Take Your Best Shot
By Jeremy Katz


As the advancement of technology continues, so will its use in numismatics.  Today, the internet is fast becoming one of the most popular ways to sell coins, with numerous coin dealers setting up shop in cyberspace, auction companies allowing absentee and live bids to be placed online, and with auction websites such as eBay becoming more popular each day.  Also, the internet is home to a plethora of reference websites and coin message boards.  But what fun are coins when you cannot see them?  It isn’t always easy to buy a coin you’ve never seen; it can be incredibly difficult to attribute a coin based on a paragraph of text; and how can you really brag about a new purchase if no one can see it and reply, “Wowsers!”?  To solve these problems, all one needs is a digital camera, some lights, and the key to mastering anything—practice, practice, and more practice.

Sometime in the beginning of 2003, I decided it was time to buy a digital camera.  Since I could no longer stand my scanner’s inability to capture a coin’s look, I made sure I bought a camera that would be more than competent at coin photography.  After spending way too much time reading reviews
 and finding the best price, I finally settled on the Nikon Coolpix 4500.  Since that fateful May day when UPS delivered my new toy, I have loved it.  In that time, though, I have also noticed that most people who buy digital cameras for coin photography are loyal to their machines—in countless message board posts with the title “What Camera Should I Buy?” the usual response is, “I have [camera model], it works great, and I love it!”

Since those responses usually provide for a myriad of choices, it is easier to simply know what to look for when buying a camera for coin photography.  Then, you can make the choice yourself, taking into consideration what others say.  First and foremost, a good camera for coins must have a good macro capability, that is, it has to be able to focus on coins close-up.  My camera, for instance, will focus as close as ¾” from the subject.  Any camera with the ability to focus within a few inches from a subject has passed step one.  Another important consideration is the size of a picture.  Simply put, the more megapixels
 a camera can shoot, the larger the picture will be, and the better you will see a close-up shot on a specific part of a coin.  But, it is important to note that as the number of megapixels increase, the closer in size two pictures with a difference of one megapixel is size are.  For example, from one to two megapixels, the difference in a picture’s width is around 500 pixels, while the difference in width of a four and five megapixel picture is only around 300 pixels.

Another consideration when purchasing a camera is the type of storage media it utilizes.  Currently, most new cameras use Compact Flash cards, which can store up to one gigabyte (one thousand megabytes) of data.  Since large pictures demand lots of space (my 4 megapixel images are between one and two megabytes each), storage media capable of holding a large number of pictures will be especially useful if your camera cannot save images directly onto your computer.  One final consideration before buying a camera is what other uses you would like to get out of it.  All cameras have advantages and disadvantages, so a great coin camera may not be the best purchase for a traveler who also wants to have a digital camera for vacations.  Also, some cameras offer only point-and-shoot capabilities, while others allow you to set the shutter speeds and aperture, which is something to consider depending on your knowledge of photography.  Once you have weighed all the factors and chosen a camera, it is time to work on the perfect coin photography setup.

An effective photography setup need not be large; however, a few components are necessary.  First, the setup must be large enough for the lights to be properly positioned.  Usually, this can be achieved with a flat area of only around a square foot, such as on part of a desk.  To utilize such a small space, though, the lights must be located elsewhere in order to keep from crowding the setup.  If a full desk is used, desk lamps with adjustable arms can be attached along the back of the desk, and moved over a small designated area for the actual photography to take place.  If other lamps are used, or if a large copy stand is needed for your camera, the setup will require more space.


To effectively shoot all coins, both raw and certified (slabbed), a padded background with a neutral color is highly recommended.  The padding is simply to ensure that if a coin or slab is accidentally dropped, no damage will result.  The neutral color is recommended for digital editing.  If you are trying to remove a coin from its background with image editing software, for instance if you are placing numerous pictures in one file, a neutral background, such as black or white, will allow you to easily select and delete a background, or use a tool to select just the coin and cut it out of the original image.  If a patterned background is used, it will be quite difficult to remove the background by selecting and deleting it, and if small amounts of the background remain post-cropping, it will be much harder to select and fill each color of the old background to match the new background than it would be to select the old, solid background and replace it.  


Also pertinent to a photography setup is the position of the camera.  If a camera has a swiveling lens, such as the Nikon Coolpix 4500, I have found it easiest to use a mini, folding tripod to take pictures.  Simply attach the camera to the tripod, place it over the coin, and take a picture—the camera will be steady and very close to the coin.  If the tripod has flexible legs, the camera can get within an inch or so of the coin, allowing for extreme close-ups.  Mini tripods are also helpful for photography on the road, such as at a coin show
 where lights are available, and all you need is something to steady the camera.  Another common method to position a camera, used primarily with cameras that have fixed lenses, is a copy stand, which is essentially a table with a vertical rod to which a camera is attached.  The camera faces down and can freely move up and down.  A third method to position and steady a camera is simply to hold it.  While this method can produce excellent photographs, it requires very steady hands, and possibly extra room to place your elbows.  This setup also requires more light than other setups, as additional light will allow for a faster shutter speed, which will be more forgiving to minor motion while taking a picture.  One final method to hold a camera is with a Cloud Dome
.  This device, a translucent white dome with a hole at the top for a camera, diffuses light around an object inside, and also steadies a camera with a mount on the top.  These domes, however, are quite costly, and since they diffuse light, will likely not produce pictures of coins exhibiting strong luster, as luster is, as I have found, best shown with direct light.

When you have found a good location for your photography, as well as a comfortable way to hold and position your camera, the next step in attaining a prize-winning photograph, quite possibly the most crucial step in all photography, is the lighting.  I personally have tried only a few of the many lighting possibilities, as to try them all would require a considerable amount of money—more than enough to buy a nice coin or upgrade my camera, instead.  

One common lighting setup to use is a simple arrangement of desk lamps with flexible arms.  My setup utilizes two 34” lamps attached a little less than three feet from each other, with the midpoint being where I take pictures.  These lamps easily move to any angle to provide light for all types of photographs, and are quite inexpensive, as well.  Depending on the coin’s size and holder, I will decide between using one or two lamps, switching between the two to allow them to remain relatively cool.  Desk lamps allow for many types of light bulbs, including common bulbs and flood lights.  After experimenting between the two, I have found flood lights to be more effective, as they do a better job spreading the light.  Likewise, when attempting to cast a slabbed, toned coin in an even glare to capture color, flood lights allow you to spread the necessary light without using a separate object to diffuse light, such as white paper or a Cloud Dome.

When using a desk lamp, you will also have the option of selecting the color of light emitted.  The two most commonly used bulbs are regular, soft white bulbs and General Electric Reveal
 bulbs.  I have been extremely pleased with the photographs from both types of light, but usually photograph with white light out of personal preference.  Reveal bulbs tend to cast a red tint on objects, while they also bring out color extremely well.  The solution to the red tint is white balance.  It is imperative to follow a camera’s manual and meter your setup, regardless of the type of lighting you use, to ensure that the camera is calibrated to your lighting.  If the white balance is not properly selected, coins, especially lighter colored ones, will display inaccurate hues, commonly of red or yellow.

In addition to the numerous setups possible with desk lamps, there are other useable types of light, as well.  One common lamp is the Ott-Lite
, which was designed to replicate sunlight, and accurately bring out colors.  The lamp uses 13-watt tube bulbs and is very similar to a small fluorescent light.  These lights have an excellent track record among photographers; however, they are among the most expensive desk lamps available.  Another oft-used light is the halogen light, which usually utilizes a small bulb producing a very strong beam.  Finally, depending on the coin being photographed, the ambient light in a room may enough, especially if shooting with an overhead light, such as a fluorescent fixture with large tube bulbs.  My photographs, however, have seen much better results when photographs are taken in a dark room with only nearby lamps used to light the subject coin.  Regardless of how you choose to light a coin, remember that properly setting white balance is of the utmost importance to produce an accurate picture.

When you have chosen a lighting source, you are ready for the last step of taking an accurate picture.  This step, however, is the most difficult to explain, as it depends on a vast number of factors, such as the coin’s holder (if a coin is raw, I recommend removing it from any holder in order to remove any sources of glare), the color of the coin, the coin’s luster, the whether the coin is a proof or business strike, and the type of lighting used.  With this in mind, I can only offer tips based on my experiences and remind you that only practice and experimenting will lead you to an excellent picture.  

To photograph raw coins, simply set the coin on your photograph and set your camera above it.  Using the LCD from the camera to see the image, adjust the angles of one or two lights to properly display the coin’s color, luster, and/or mirrors.  Since there should be no glare involved, this process is generally quite simple.  When photographing a slabbed coin, more attention must be paid to the positioning of lights.  Again, set the coin down and the camera above it.  If the image you are attempting to produce is going to portray the coin’s luster, usually one or two lamps can face down and be rotated around the coin to produce a cartwheel luster effect while keeping the glare at a minimum.  When a coin’s toning is being exhibited, usually one light produces better results than two or more.  Since glare is a severe problem with slabbed coins, it is usually beneficial to use diffused or flood lights with toned coins.  If the light is diffused well enough, the entire coin will be under the same glare.  If this is the case, either the camera will correct for the glare, or the image’s brightness and contrast can be slightly changed after the image is placed on a computer to accurately portray the coin’s appearance.  

While I make every attempt to take photographs with a very minor camera angle, if any, there will be times when glare will result unless the camera is slightly angled.  In those cases, you can shoot at an angle, and then, when the image is on a computer, edit its perspective to remove the signs of angling.  In some cases, however, it will be nearly impossible, if not impossible, to photograph a slabbed coin without some glare showing up in the image.  In these times, it is necessary to concede, and aim to reduce the glare as much as possible, realizing that it will never fully disappear.  It is also important to note that many coins with rich toning do not photograph well when both the color and luster is being highlighted in the same picture.  In these cases, it is necessary to photograph once to capture luster, and then photograph a second time to capture color.  In all cases, though, it is recommended to adjust the light slightly and take numerous pictures of each side of a coin.  This way, you will have a selection of pictures and will be much more likely to have an accurate picture available without having to constantly retake a coin’s image.

When you have a coin’s image on your computer, you are almost finished.  All that is left is any editing or cropping of the photograph to make an image more accurate or to change a background.  If you want to simply crop or resize a large number of images, I recommend the program IrfanView
, a free program with a wide array of options to quickly edit your image.  If you desire to remove backgrounds, change perspectives, or combine multiple images, more powerful programs such as Adobe Photoshop
 are recommended.  Since image editing software can be extremely costly, I would advise looking at different programs and deciding exactly what features you need, and then choosing your software, rather than immediately spending a large amount of money on the most expensive software.  When you have edited your picture to your satisfaction, save it, and voila!  You’re done!

Just as grading coins is an art, so too is photographing them.  With so many choices, from the type of camera to the type of lighting, the art of coin photography provides ample opportunities to create your own setups and photographing methods.  When all is said and done, two principles governing coin photography stand out among the rest.  First, photography is all about angles—oftentimes, the light’s angle, not the camera’s, is what results in a great image.  Second, practice, practice, practice.  No one enters a field an expert.  It is with time, patience, and perseverance that true masters are born. 
Annotated images pertaining to coin photography are available at the following web address: http://jkwd.com/coins/writing/

� Two excellent digital camera review sites are http://www.steves-digicams.com/ and http://dpreview.com/.


� The number (in millions) of pixels a camera can capture in a photograph (length multiplied by width in pixels will give this figure).


� Be sure to get permission to use a camera at a coin show, as some feel photography may pose a security risk.


� http://clouddome.com/


� http://www.gelighting.com/na/reveal/


� http://ottlite.com/


� http://irfanview.com/


� http://www.adobe.com/products/photoshop/main.html





