Nine things to consider before taking a reference photo for your painting. BY DOUG SWINTON 

Photography is tightly woven in the fabric of art, and it can make or break your final result. Over and over, one of my most frequent sayings has been, “bad reference photo equals bad painting.  Let’s start at the beginning and ponder a few concepts before you push that shutter button. 

1. The better the camera, the better the photo. These days “smart” phone cameras are amazing. Even the cheap point-and-shoot cameras take decent pictures. But if you want amazing photos that you can edit properly, then you should invest in a DSLR camera. Attach a multi-focal length lens that can zoom-in and shoot wide, and your range of possibilities expands exponentially. There is a cost to this, but trust me, it pays off with the quality of reference photos you will have to paint from.

2. Taking digital photos is inexpensive so don’t be afraid to take lots. I cannot stress this enough. Take photos of everything and anything. I find that the photos I think are good on camera sometimes end up being disappointing on my computer, yet other photos that didn’t grab my attention at the time end up having wonderful potential upon review. Also, the more quality reference photos you have, the more you will want to paint. The more options you have, the greater the chance for finding something that strikes your creative muse. You may want to paint mountains one day, flowers the next and horses after that. 

3. Stormy, foggy and even overcast cloudy days can provide very interesting atmospheric reference for painting. Snap pictures in all kinds of weather. For example, photographing wet objects, like rainwater on rocks, makes the usually dull colours more vibrant. That being said, there are certain times of the day that are better for shooting. In the movie industry they call it “the golden hour”, which is the time shortly after sunrise and the time shortly before sunset. The light during this time is spectacular.

4. The less value there is in your reference, the more colour you need. The more value you have, the less colour you need. The less shadows or strong value changes you have (like middle of the day or overcast days) the more you can utilize different colours within that value range. Also remember that shape and pattern play a more important role when you have limited values. When using a sunset photo, it is important to use plenty of strong contrasting values, allowing you to use less colour to compose your painting.

5. Morning light is cool; Evening light is warm. Enhance the temperature in your photos to keep a dominant temperature in your painting. Also remember that during midday the shadows are warm and highlights are cool.  Speaking of shadows and highlights... Watch where the shadows fall and keep the 70-30% rule in mind. Avoid shooting landscape or objects that have no shadows or too much shadow on sunny days.

6. When you are shooting snow or a white horse against a high-key field, put your camera on the bracketing setting. This will allow your camera to take three pictures in a row: over-exposed, normal and under-exposed. This will allow you to choose the one that works best without adjusting your camera settings each time or combine the images together. 

7. Compose your photos with the camera. Visualize your painting through the viewfinder rather than having to make corrections in a photo editor. This will save you time and get you used to finding interesting compositions.  Visually framing an image with a camera comes in handy when plein air painting. Design your composition around your dominant motive or subject. Do you want a foreground motive, a middle ground motive or a background motive? If you can’t decide, remember, it’s okay to take the photo from far away (wide) and then crop it later.

8. Some photos will be winners without editing, others will have to be altered after the fact. A little work on a photo can go a long way to making your painting easier to paint. Cropping will become your best friend. Get used to using a simple photo editor. All computers come with a simple one and even your phone has one built in. You can get Photoshop but for painting purposes you’ll only ever use about 1% of what it can do.

9. Searching for pictures on the internet is a waste of time. The problem is that the majority of those photos are taken with a different purpose in mind. Photographers see things from a photography point of view and not from a painting perspective. The two are very different. So even though hours of sifting through the internet for something to paint seems easy, it takes away from your painting time and usually yields inferior results. It also says nothing about who you are and where you’ve been! Feel the air. Observe the colours. 

I hope these tips will help you out in the field and in your studio.  Your friend in art, Doug
