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Introduction

When you think of self portrait photography, your mind often conjures a studio with a plain backdrop, a tripod, and a
camera pointed straight at your face. Yet, the world of self portraiture is far richer than that. One of the most
intriguing techniques that can add depth, drama, and a touch of mystery to your work is the use of a convex mirror.
A convex mirror—a curved, outward bulging surface—offers a unique visual perspective that can transform an
ordinary self portrait into a striking composition that invites the viewer into a world that feels both familiar and
uncanny. In this guide, we will explore what a convex mirror is, how it works, its artistic history, and the practical
steps you'll need to capture a compelling self portrait using this reflective surface. Whether you're a hobbyist looking
to experiment or a seasoned photographer seeking fresh ideas, mastering the self portrait in convex mirror will
expand your creative toolkit and open new avenues for visual storytelling.

What Is a Convex Mirror?

A convex mirror is a reflective surface that curves outward, resembling the shape of a sphere’s exterior. Unlike a flat
or concave mirror, which can focus light to a single point, a convex mirror spreads light across a wider area. This
curvature causes the reflected image to appear smaller and more expansive, capturing a broader field of view. The
result is a unique visual distortion that can make subjects appear elongated, slightly flattened, or subtly warped,
depending on the mirror’s radius of curvature.

Key Optical Properties

* Wide Field of View: Convex mirrors can reflect up to 180 degrees, allowing you to capture more of the
environment around you.

¢ Reduced Distortion: While convex mirrors introduce a gentle distortion, the effect is often more subtle than the
exaggerated magnification seen in fisheye lenses.

e Safety: Because the reflected image is smaller, convex mirrors are commonly used in security settings to
reduce the chance of a person striking the surface.

The Historical Context of Convex Mirrors in Art

Convex mirrors have a storied presence in both science and art. In the 17th and 18th centuries, artists used them
to study perspective and the behavior of light. In the 19th century, the “mirror self portrait” trend grew, and
photographers began experimenting with reflective surfaces to create self studies that captured the artist's
personality in a new light. In contemporary art, convex mirrors are employed for their ability to challenge perception,
playing with the viewer's sense of scale and depth. From the works of Salvador Dali, who used a convex mirror to
depict a surreal, distorted self portrait, to the minimalist installations of contemporary photographers, the convex
mirror remains a powerful tool for visual exploration.

Why Use a Convex Mirror for Self Portraiture?

There are several compelling reasons to incorporate a convex mirror into your self portrait practice:

1. Expands Composition: The mirror's wide angle lets you include background elements that would otherwise



be out of reach.

2. Creates Dramatic Distortion: The subtle warping adds an artistic edge, making your portrait stand out.

3. Encourages Experimentation: Working with a convex mirror forces you to think differently about framing,
lighting, and subject placement.

4. Enhances Storytelling: The mirror can serve as a metaphor for self reflection, introspection, or the multiplicity
of identity.

Technical Setup: Preparing Your Convex Mirror Self Portrait

Choosing the Right Mirror

Not all convex mirrors are created equal. Here are the factors to consider:

¢ Size: A mirror that’s too small may not capture enough of the background, while a very large mirror can be
unwieldy. A 12—18 inch diameter is a good starting point for most home studios.

e Curvature Radius: Mirrors with a gentle curvature (larger radius) produce a subtle distortion, whereas a
steeper curvature (smaller radius) intensifies the effect. Experiment to find the sweet spot that matches your
aesthetic.

e Material Quality: A high quality reflective coating reduces glare and ensures a clear image.

Camera Settings for Convex Mirror Portraits

Because convex mirrors spread light over a larger area, you may need to adjust your camera’s exposure settings:

e Aperture: A moderate aperture (f/5.6—f/8) balances depth of field and sharpness across the distorted surface.

e ISO: Keep ISO low (100-400) to avoid noise, especially if you're shooting in controlled lighting.

» Shutter Speed: If you're using a tripod, slower shutter speeds are fine; for handheld shots, aim for at least
1/60th to avoid motion blur.

¢ White Balance: Set your white balance to match the lighting source (daylight, tungsten, or custom) to
preserve color accuracy.

Lighting Considerations

Lighting is critical in convex mirror portraits because the mirror can create unexpected highlights and shadows. Use
these strategies:

< Softhox or Diffused Light: Soft lighting reduces harsh reflections and keeps the mirror surface evenly
illuminated.

« Backlighting: Position a light source behind the mirror to create a subtle rim light around the subject,
enhancing the sense of depth.

« Reflectors: Use a white reflector to bounce light onto the subject’s face, reducing shadows caused by the
mirror's curvature.

Composition Tips for Convex Mirror Self Portraits

Positioning Yourself Relative to the Mirror

Finding the optimal angle is essential. Here are a few guidelines:

« Directly Facing the Mirror: This yields a symmetrical reflection, ideal for portraits that emphasize facial
features.

e Side Angle: Positioning slightly to the side introduces a more dynamic perspective, making the reflection
appear elongated.

e From Below: Shooting from a lower angle can create an imposing, almost surreal effect, as the mirror’s



curvature exaggerates the subject’s profile.

Incorporating the Background

Because convex mirrors capture a wide field, you can include background elements that add context or mood.
Consider these ideas:

« Urban Landscape: A city skyline reflected in a convex mirror can suggest isolation or anonymity.
< Nature Elements: A forest or water scene reflected behind you can create a dreamlike atmosphere.
¢ Abstract Patterns: Use patterned textiles or geometric shapes behind you to add visual interest.

Using the Mirror as a Frame

Treat the convex mirror's edge as a natural frame. By aligning the subject's gaze with the mirror's center, you can
create a balanced composition that feels intentional and polished.

Step by Step Guide: Capturing Your Self Portrait in a Convex Mirror

1. Set Up Your Mirror: Place the convex mirror on a stable surface or mount it on a tripod. Ensure it is level and
free from dust or smudges.

2. Arrange Your Lighting: Position your softbox or LED panel to the side and a reflector opposite to fill shadows.
Add a rim light behind the mirror if desired.

3. Adjust Camera Settings: Set your camera to manual mode. Choose an aperture between f/5.6—/8, 1ISO 100—
400, and a shutter speed that matches your lighting.

4. Compose the Shot: Position yourself according to the angle that best suits your concept. Experiment with
different positions until you find the most compelling reflection.

5. Focus: Use manual focus or focus on a point in the mirror that represents the subject’s eye level. This
ensures the face is sharp.

6. Take Multiple Shots: Vary your pose, expression, and lighting slightly between takes to give yourself options
during post processing.

7. Review and Adjust: Check the images on your camera’s LCD. If the reflection looks too distorted or too flat,
adjust the mirror’s distance or curvature.

8. Post Processing: Use editing software to fine tune exposure, contrast, and color balance. You can also
enhance the distortion effect by applying a subtle warp filter if you wish.

Creative ldeas for Convex Mirror Self Portraits

Conceptual Themes

« ldentity & Multiplicity: Use the mirror to symbolize the many facets of your personality. Layer the reflection with
subtle overlays or text.

e Time & Aging: Combine a convex mirror with a time lapse element to show how your face changes over time.

e Surrealism: Add fantastical elements—Iike floating objects or dreamlike backgrounds—to create a surreal
atmosphere.

Mixed Media Integration

Incorporate other media to deepen the narrative:

« Digital Painting: Overlay a painted background that interacts with the mirror’s distortion.
* Printmaking: Print the mirror image onto a canvas and add hand drawn details.
¢ Video: Create a short loop where you move slightly, watching the reflection shift in real time.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them



Glare and Reflections
Convex mirrors can produce unwanted glare, especially if the lighting source is too close. To mitigate this:
e Use polarizing filters on your camera lens to reduce glare.

¢ Adjust the angle of your lights so they reflect off the mirror’s surface rather than directly onto it.
e In post processing, apply selective dodge and burn tools to balance highlights.

Distortion Overkill
Some mirrors have a steep curvature that can distort facial features excessively. If this is the case:
« Move the mirror farther away from the subject to reduce distortion.

¢ Choose a mirror with a gentler curvature for a subtler effect.
« In editing, use the warp tool to correct extreme distortions if you prefer a more natural look.

Focus Issues
Because convex mirrors spread light, focusing can be tricky:
e Use a tripod to keep the camera steady.

¢ Manually set focus on the subject’s eyes in the reflection.
e Take a focus bracketing shot if you're uncertain.

Post Processing Tips for Convex Mirror Portraits

Editing can elevate your self portrait, enhancing the mirror's unique characteristics while keeping the subject’s
essence intact.

Color Grading

Apply a subtle color grade to unify the reflection and background. A slight teal or orange tint can add mood.

Contrast & Clarity

Increase contrast to sharpen the reflection’s edges. Use the clarity slider to enhance mid tone details without
introducing noise.

Distortion Correction

Tools like Photoshop’s Lens Correctionpanel allow you to adjust the mirror's curvature. If you prefer the distortion,
simply leave it as is.

Layering & Effects

Blend multiple exposures or overlay textures to add depth. A subtle vignette can focus attention on the subject’s
face.

Examples from Renowned Photographers

Many
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