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What is Forensic
Photography?
Police Photography
◼ Evidence Photography
◼ Crime Scene Photography
◼ Accident Investigation Photography
◼

Forensic Photography is the fair and accurate
recording of a scene or object of legal interest by
a camera and photographer.

In Forensic Photography…
… the camera allows
the forensic
photographer to
make a permanent
physical record of
what he sees and
senses.

The Ultimate Goal..
◼

“For the police photographer,
photographs are statements of
what he saw” (Miller, p.9).

◼

“In forensic/evidence/technical
photography, it is to capture
adequate images for the best
possible documentation and
reproduction of an accurate version
of reality. Whether a person is
using film or digital imaging,
accuracy is the key” (Weiss, p. 2).

Documentation of an Event
The many names for
Forensic Photography
all describe one
important concept:
the documentation of
an event. Creating
the most accurate
record of an event
may involve the use
of any or all of several
photographic
techniques.

◼
◼
◼
◼
◼
◼
◼
◼

Standard
Photography
Infrared (IR)
Ultraviolet (UV)
Time Exposure
Aerial
Night time
Video
Other

Types of Events…
◼

Live Event: Living beings interacting.
Example – Interview

◼

Dynamic Event: Movement, not necessarily
live.
Example – Crash reconstruction

◼

Static Event: Objects in place.
Example – Crime scenes, dead bodies

The History of the Photograph as
Evidence
◼

The photograph once
represented a true and
accurate recording of what
the photographer saw. It was
considered “true to life.”
Mathew Brady’s photographic
documentation of the horrors
of the Civil War shocked
people who had previously
seen only romantic sketches
and paintings of death on the
battlefield.

The History of the Photograph as
Evidence, continued
◼

Techniques developed since that time that manipulated
the image -- alternate light sources, infrared
photography, ultra-violet photography, microscopic
photography, and photo-editing software, among other
techniques -- raised questions with regard to the truth
of an image.

◼

The ease of photo manipulation now allowed with
digital imaging has brought the concept of the “reality”
of a photo 180 degrees. Whether or not a photo is
“real” and “true,” like any statement or piece of
evidence in court, now rests almost entirely upon the
reputation and testimony of the photographer/officer.

History of Photography
Please read the following for a brief overview on the
history of Photography in general:
◼
◼

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Photography
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_photography

The Aided Eye
Though, on the one hand, the
truth of a photo is easily
manipulated, new photo
manipulation techniques can
actually expose a reality
unseen by the naked eye.
The image to the right is an
image of semen on paper
found at the scene of a sexual
assault. It was taken using a
digital camera, a barrier filter,
and an Alternate Light Source
(ALS). It could not have been
seen without the aid of these
techniques.

Is the Image Real?
◼

The need for an forensic photographer to explain the
reality of an image to a reasonable degree of scientific
certainty in court, is called “testifying under the Daubert
criteria” in the United States.

◼

The contemporary forensic photographer must be able to
say, “I took this image, using this instrument with these
accessories, using these techniques, and this is what I got.
In my opinion this is a true and accurate representation of
what I did to get this image.” A jury’s belief in the image’s
reality ultimately rests on their belief in his/her
trustworthiness and expertise.

Replicability…
◼

… is a key word for the contemporary forensic
photographers.

◼

It points to the Scientific Method, in that, like any
scientific experiment, all steps to get the image must
be carefully recorded, and any interested person could
follow these steps and get the same results.

◼

Replicability means that the technique can not be
questioned. The interpretation of the image (data) is
all that is left to question, and so rests on the expertise
of the forensic photographer.

A Quick Example…
◼

An oral sexual assault was reported after
which, the victim says, she spat on a piece of
paper. The paper surface appears uneven.

◼

Semen on the paper would provide valuable
evidence and corroborate the victim’s story.

◼

A digital camera with an orange barrier filter
was used to record the fluorescence of
material after illumination with a 465 nm light
source. This process produced the image at
right.

◼

The image matched semen images in past
cases and in known exemplars, meaning the
image is most likely that of a semen stain.

◼

The paper and sample were collected and
packaged as evidence of a sexual assault.

Knowing What to
Photograph
Knowing what is important to photograph in a
forensic event is as important as the skillful
application of photographic techniques. A
clear, color-balanced photograph might
demonstrate great photography skills. But
also, one needs to achieve a skill-level at
knowing what to photograph. What signs
(clues, evidence) is important to the story of
what occurred in this crime/accident/event?

The Rest of the Story…
Example: A photograph of a beautiful butterfly at
an industrial accident scene is most likely not
important to the forensic investigation…
Unless, the butterfly is some species of insect
present only around bodies that have been dead
more than a few hours…
Or, the victim was known to be a collector of
beautiful butterflies, and was seen taking a step
on an unstable beam to get a closer look…

The Signs of the Story…
You must scan (and photograph) the
signs that you believe may
contribute to the story of what
happened. They may not be
obviously important at the time, but
they may reveal themselves to be
important in the days, even years,
to come. These digital days, a
photograph costs nothing! Take a
shot of anything that may be even
remotely significant. If the above
sounds to abstract for you, there are
methods for an individual to be
more… methodical.

Knowing What to Photograph
◼

Experience is a large factor in knowing what to
photograph.

◼

The investigative information from victims, witnesses, and
other investigators adds focus to what is important.

◼

The layout of the scene may point to evidence.
Example: Overturned furniture = struggle?

◼

Probable evidence may point to other possible evidence.
Example: Blood spatter pattern (evidence) may indicate
bludgeoning with a certain type of weapon (possible
additional evidence).

Identifiable Evidence
◼

In some cases, all of the evidence is readily identified.
Example: A simple property damage motor vehicle
accident in which a car was backed into a light pole.

◼

In other cases, the evidence is less readily identified.
Example: An explosion in an oil refinery or a complicated
stranger homicide.

The Investigator’s Intuition
It is common to have several slightly differing
reports from different sources. Witnesses, victims,
and investigators will all report their slightly, or
very different, perceptions.
These different reports are not necessarily lies –
the witnesses are merely reporting what their
senses and like experiences have recorded for
them.
The astute forensic photographer must make
allowances for the discovery of unreported or
identified evidence.

The Power of Observation
“Proper use of the basic principle of the scientific
method not only helps develop solutions to difficult
questions, it teaches people who use it to reason
analytically in each step of the investigation and/or
project. People must use a certain pattern of thought
to lead from one step to the next in any endeavor. If
they leave out steps due to preconceived notions of
results, they are doing a disservice to their work. It
is necessary to use good, sound, scientific reasoning
to ensure success. Above all else, the powers of
observation are integral … When photographing
evidence, the photographer should substantiate what
the investigator can see but not be a substitute for
thorough observation … Photographs must be taken
to tell every possible story” (Weiss, p. 3 - 4).

Investigative Discovery
Paradigms
An “Investigative Discovery Paradigm” is a
model of investigation so as to catalogue
important evidence (signs) and to enhance the
potential for discovery of previously unidentified
evidence. There are several different types of
paradigms.
◼
◼
◼
◼

The Scientific Method
The Systems Analysis Paradigm
Chaos Theory as a Paradigm
Semiotics Theory as a Paradigm

The Scientific Method
The Scientific Method is an important part of forensic
photography:
1.
Recognize an item of interest. What seems to be
important?
2.
Propose an investigative hypothesis. What it is
you want to prove?
3.
Collect the data (photography).
4.
Interpret the data. What does it mean?
5.
Make an inference.
6.
Test by considering other interpretations.
7.
Propose a theory – the most likely explanation.

The Systems Analysis
Paradigm
The Systems Analysis Paradigm is a method to help identify
probable investigative hypotheses. As such, it is an aid to
enhancing the power of observation!
◼

A “System” is a story. For example: The story of a Drug Deal
Gone Bad that you may have experienced a number of times.

◼

“Analysis” means to deconstruct, “unpack” or take apart. It is to
identify the elements.
What elements of the scene you’re photographing may make up
a possible Drug Deal Gone Bad? Take pictures of them, but keep
your eyes open! If you find a suicide note or a pound of
plutonium, suddenly you have another system to analyze!

Chaos Theory Paradigm…
Chaos Theory further considers systems. A system
(like a story) consists of a set of relationships.
◼
◼
◼

A person’s apartment could be a considered a
system.
The person, his or her associates, and the
apartment could be considered a system.
The apartment, person, contents of apartment,
person’s job, social relationships, environment, and
level of personal security could define a system.

Chaos Theory Continued…
For the purposes of Forensic Photography, the Chaos
Theory Paradigm means to think of what might be a
system in the mass of stuff you are photographing.
◼
◼
◼
◼

What did it look like when you first observed it?
What might it have looked like before you observed it?
What has changed? This should be considered carefully,
as it might be something you should photograph.
What might have changed it?

So…consider what the original system might have been,
being very sensitive to what could have started a change.
You may be fortunate to identify other important points of
forensic interest.

Example: Chaos Theory
◼

System:
Human body

◼

Original State of the System:
Clean without bite mark

◼

Sensitivities:
Personal relationship dynamics such as money,
sex, power, safety awareness, mental health,
ability to protect, self abuse.

◼

Potential forensic photographic interests:
Bank statements, signs of a struggle, diaries,
photos of people, cell phone address book,
computer files, books, door security, pictures,
neighborhood and cars in parking lot or street,
other injuries, magazines and books, living
quarters décor.

For More on Chaos Theory
Chaos Theory provides a concept of systems analysis that
can be adapted to forensic photography as well as
many other applications. Chaos theory posits that a
seemingly deterministic, non-linear system, may
experience perturbations due to initial sensitivities with
an end result that the perturbations exponentially grow
and a new system results. The new system may seem
random.
In other words, what may seem random can be
explained, and dynamical systems evolve with time.
See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chaos_theory for more
information on Chaos Theory.

The Semiotics Paradigm

◼
◼

◼

Semiotics is about signs. Charles Pierce
identified three kind of signs: icon,
index, symbol…
Icon: like something (a fingerprint, the
footprint of a tennis shoe).
Index: focuses attention on something
else (pointing finger).
Symbol: stands for something (American
flag, swastika).

Homicide Scene:
What are the Signs that Make the Story?
◼

There is white stuff, like a powder, all
over the floor. Why? It focuses
attention on something…what? There
is a yellow container. Is that the
source? If that is the source, why is
it all over the floor? Are there
footwear images in the powder on the
carpet? Male or female footwear?

◼

There is red stuff that is like blood.
Is it blood? It appears on the floor
and the seat. Is there some
psychological explanation, symbolic
behavior that could account for it? An
innocent medical condition? Why is it
not on the dashboard?

◼

There is a small black purse that
seems to be similar to a woman’s
purse. Is it a woman’s purse? Take
nothing for granted.

◼

Work to recognize signs! Photograph
all signs.

Using the Signs
The forensic photographer looks for signs at
a scene and tries to identify all things
that could be interpreted as “significant”
evidence. He or she then…
◼
◼

◼

…takes photos to document them and to
gather data for later interpretation.
…analyzes the signs to see if they point
to something else, focus attention, or
stand for something else.
…follows the directions given by the sign
toward other forensically important data
that can be photographed.

For More on Semiotics
◼

See
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Semiotics
for additional information.

Wrapping up Paradigms
For a forensic photographer, the paradigm is no
more than a tool.

Thomas Sebeok, a famous Biologist, said of
Semiotics that it is a “way of thinking to help in
recognizing and interpreting information”
(Sebeok, p. 1).
The same can be said for Chaos Theory,
Systems Analysis and the Scientific Method.

While considering what to
photograph… the Audio and Video
Walkthrough
◼

Only done after consent or a search warrant, if
protected property.

◼

This is a cursory examination and not a thorough
search.

◼

Often is done with the scene supervisor and the audio
photographer.

◼

Take the least intrusive path to avoid contamination-general description, temperature, condition of doors
and windows, lights, items of evidentiary interest,
condition of blood, status of body, contaminants,
fragile evidence, security and equipment needs, and
so forth.

Getting Down to Business:
Taking Pictures
Once the forensic photographer has surveyed
the scene, done the video walk-through and
made decisions on what is important to
photograph to tell all possible stories, it is
important to consider a few basic tenets of
forensic photography.
This is a quality assurance and quality control
process.

Forensic Photography:
Basic Tenets
1.

Take clear images: Images should be clear, an
accurate representation unless otherwise
noted, and identifiable.

2.

Take a wide range: Still images of a scene
should include overall, mid-range, and close-up
images.

3.

Identify your photos: A placard should identify
the case number, time, date, location, and
photographer.

Basic Tenets Continued
4.

Add Scales: Scales must be featured in all
photographs in which size and distance are
important features.

5.

Maintain Chain of Custody: Chain of custody
must be maintained for all images.

6.

Stick to Protocol: Maintaining a simple protocol
will help you remember things, and help with
Daubert considerations.

Basic Tenets Continued
7.

Always Have Legal Standing: You must have
legal standing to take the photographs. You
cannot enter someone’s house, as an example,
without permission or a warrant.

1. Squaring Up the Camera:
Get a Clear Picture
Camera

Target
surface.

The camera is level and 90
degrees
from all perspectives.

This is critical when any analysis is expected of the
evidence. Examples: footprint comparison, fingerprint
comparison, bloodstain analysis, shooting incident
reconstruction, and analysis of pry marks.

2. Consider Range
Take a range of photographs to mimic the way
that you would view a room as you walked
through it. You would scan the room, notice
things, and hone in on certain items.
◼
◼
◼

Overall
Midrange
Close-up

Overall Photography
◼

The image shows the
spatial relationships
between potential
items of evidence.
The mid-range and
close-up will add
more definition to
specific objects.

Midrange Photography
◼

The mid-range lacks
the context of the
overall. It adds more
specific information,
though, to help
identify potential
items of evidence. It
is a step in “walking”
one to a specific item
of evidence.

Specific (Close-up)
Photography
◼

The specific photo
should finalize
“walking the eye”
to a piece of
evidence. It is an
image of that sign
or piece of
evidence that
demands a focus
of attention.

Specific (Close-up)
Photography
◼
◼
◼

◼
◼

Continuous throughout
the scene process.
Photos with and without
placards and scales.
Use the close up macro
icon (flower) with digital
cameras, diopters, or a
macro lens.
Bracket photos!
Be in focus! Use a tripod
if necessary to minimize
movement.
Take your time!

Management of a Forensic
Photography Event
We have considered how to go
about thinking about what to
photograph and the basic tenets
forensic photography.
◼ We need to step back a bit and
consider some of the basics of
managing the photographic
investigation of the event.
◼

6. What is a Protocol?
◼

A protocol is a way of going about doing something that says,
“This is my method, and I follow it each time.”

◼

It is also a quality assurance and quality control aspect of
forensic photography.

◼

Be able to recount your protocol without looking it up in your
notes. If you can say, “This is the basic process I use each time I
photograph a forensic event,” it will lend you credibility and
possibly save you from forgetting what you did at the scene.

Protocol: Preparation
◼

Get a debriefing by on scene personnel.

◼

Brainstorm what is important as evidence
and scene data, and develop a plan to
minimize contamination. Determine specific
roles of scene investigators.

◼

Do a video and audio walk through.

Protocol: Photo Set-up
◼

Put in place your identify placard.

◼

Take overall images with and without
scales and without placards.

◼

Take close-up images with and without
scales, and with and without placards.

◼

Apply special techniques such as IR, UV,
flash, chemical enhancement, and time
exposure.

3. The Identity Placard
◼

This identity placard indicates the
case number, date and
photographer for that particular
series of photos.

Systemic Search
◼

Most likely done in conjunction with
Specific (close-up)photography.

◼

Systematic search – grid, strip,
circular, up & down.

Protocol: Apply Paradigms
◼

Apply investigative paradigms and scientific
methods to attempt to identify any additional
important data. This may take place during
the walk through and the systematic search.

◼

Take overall, mid-range, and close-up if
appropriate after evidence is collected.

◼

Take exit photos.

Protocol:
Placards, Scales, Moving Items
◼

There are two primary purposes for forensic photography:
1.
2.

To document the scene as it presents itself.
To document evidence (gather data).

◼

If you add a placard, scale, or light you have altered the scene as
it presents itself to you. Thus, do the best you can to document as
you first see it and before you move anything or add anything.
Once you have done this, when possible, add what you need to to
gather evidence, and make notes to describe what you did to the
scene. If you can’t document without light, then put this in your
notes and go about your business.

◼

Never move items unless there is a hazard or a highly viable
threat of destruction before documenting with a photograph and,
preferably, measurements.

◼

If you have to move an item (like a gun/knife/body) and you do,
do not replace the item to its original position. Document your
actions in your notes.

Numbering
◼

Identify evidence
with placard and
number.

4. Scale
Take a photograph
without the scale.
Then place it next to
the item to be
measured, and take
another photo. The
scale allows a
measurement to be
made, and allows a
later enlargement of
the photo to actual size
(one to one, 1:1).

This is an image of blood on a black
cotton sock. It was taken using IR
techniques.

5. Chain of Custody and Reporting
◼

Place photographic evidence into property/evidence
storage and records system.

◼

Write a narrative report of your photographic
investigation. This might include a photo log.

◼

Enhance and interpret photographic data. This
might include doing footwear comparison, making
presumptive identifications of blood or semen or
gunshot residue.

◼

Write report on enhancement and interpretation of
photographic data.

Notes and Reports
◼

◼
◼
◼
◼
◼
◼

Keep your field notes, forever, in a safe place. Years
after you retire, Cold Case officers may come
calling.
Reports should be accurate and reflect all
information you gathered during the investigation.
Be careful with opinions and rambling observations.
Inventory and log evidence.
Consider putting your images in a PowerPoint
presentation to tell your photo “story” to others.
Include every click of the mouse on any photo
enhancement note in your field notes.
Did you remember times?

7. Legal Considerations for the
Forensic Photographer.
Do you have a legal right to take photographs at a crime scene?
◼
Permission
◼
Search Warrant
◼
On Public Property
Always keep track of the Daubert criteria you’ll need to testify in court. See
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daubert_Standard for additional information on
the criteria. Keep an updated resume with clear records of…
◼
Training or Education – Keep your certificates!
◼
Any new types of experience
◼
Any research you do in the field – even informal such as seeing if inverting an
image will help locate bloodstains
◼
Any articles you publish
◼
The times you have testified in any legal proceedings
◼
Note any consulting or other times you act as an “expert.”

Should you be the subject of a
Daubert challenge…
Almost certainly, you will be asked
in court if an image you took truly
and accurately reflects what you
saw with your own eye. If it
doesn’t, explain why to the jury.
Do not split hairs. If you were
able to photograph an important
piece of evidence on a rug through
the camera LCD in an IR (infrared)
image, but not see it with the
naked eye, you can truthfully say
you saw the evidence with your
own eyes, even though they were
aided by the camera.

This is an image of gunshot
residue of dark blue carpet. It
was taken using UV techniques.

More Notes and Reports
◼
◼
◼
◼

◼

◼
◼

Document-Document-Document.
Establish and maintain a Chain of Custody.
Field notes can be considered exculpatory information.
Even in the digital age, with Geo-tagging etc., photo log is
still a good thing. The images in digital files are numbered,
however, it is sometimes difficult to remember what you
shot, how and why, months down the road.
Has all evidence been dated and initialed? This includes
digital files. Be very accurate on your notes. Digital images
have meta-data that can be read with Adobe Photoshop CS
3.
If you view files on camera, make note of this.
If you delete images on camera make note of this, but you
should avoid deleting images.

Crime Scene Photography
Overview
◼
◼
◼
◼
◼

◼
◼

Act as a professional digital imaging scientist.
Plan you photos.
Re-check your settings.
Most mistakes are made by hurrying.
Point-and-shoot works well for many situations. The
skilled photographer must be able to use the camera as
scientific instrumentation. In other words you must be
able to calibrate and operate the instrument at the scene
and anticipate and interpret the results.
Follow standard protocols.
You cannot take too many images. Document
Everything!!

The Department
Photographer
◼

◼

◼

◼

When I began my career as a police officer, forensic photography
was usually one trained person using 35 mm, SLR film cameras or
medium format cameras, who went back to the department lab to
develop the film.
After that, more cameras were purchased, and uniform patrol
officers and detectives were trained to take their own
photographs. Development was done by a contractor.
Along came Polaroid cameras. Special Polaroid cameras were used
for things like footprints. The small, instant image cameras were
used by uniform officers and detectives take pictures of suspects,
and as evidence documentation in such things as shoplifting
investigations and misdemeanor assaults.
It is now commonplace for uniform patrol officers to do most of
the forensic photography for most investigations. Insurance
adjusters, risk management, and private investigators do much of
their own photography as well. Thus, the department
photographer is more and more rare.

The Future of Forensic
Photography
◼

Along came digital imaging. In 2008, the Lincoln Police
Department issued pocket digital cameras to all uniform
officers. Sergeants and Detectives were issued SLR digital
cameras. Crime Scene Investigators and Family Crimes
Investigators started using Infrared (IR) and Ultra-violet
(UV) digital imaging. Lab personnel and Crime Scene
Investigators, in 2009, started using Reflected Ultra-Violet
Imaging Systems. This scenario has played out all across
the forensic world.

◼

The evolution of digital imaging and photo editing software
will most likely push more forensic photography to the first
responder level. Specialized forensic photography may be
more in the areas of nano-imaging and materials
identification, IR (Infrared) imaging, and UV (Ultraviolet)
imaging.
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Great Job!

