TEN TIPS FOR
GREAT AUTOMOTIVE
PHOTOGRAPHY

BY WINSTON GOODFELLOW
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ou have a fantastic new car, or you’ve been to the greatest car show you’ve ever seen, and you’ve snapped
some great images. However, when you get them back or view them on your digital camera’s screen, they
look nothing like the shots you see in magazines and books. The paint doesn’t sparkle and something seems
wrong with the background. That car in your garage or the exotics on the greens of the golf course don’t look
half as good as in person.
So what went wrong? It could’ve been a number of items,
because making a car look good in photographs is part art,
part science – a combination made all the better by repeated
practice. The 10 tips included in this guide will help you
take better pictures – quickly and easily whether you’re
shooting with a digital camera or a 35mm SLR. If you want
to take your photo skills to the next level, see our full-length
Glove box Guide entitled Take Your Best Shot.

1 CLEAN THE CAR
If you want your car to photograph at its best, you have to
make it look its best on the road. Be sure to have it clean
and free of water spots. Treat the tires and rubber and plastic
trim to ensure that they don’t appear brown. Also make sure
that any white walls are clean. If you’re shooting the interior,
you’ll want to vacuum and dust at the very least. And be sure
to take detailing supplies with you, as the car may get dusty
or splattered on location.

2 KEEP IT ON THE ROAD
Cars drive on roads, whether they’re dirt, gravel, concrete or
asphalt. Take the car oﬀ a road and you take it out of context. Sure, there’s an exception to every rule, but until you
ﬁnd that exception, keep it oﬀ the lawn.

3 POLICE YOUR LOCATION
The perfect shoot location can be ruined by weeds, an
overlooked paper cup or a bunch of cigarette butts you never
saw – until the session ended. Be sure to walk around the area
and pick up all trash and remove weeds that may adversely
aﬀect your image. Having a rake and a garbage bag along can
really help. Also be sure to pick up all your trash, including
ﬁlm containers, when you’re ready to move on.

4 LENSES
If you’re using an SLR – either 35mm or digital – always get
the best optics you can aﬀord. Lenses are more important
than the camera body, the ﬁlm, anything.

5 TRIPODS AND CABLE RELEASES
A tripod will always help you keep the camera still when
taking photos. It’s an essential tool on virtually any photo
shoot. You’ve gone to all the trouble of buying and carrying
that new tripod. But when you press the shutter release, the
camera can still move. A cable release – either electronic or
mechanical – will further reduce any chance of movement
and help to make sure your photos remain sharp.

7 SHOOT OFF-CENTER
Placing the subject oﬀ-center gives the photo tension,
creating a more interesting image and keeping it from
being boring. Photographers use “the rule of thirds,”
which is when the eye is typically drawn to a point or
position one-third of the way up or one-third of the way
across the photo.

8 DON’T HAVE THINGS GROWING
OUT OF THE CAR
When taking photos of cars, you want to clearly show its
lines so the viewer can easily see the beauty or tension in
the design. Yet how many times have you seen pictures
where the photographer places it by or underneath a tree
or some other object so that something is growing out
of the hood or the roof? There will be cases where you
can’t prevent something in the background from growing
out of the car’s silhouette. At these times, do your best to
minimize the incursion into the car’s shape, or fade the
object into the background as much as possible.

9 VARY YOUR HEIGHT WHEN SHOOTING
Some cars look good from a low angle, some are better at
waist height and others are best viewed from above. Don’t
be afraid to get dirty and shoot from ﬂat on the ground.
Also think about carrying a stepladder which you’ll be
able to use to shoot down on the car.

6 PUT THE SUN BEHIND YOU
To get the best light on the car, be sure to shoot with the sun
at your back, while being sure to stay far enough back to keep
your own shadow out of the picture. Shooting into the sun is
very diﬃcult and often results in a dark image.

10 FILM PROCESSING
Not all ﬁlm processing and commercial printing is created
equal. If you value your work, you’ll skip the local drugstore or discounter’s photo department and take your ﬁlm
to a dedicated photo lab, whether it’s in your neighborhood or whether you have to send the ﬁlm away.

The key to great automotive photography is to not
limit your vision to convention. Never be afraid to
experiment or look at new ideas anywhere in the
photographic process. From choosing your background to framing the subject matter to playing
with the ﬁnal look of the photo, you are the one
who holds the key to your vision. Just be sure that
you enjoy every moment capturing it.

The Hagerty Protection Network is the
premier source for safety and protection
information about the collector car hobby.
For more information on enhancing your
collector car ownership experience, log on
to www.hagerty.com or call 800-922-4050.
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