny or US dime (substitute for a serial number).
 C. Photograph the watermark found on a US currency paper bill.
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 D. Photograph the interior of a hollow tube, garden hose, or pipe (substitute for a 
gun barrel).

 E. Photograph a 3D (indented) footwear impression.
 F. Photograph an indented writing sample.
 G. Place an object underneath the edge of a vehicle during a sunny day and pho-

tograph the car and shadowed object so that both are properly illuminated 
(fill-flash exercise).

 H. Photograph a backlit subject.
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