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Preface

Advanced Crime Scene Photography developed over time and out of my
experiences as a crime scene investigator with a large metropolitan police
department. Like any major city, violent crime is prevalent, offering numer-
ous opportunities to utilize the different skills and techniques learned and
evolved through numerous schools, scene experiences, and experimenta-
tions. Furthermore, a large police department is like any other bureaucratic
institution, small units within the greater organization must fight for every
dollar. The mantra “do more with less” is a guiding principle and as a result, I
had to learn to adapt non-forensic items for forensic purposes in order to save
money. This book is meant to help investigators working in similar circum-
stances, investigators who are attempting to document crime scenes without
all the fancy and expensive equipment commonly sold by forensic vendors,
but who still need to produce quality photographs that will leave a lasting
impression.

The majority of my career has been spent working the night shift. As a
result, I learned the value of time exposures versus relying on my electronic
flash to illuminate a crime scene. I hope to impart this realization to those
working in similar low-light conditions. Electronic flash has tremendous
value to photography, but relying on it to document extensive crime scenes
can be detrimental to a photographer’s body of work. Outstanding, colorful,
and informative photographs can be recorded even in the dimmest of condi-
tions, and capturing such images is of paramount importance in developing
into a professional crime scene photographer.

Creating a lasting impression on a jury requires the crime scene inves-
tigator to work equally well in divergent environments that range from
nighttime crime scene locations to the controlled-lighting environments
found in a laboratory. In addition to the technical aspects of photography,
such as exposure evaluations and flash calculations, crime scene photog-
raphers have the mandate or requirement to impress others with their
compositions, showing an investigator’s skill and dedication to the inves-
tigation. Putting artistic flair into crime scene images and seeking difficult
subjects to photograph will increase the jurors’ opinions of investigators
and their work. In the end, what matters is the ability to present a case to
the jury while assuring them that the investigation is thorough and accu-
rate. It is true that a photograph is worth a thousand words, but it may be
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even more valuable toward the establishment of an investigator’s credibility
and believability on the stand.
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Introduction

The photographic documentation of crime scenes is the cornerstone of any
criminal investigation. The complete and accurate portrayal of a crime
scene demands that investigators and photographers thoughtfully and pur-
posefully record true and accurate depictions of the location and evidence.
Photographs provide a link between evidence recovered at a crime scene and
the identification of a defendant in a court of law. The systematic and com-
plete photographic recording of all aspects of an investigation helps bridge
the gap between an individual piece of evidence and the processing of that
evidence that leads to the identification of a suspect. Consequently, crime
scene photography is an important and required task that must be accom-
plished with dedication and skill.

All too often, investigators feel they must operate in a robotic or auto-
mated mindset, which requires them to record a specific set of images, all
with the camera set to Program Mode and recorded as if to checkmark some
hypothetical box on some crime scene to do list. Investigators who operate
in such an automated mode with rigid parameters miss the opportunity to
inspire and excite the photographic images’ viewers. Not only should investi-
gators document a scene as true and accurately as possible, they should also
strive to create a lasting impression with the viewers, especially those view-
ers charged with deciding between guilt and innocence in a jury’s delibera-
tion room. Creating powerful evidentiary images that make statements and
have the greatest impact on the viewers should be the goal of all crime scene
photographers. Documenting a crime scene is so much more than fulfilling
requirements on an arbitrary checklist. It is an opportunity to show one’s
dedication and professionalism to the jury, prosecutors, and other investiga-
tors. Creating a lasting impression with a jury will go a long way during a
jury’s deliberations when it comes time to decide who is the most credible
and accurate.

Frequently, the fear of venturing away from a camera’s program or auto-
matic mode settings comes from a lack of confidence. Investigators are afraid
of making mistakes in exposure or composition and therefore rely too heav-
ily on the camera. The only mistake they make is relying upon the camera to
do all the work. One can possess the latest and greatest camera, having all the
bells and whistles imaginable, but if the command dial is never moved off the
automatic mode, one may as well be documenting the scene with a disposable
point-and-shoot camera. The photographer, not the camera, is responsible
for taking the picture. Composing and orienting a subject with the camera
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2 Advanced Crime Scene Photography

is just as important to obtaining a proper exposure evaluation. Furthermore,
cameras can be easily fooled into capturing under- and overexposed images.
A photographer must learn to recognize what the camera is looking at and
know how to compensate for difficult compositions, something even the best
of photographic equipment cannot do.

Advanced Crime Scene Photography: Creating a Lasting Impression
is designed for those crime scene investigators and photographers com-
fortable with their cameras who have a basic understanding of apertures,
shutter speeds, ISO values (film speed), “stops” of light, and basic exposure
calculations. Countless books and general-photography classes cover basic
photography concepts. Applying those fundamental concepts to the thor-
ough documentation of a crime scene is the next step in a photographer’s
maturation.

The advancement of an investigator’s skills will improve with time.
Common failures among investigators include developing tunnel vision and
failing to record sufficient photographs of the evidence, and being satisfied
with just a few uninformative images. Subjects need to be oriented within
the entire crime scene, shown in relationship to other pieces of evidence,
and be properly photographed in close-up detail. Simply recording one or
two images prior to an item’s recovery and its forever altered state is vital to
the documentation of a crime scene in a true and accurate manner. Taking
a thoughtful approach and actively participating in the crime scene photo-
graphic process will result in more stunning photographs and more valuable
evidentiary images.

Review of Basic Photographic Concepts

A fundamental understanding of basic photographic concepts is necessary
to appreciate the ideas presented in this text. Therefore, a review of the gen-
eral concepts of light evaluation and exposure principles are appropriate to
ensure that everyone is speaking the same language.

Capturing photographic images is all about the recording of light onto
film or a digital imaging chip. A photographer can set his or her camera up
in a dark room, open the shutter for hours, and not capture a single piece of
information. However, a photograph can be taken during the daytime in a
thousandth of a second under the right circumstances. Finding the correct
exposure between a fraction of a second and an extended time exposure is
based upon the amount of light illuminating a subject and the camera set-
tings chosen by the photographer. At times, the range of camera settings may
be limited by the equipment, but the fundamental concepts remain the same
regardless of whether one is using an older, fully-manual film camera, or the
latest and greatest digital single lens reflex (SLR) camera.



