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Some of you are probably wondering an article on photography is posted here. You are fabric 
artists. If you wanted to be photographers, you would join a photography club. This article 
will not to tell you how to become a good photographer, but it help you display your 
artwork. Many of you spend weeks, months, or even years on a single piece. At the end of 
that time, you want to be able to show people what you have done. Sometimes, the Guild's 
web site displays your creations. Sometimes, you e-mail pictures to friends or family 
members. Sometimes, you give the work away and your pictures are the only thing you have 
to help preserve the memory. To do this, you need pictures that show what you have done. 
 
Photography is like embroidery. If you do it wrong, you will not like the results. Old 

mapmakers used to put “Here there be dragons.” on parts of the map that showed unknown 

territory. Hopefully, following a few simple steps will help you tame the dragon and make 
the difference  
 

between this and this. 

  

Figure 1: Quick snapshots often mask the 
beauty of the work. 

Figure 2: Following simple guidelines 
improves the picture. 

 
 
Take a lot of pictures. 
 
Once you have something set up take several shots. Move in a little closer. Move out a little 
further. If you have props, try rearranging them. Change out your background. A small 
change can make a big difference. Taking lots pictures will give you choices. It does not cost 
anything, and it gives you a better chance of getting a picture that shows your work’s true 
beauty. 
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Choose the right background. 
 
When you see something beautiful in a catalog, you may notice that the item seems to be 
floating is space. There is no distinct wall or floor, just a uniform background. Professional 
photographers use seamless backgrounds. The transition between the wall and the floor 
creates a distraction that takes people's attention away from what you are photographing. 
You can hang a piece of fabric or a sheet of paper or Bristol board to create a backdrop that 
curves smoothly, giving you a seamless background. If you do use fabric, smooth out any 
wrinkles before shooting. Figures 3, 4 and 5 show how the joint between the wall and the 
floor or a wrinkled background can draw your eye away from a piece, even when the picture 
is cropped almost to the edge of the work. 
 

   

Figure 3: No Seamless  
 Background 

Figure 4: Wrinkled  
 Background 

Figure 5: Smooth Seamless 
 Background 

 
After spending weeks, or even months perfecting a piece of embroidery, do not just throw it 
on the floor and take a picture. The wrong background can make even the best work look 
bad. The right background will make it jump off the page. 
 
Choose the colour and pattern of the background to suit the embroidery. You do not want 
colours that clash or a busy pattern. Sometimes, the colour of the background sets the mood. 
A pale pink may be ideal for some subjects, but a dark background might be better for the 
fantasy scene with dragons that you did for your grandson. Sometime, as you can see in 
Figures 3, 4, and 5, the colour of the background can either enhance or mute to colours in 
your work. The piece in Figure 3 seems dull and uninspired. The colours in the same piece in 
Figure 4 looks muted. It looks much more vibrant in Figure 5. The white looks whiter, and the 
red stands out brilliantly. The camera settings were the same for these three pictures, and 
they were taken at almost the same time. The only difference was the background. Changing 
the background did two things, it changed the way the piece looks to us, and it changed the 
way the computer in the camera handled the picture. The computer in the camera is 
programmed to handle colours in certain ways, and when the colour of the background 
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changes, this changes the way the camera converts the digital information from its sensor into 
an image. 
 

Figures 6, 7 and 8 show the effects of different 
backgrounds. The yellow fabric in Figure 6 
pulls your eyes away from the sewing box. 
The cats in Figure 7 totally detract from the 
work, but the fabric in Figure 8 frames the 
work and helps set the mood of the picture. 

 

 Figure 6:  Wrong Colour Background 

  

Figure 7:  Wrong Pattern Background Figure 8:  The background suits the work. 

 
 
If your product is something that is meant to be worn, think about photographing it being 
worn. If you embroidered a shirt for a grandchild, take a picture of the child wearing the 
shirt. I wanted to use one of my grandchildren for the picture of wearable are, but they live 
2,300 miles away, so I asked a high school cheerleader that I met a few years ago to model her 
work. 
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Figure 9:  Wearable Art 
 
 
Watch the lighting and the shadows. 
 
Use natural light if you can. Have you ever had a picture turn out with the colours all wrong 
– with people either a sickly yellow or a frigid blue? Both your camera's flash and artificial 
lights can change the colour in the picture unless you go into the camera's menu to tell the 
camera what type of lighting you are using. The first picture was taken with the camera set to 
automatic. The second picture was taken with the same lighting, but I went into the camera's 
menu, picked “WHITE BALANCE”, and selected “TUNGSTEN” to tell the camera that the room 
was lit with incandescent light bulbs. Most cameras have pictures of different types of 
lighting to help you choose the right white balance. 
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Figure 10: WHITE BALANCE set to “Auto” and 
 incandescent lighting 

Figure 11: WHITE BALANCE set to “Tungsten” 
 and incandescent lighting 

 
A camera's automatic white balance works well in daylight, but artificial light can do weird 
things. If the colours in your picture do not look right, or if you want to make sure the camera 
knows how to portray the colours, go into you camera’s menu and set the white balance. This 
is easy to do on almost every camera. Unless you get into the habit of setting the white 
balance for every picture, remember to set it back to automatic after taking your pictures. 
 
Figures 12 through 15 show how to set the white balance on some cameras. For the Samsung 
cell phone, you set the white balance by tapping “SETTINGS”, scrolling down the list of 
possible settings, then tapping “WHITE BALANCE”. You set the white balance on the Canon 
point and shoot by pressing “FUNCTION”, scrolling to the “P” mode, then scrolling down. On 
the small Olympus, you press “MENU” and scroll down, and on the large Canon, you press 
“MENU”, then scroll through the menus until you see a menu with “WHITE BALANCE”. 
 

 

 
Figure: 12:  Samsung Cell Phone Figure 13:  Canon Point And Shoot 
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Figure 14:  Olympus Point And Shoot Figure 15:  Canon Single Lens Reflex 

 
In addition to the type of lighting, you need to consider the where the light is coming from. If 
it hits your work from straight ahead, shiny threads or embellishments can reflect the light, 
creating bright spots on the picture. This problem is even worse if the work is protected by 
glass. After working on something for several months, if you frame it, you want to protect 
your work. Unfortunately, unless you can afford museum quality glass, the glass can act as a 
mirror when you try to photograph your artwork. Wear dark clothes to avoid reflection. The 
small screen on the back of the camera will not show it, but your reflection may show clearly 
on a print or on the computer screen. 

  

Figure 16: Bright areas and reflections hide 
 the beauty of this piece. 

Figure 17: A large shadow detracts from the 
 beauty of the work. 

 
 
Shoot straight on, even if it means standing on a stool. 
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Keystones are great. Without them, arches would collapse, but you do not want your 
masterpiece to look like a keystone. The problem is even worse if you are shooting from the 
side as well. This distorts the image in two planes. 

 

  

Figure 18:  Keystone In Arch Figure 19: Shooting from an 
 angle gives work a 
 keystone shape. 

Figure 20: Keystoning in 2 
planes distorts the 
image even more. 

 
 
Turn on image stabilization unless you use a tripod. 
 
Your hands are not as steady as you think, and a little bit of jiggle can really blur a picture. 
Use a tripod if you have one. If you do not have a tripod, ensure that the vibration-canceling 
feature of your camera is turned on. Depending on the name of your camera, this feature will 
either be called image stabilization or vibration cancelling. This is particularly important if 
you zoom in for a close up or if the lighting is not very bright. When you zoom in, even the 
slightest camera shake will show. If the lighting is low, the camera’s shutter is open longer, so 
the camera can move further during the picture. 
 
If you do use a tripod, turn off the image stabilization on your camera. If the camera tries to 
cancel vibration that is not there, it can do weird things to your picture. The camera “knows” 
it is moving, so it wiggles the lens or the sensor to cancel the motion that is not there. 
 
 
Look at your pictures. 
 
The screen on the back of the camera is not big enough to tell you much. Most cameras let 
you zoom in to see some detail. Zoom to see if it is in focus. The camera's autofocus may have 
been looking at the wrong thing. Cameras often focus on something in the foreground or 
background rather than on what you want to photograph. 
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The small screen on the back of the camera cannot tell you much, so look at your pictures 
carefully when you get them onto your computer. Make sure that all of the work is in focus, 
and sharp. Camera shake can make pictures blurry. If you have a small computer screen, 
make the picture fill the screen to see if this happened to your shot. Here are three examples 
of the same piece. The first is out of focus. The second is a little blurry because the image 
stabilization was turned off. It was an overcast day, so the light coming in through the 
windows was not very bright and my hands were not steady enough to hold the camera 
steady while the picture was being taken. The third picture was taken a few seconds later. 
The only differences were that the image stabilization was turned on and I make sure the 
image was in focus. 

   

Figure 21: 
Picture Out Of Focus 

Figure 22: 
Vibration Cancelling Off 

Figure 23: 
Vibration Canceling On 

 
When you look at your pictures on the computer, see if the background is too busy, or if 
something intrudes into the picture. We have all see pictures of tree branches that look like 
they are growing out of someone's head. You don't want background items to look like part 
of your stitching. 
 
Once you are satisfied with your pictures, save them where you can find them. It might not 
seem important now, but the photographs will help preserve the memory after your 
embroidery has been given away or lost. They also help you see how your work has changed 
and improved over the years, and they are great for showing people examples of your 
creations. 
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Edit your pictures. 
 
As a final touch, use editing software. Most cameras come with photo editors that are easy to 
use. Free software that guides you through the process is also available online. Autodesk 
Pixlr, Flickr, FotoFlexer, iPiccy, and PicMonkey are just a few of the free editing programs. 
 
You probably won't need much, but a minor touch up can work wonders. A crooked picture 
detracts from the artistry of your work, and even free editing software, makes it easy to 
straighten a picture.  
 
Changing the brightness and contrast can make the difference between a bland picture and 
one that seems to jump off the screen, and most free online programs have guided editing 
that walks you through the process. 
 
Crop the picture to suit the work. You may want to crop a picture to fill the frame with your 
work or change the ratio of the height to the width. As you can see, a long thin object usually 
looks better in a long, thin picture. Experiment. You may even want a diamond-shaped 
picture, a round picture, or one with more than four sides. 

  

 

 

 

 

Figure 25: 
A long, thin piece 
without cropping. 

Figure 26: 
The same piece 
cropped long And 
thin. 

Figure 27: 
Cropped square and 
rotated 45o to give 
diamond shape. 

Figure 28: 
Cropped round. 

 
 
Consider putting pictures of your creations into a book. 
 
Many people go online to make photo books to showcase their creations. A number of online 
companies will help you put your pictures into a book, a poster, or a calendar that they will 
print and ship to you for very little money. This is an ideal way of saving memories if your 
guild has a group project. You can make your own photo book for as little as low as fifteen 
dollars. Some fabric artists create a new photo book each year to provide a graphic diary of 
what they have accomplished. In addition to helping preserve memories, this lets them see 
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how they have improved over the years. Here are three companies that help you make photo 
books on line. 

 Shutterfly.com Blurb.ca 
 Mixbook.com 

Figure 24:  Some Of The Companies That Help You Make Photo Books 

 
 
Summary 
 
Photographing embroidery is not difficult. Following a few simple guidelines can make the 
difference between a picture that makes your work look poor and one that shows its true 
beauty. Once you have pictures that show the true beauty of your creations, file them where 
you can find them, share them with friends and family, and think about printing a book to 
illustrate your life as a fabric artist. 


