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One of the more interesting aspects of photography is macro photography, creating images of 
very small objects. So often, common, everyday objects take on a whole new dimension when 
viewed at 100% or great magnification. A true macro is defined as a 1:1 image. In other words, if 
an object is 22.5mm across the image will exactly fit from side to side on a Canon dSLR sensor 
with a 1.6 crop factor because such sensors are 22.5mm x 15mm. 
 
Like all photographic disciplines, one can spend as much as one desires on macros. Some want 
to immediately jump in and buy a macro lens but others are loath to spend anywhere from $400 
to $1300 for a dedicated macro lens. Others are lured by low-cost close-up lenses but quickly 

become disenchanted with the accompanying low quality. All 
told, there are about 5 ways to capture macro photos. 
 
The photo to the left was taken with a Canon 100mm f/2.8 
macro lens. It’s one of Canon’s finest lenses and does double 
duty as an excellent portrait lens. One thing to keep in mind is 
the extremely shallow depth of field when working with a 
macro lens. Notice how the jumping spider’s eyes are in focus 
but the rest of the spider is out of focus. 
 
A very low cost but high quality method involves tools that 
many people already have in their camera gear bag. Most 
people have owned a 35mm film SLR at one time. Such kits 

often came equipped with a manual aperture, 45mm to 55mm “normal” lens. (A normal lens 
captures a scene about the same size as the human eye). For example, I have a Pentax Super 
Takumar 55mm f/1.8 lens that was originally purchased with my Pentax Spotmatic in 1966. 
 
Mounting that lens backwards on a standard lens such as the 18-55mm lens that comes as part of 
Nikon and Canon kits creates an extremely powerful macro lens. To mount the lens backwards, 
one needs a reversing ring that has male threads of the appropriate diameter on both sides. The 
photo below shows the 3 needed components. 
 
The lens on the left is the Pentax lens which takes 
49mm filters and can be found on eBay for about 
$50. The lens on the right is a Canon 50/1.8 which 
takes 52mm filters and cost $79 new. The reversing 
ring in front has 49mm male threads on one side and 
52mm male threads on the opposite side. It costs a 
whopping $8. When the two lenses are mated, it 
looks like the next photo. 
 
Eagle eyed readers may notice that I’m actually using a slightly different setup but the concept 
remains the same. By attaching one lens backwards, you are, in effect, creating a “poor man’s” 
macro lens. 
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The following photo 
was taken with this 
exact setup. A US 
quarter is 24.23mm in 
diameter and this 
Canon dSLR has a 
sensor that is 22.5mm 
wide. Therefore, this is 
a 1:1 macro image. 
The image on the right 
was taken with a 
standard 50mm/1.8 at 
the minimum focus 
distance of about 17”. 
 
 

 
One minor disadvantage of this reverse mounted lens trick is the very short working distance. 
The distance from the front of the lens to the coin is only about 1.5” inch. This is acceptable for 
coins, stamps and other static objects but will be difficult for live, moving objects. 
 
Ensure both lenses are set to maximum aperture (f/1.8 in this case) to reduce vignetting (dark 
corners) and set the primary lens to manual focus. A handy tool is a macro focus rail such as 
Manfrotto 454 Micrometric platform (~$85) but a versatile tripod with an articulating center 
column can also be used. Get into the general focus range by moving the camera and make final 
focus adjustments with the lens focus ring. Most of all have fun! 
 
caveat – If you have a newer lens (80s - mid 90s), it may not have a manual aperture ring. If your 
lens has a lever on the back of the lens to stop down the aperture at the moment the shutter is 
released, you’ll need to use a matchstick or some other object the jam the lever in the open 
position. If you try to use the newest lenses that are all electronic, the aperture can’t be controlled 
manually. 


