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Part 1: An Introduction to Using Props 

In this section we take a look at the use of props in both fashion and portraiture. Quite often 

photographers; both amateur and some professional photographers are reluctant to use props. 

The reasons are many; notably the reasons are something like this: I don't know how to instruct 

the model, he/she doesn't look good with a prop, he/she looks good enough or their own. Or 

maybe the real reason is that the photographer is afraid to experiment. Let's take a look at 

what props actually are and maybe they are not what you think. The use of the word props 

conjures up a vision of a Hollywood movie and a spooky guy with a closet full of weird stuff. In 

the fashion/portraiture world we should actually call them what they are and something that 

models can relate to. We should be calling props by the term fashion accessories. We are 

stretching a bit because sometimes it may not be about fashion or is it. Sometimes one of the 

reasons why people buy a particular car is because "I look good in that car". All this comes 

down to is looks and fashion. 

Where do I find all those fashion accessories? A big hint, our shopping malls are full of clothing, 

fashion accessory stores and home decor stores. Still not sure what to buy in the accessories 

department for next photo shoot. That is easy. Just walk into a clothing and accessories store 

and walk up to the hottest looking sales clerk in the store and explain your dilemma. The sales 

clerk will be more than willing to help you with your fashion accessories selection. Note: Always 

carry your business card with you at all times. This same technique should be applied when 

shopping for lingerie for your wife or girlfriend. 

Now that we have had a successful shopping trip and maybe picked up a phone number of two 

it is time to get serious about using fashion accessories in the studio or out in the field. Let's 

start with something simple. What clothing, shoes or jewelry is the model already wearing? A 

slight change can make a difference to your image. For example a lightweight jacket or blazer 

can be carried by your model or flung over that shoulder for a casual look. Think about asking 

your model to remove her high heel shoes and carry them instead. Make sure you vary your 

poses to capture the right mood. Think about a model walking bare foot in the surf while 

carrying her shoes. What you are trying to capture is a playful atmosphere. 

In our first image we look at how the simple use of the model's jacket and hat has created a 

mysterious look, while at the same time changed the focal point to be on the model's eyes. The 

use of a hair light and a conversion to black and white has dramatically changed the picture. 
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In the second image we have used a construction hammer to change the tone of the picture. The use of 

a construction vest and some "dirty" makeup has now changed the mood to a lighter comedic look. 
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In the final image we used a semi-transparent sheet to change a nude shoot to an implied nude with a 

fashion context. The simple addition of the sheet wrapped around the model has dramatically changed 

the mood of the picture. 

 

Changing your portrait or fashion style doesn't mean that you need to spend a lot of money on fashion 

accessories or "props". Sometimes simple things will suffice and as the images show they can change the 

mood of your scene to great effect. Remember have fun with it and use your imagination. 
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Part 2: Getting Creative with Props 

On Hollywood movie productions, the property master will make arrangements for the 

acquisition and use of all props on the set. Usually they work with set designers and crew to 

create the necessary larger props or they go to an external company that specializes in 

furnishing props to movie productions. This can be further broken into companies that 

specialize in specific genres or types of props. The major prop houses would carry from 40 to 

100,000 types of props within their warehouses; but if you need twenty 1920's automobiles 

you would have to go to a specialty prop house to acquire them. 

So what does this have to do with a photography studio and home photography? Most studios 

props are limited to a small collection of props or clothing that can be used in the studio. So 

what do you do for a home studio, studio rental or small studio?  

You have to get creative in acquiring and using props. A Hollywood prop house is not at your 

disposal. But a lot of things are available close by. There are many objects around the house 

which can be used as props when doing a shoot in your studio location. When taking pictures of 

family it can sometimes make it easier if you give them a prop to work with. This is the same for 

new talent that you are working with. Give them a book, scarf, jacket to work with. If you have 

a male model you may have to change it up a bit. Think a little bit differently, but a book, sports 

shirt, sports equipment, home renovation tools, etc could also be used as props.  

In our first example we have the model working with an old ladder that was lying around. This 

prop gives the model a chance to move around and create different poses and create symmetry 

with the ladder. Experiment with your lighting to create different shadows and effects. Try to 

think creatively when using furniture as well. Most people gravitate towards the obvious and 

seat their model on a sofa. Switch it up and pose your model on the edge of the sofa or arm 

with one leg hanging off. 
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Next up we have a model posing with a prop acquired from Pier 1 Imports. This store is full of 

small interesting props, fabrics and other household goods. Usually with vibrant colors or eye 

catching shapes are the norm. In this image we have a model balancing a replica antelope head. 

If your model has a good sense of balance try varying the arm positions to create symmetry 

within the frame or for bonus points see if you can get your model to wink while balancing the 

prop. 

 

  

 In this image we have the model working with something unconventional.  It is circular copper 

piping from Home Depot. The color of copper can lend itself quite well to models with darker 

hair. Again we have used the concept of symmetry by getting the model to create different 

points within the frame using her hands and arms. This concept could be taken in a different 

direction by getting the model to pose with various different types of metal bars and pipes. The 

look could be further augmented by grease and dirt to give it a rough industrial look. The image 

could be further transformed by converting to black and white and adding additional contrast 

and grain. 

http://www.pier1.ca/
http://homedepot.ca/
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 In the final image we have the model working with some silk flowers that are available at most 

home decorating stores. These replica flowers are available in a variety of breeds and colors. 

The final look of the image can be altered in many different ways by changing the clothing style, 

hair and flowers in complementary ways or in a total contrast to create a vibrant image. 
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In closing, you don't need the budget, staff or assets of a Hollywood prop house to create good 

images. All that is required is a photographer, model, imagination and a few simple but 

inexpensive props. 
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Part 3: Integrating Props to Create a Look 

As you work more with props you will progress to the point that you will thinking about a vision 

for a picture or an idea that you wish to translate into an image. To build upon that image using 

props you may wish to consider the color of those props. 

Have you ever wondered how interior designers come up with color schemes for that fabulous 

million dollar home. Apart from education and training they will often consult a color wheel or 

color palettes to determine the complimentary colors. For the average person you select color 

families when you select a paint from your local home renovation store. The color palette or 

swatch will provide the complementary colors. The selection of a complementary shade or 

color should be two levels darker or lighter. This will provide contrast to the viewer and is 

esthetically pleasing. Avoid picking a color that is only one shade darker or lighter as there will 

be insufficient contrast in your intended image. The web link below provides an excellent 

tutorial on color theory.  

http://www.colormatters.com/color-and-design/basic-color-theory 

RGB Color Wheel Example for photographers: 

 

* Image used under CC-BY-SA-3.0; Released under the GNU Free Documentation License. 

 

http://www.colormatters.com/color-and-design/basic-color-theory
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/GNU_Free_Documentation_License
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To further build upon your theme and vision you may wish to further refine a look by selecting props 

that have characteristic of form, pattern and texture. Using all of these elements can transform your 

image from a simple snapshot to a vibrant image. 

In simple terms; form means the shape and/or physical dimensions of the prop. Are you selecting a large 

umbrella or a small umbrella for the model to hold? Is it a traditional shape or more dome shaped? The 

shape can help define your image. In the example below the fan shows us the use of form in an image. 
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Patterns in objects can also define your image. For example, the ribbing on the umbrella creates a 

unique pattern as does the sections of the umbrella and stitching. In nature patterns exist quite 

frequently. Nature presents us both with regular and irregular patterns. In the example image below we 

use a piece of fabric with regular patterns to further define the image. 

 

 

The texture of an object also has a different characteristics. Is the object hard, smooth, ridged, stiff, 

unyielding, etc? The texture characteristics also help define your image. An example would be a pearl 

necklace worn by a model. The pearls are very smooth to the surface of your skin, almost slippery to the 

touch. Contrast this to a necklace made of safety pins.  In the example image below we use texture to 

create a harsh and edgy look. 


