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A. Pinning out the fins .. 

Choose the best looking' side of the fish, that is, the. side with the 
fewest scales missing, the fewest skin abrasions, and the pectoral and pelvic 
fins with the fewest membrane tears. 

Layout the fish with the best side up on a s.heet of styrofoam. Ex­
pand each fin by pulling it toward the head. Insert a series. of pins into . 
each fin starting at the posterior end and proceeding forward. For those 
species of fish in which the spines project beyond the fin membrane, you will 
avoid making pinholes in the membrane if you insert the pins at the tops of 
the spines beyond the membrane .. 

The thicker the fish, the greater will be the gap between the fins and 
the sheet of styrofoam. Thin strips of styrofoam placed under the median (un­
paired) fins and a block of styrofoam placed under the pelvic fin will fill the 
gaps. The fins can then be. pinned in a. more natural,. unbent position (Figures 
la, lb, 2~, and. 2b). 
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Figure lao Fron.t: view of thiclc. fish 
that needs additional stY1='ofoam under 
fins. 
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FiC'ure: 1b. Front view of thick fish 
<::J 

showing- placement of additional 
s~yrofoam. 



Figure 2a. Top view of thick fish shoW'ing placement of additional 
styrofoam .. 

Figure~ 2b. Top' view of thin fish (flounder). Fins can be' pinned 
dire.c:tly into styrofoam sheet. 



B. Fixing the fins .. 

Using a small paintbrush, apply full s,trength formalin to- the pinned out 
fins. Wait about five-minutes for the formalin to penetrate the fins, then 
brush on a second application of fo·rmalin. For fish with thin delicate fins, 
the formalin will penetrate and fix the fins in a rigid position by about 5 
minutes after the second application. For fish with thick fleshy fins, formalin 
penetration will take longer and require one· or two more applications at inter­
vals of about 5 minutes before the fins are rigidly fixed. Once the fins are 
fixed, remove the pins • 

... 
Next~ carefully dry the fish with absorbent paper towels, being careful 

of the fixed· fins." which, if pushed the wrong way, will lose their rigidity and 
collapse against the body. Drying the fish elimina:tes wet spots on the skin which 
will reflect the photo lamps.. Also, drying reduces the probability of water seep­
ing off the fish and onto the backgrotmd during photography .. 

II.. PHOTOGRAPHING: FISH LYING DIRECTLY ON A COLORED BACKGROUND (SIMPLE METHOD) 

Place the fish on a colored background sheet. Use a non-porous, non­
reflective (i. e., matt finish) material. A porous material would absorb slime 
or water from. the surface: of the fish resulting, in a wet (darker) spot on the 
background. Also" a. porous material would be more difficult to keep clean. A 
non-reflective material dif£uses the light. I use a light blue plastic cloth .. 
Blue· is a pleasing to look at background color for almost any color of fish you 
photograph. The cloth can be rolled up:; for convenient storage when not in use .. 

Photograph in open shade, not in the direct sunlight.. Direct Sml cause-s 
harsh shadows behind- the fish and also the sun will be reflected off those species 
offish. that. have a shiny skin. 

III. PHOTOGRAPHING: FISH LYING ON A GLASS SHELF WITH A COLORED BACKGROUND 
ON A SEPARATE SHELF. 

A more elaborate method consists of laying the fish on a clear- glass shelf 
, and putting the c~olored background at a distance on. a second shelf that is visible 

through the glass shelf. If you decrease the depth of field in the photograph by 
opening the lens aperture of the camera, you will throw the backgromd out of 
focus. The background. then becomes a diffuse, uniformly colored blur. This 
greatly reduces or sometimes t'otally eliminates the shadows cast on the background 
by the fish. The fish, being .in focus, stands out in front of the blurred 
background..' -

The two-shelf photo t"able I use has a frame of angle iron.. The glass top shelf 
nes~tresin the depression formed by the angle· of the iron. I can easily lift off 
the gIas$ to. clean both surfaces. However, the glass won't fallout of the frame 
when it. is used at. sea on a. rolling vessel. 
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A. Composing the picture 

Look through the camera viewfinder and compose the picture by ra~s~ng or 
lowering the camera until a margin of pleasing proportions surrounds the fish on 
all sides. Do not hold the camera directly over the composition or the reflection 
of the camera (and photographer) off the glass will appear in the photo. Instead, 
imagine a perpendicular line coming up from the glass at the edge of the compos­
ition, and keep the camera outside this perpendicular line (Figure 3). 

Camera outside the 
perpendicular line 

Imaginary line 
perpendicular to the 
glas sat the lowe r 
edge of compositio.n 
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Figure 3. Cbnrpo~,ing. the photo .. Camera. position relative t!o the 
fish and background. Note that the colored back~round on the Imver 
shelf' is pulled out part way. This, is often necessary in order to. 
extend the ba'Ckground all the vlay to. the· uP'Per edge of the 
composition. 
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B. Positioning the lights 

At Sea. When I'm working on a rolling vessel I don't have a helper to 
ho ld the photo lamps steady on tripods. Therefore I put the photo lamps in a 
flexible gooseneck fixture. This gooseneck fixture is then attached to the camera 
by a thumbscrew threaded, into the camera's tripod insert hole. The gooseneck 
fixture can be quickly detached from the camera before changing the film or 
for storage. 

On Land.. Photo lamps are put on tripods and placed at each end of the 
photo table-.-

c. Eliminating reflections off the glass from photo lamps. 

The photo lamps must be positioned so their reflections off the glass 
don,' t enter the camera. Since the photo lamps are reflected off the glass at 
the same angle as they hit the glass (in technical terms, the angle of incidence 
equals the angle of reflection), the neight and tilt of the photo lamps must be 
adjusted until none of the reflected light enters the lens of the camera (Figures 
4a,. 4b). 

Figure 4a. At sea, photo lamps- are 
on a flexib Ie gooseneck fixture'.-. 

Figure 4b. On land, the 
photo la~ps are on tripods. 

Figure 4- •. Phot:o lamps:. positioned so that their reflections off the ?-lass 
don f t: enter the, camera. 
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D. Eliminating reflections off the glass from stray light sources .. 

Stray light from a variety of sources can reflect off the glass. Two 
examples are stmlight coming, through a window and overhead room lights. Reflections 
from the sun can be eliminated by moving the photo table away from windows, or 
pulling the shades. Turn off all overhead room lights to eliminate their reflection 
(Figure Sa). 

Avoid having any shiny obJects on the opposite side of the photo table 
from the camera. Obj acts such as glass covered pictures or metal cabinets can 
reflect stray light onto the glass of the photo table which will then enter the 
camera (Figure Sb). 

Window 

Figure Sa. Stray light sources such as 
the sun: or overhead lights can reflect 
onto. the, glass of the, pho,to table .. 
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Figure 5b. Shiny objec.ts can pass light 
along to the glass of the photo tab Ie. 
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