
Photography is often seen as an expensive hobby, 
but here’s a way to create a lot of fun for very little 
money: a macro extension tube you can make for 
less than $5 worth of materials.

Macro Tube Theory
The concept of a macro tube is as old as pho-
tography itself. Normally, a lens takes incoming 
parallel light and focuses it down onto the film or 
imaging chip. By turning the lens the wrong way 
around, the opposite happens: light focused in on 
a small area is refracted to become more parallel. 
 With the lens in its wrong-way configuration, 
either by using a reversal ring or by just holding 

Macro Photography
On a Budget
Pringles-can lens extender produces dazzling 
ultra close-ups for peanuts. By Haje Jan Kamps
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it against your camera body, you can take photos 
up close. In theory, the farther away from the 
camera you hold your lens, the higher magni-
fication you get. The problem is that the “air” 
between the camera and lens element can’t have 
any light leaking in. Furthermore, there cannot be 
any lens movement when you take photos, as this 
will result in blurry photos. The solution? A macro 
extension tube, which holds the lens and shuts 
out light.
 Extension tubes and bellows can be bought, 
but that’s definitely more expensive and prob-
ably a lot less gratifying than building something 
yourself. For our tube, we’ll use a Pringles can, 

Make this macro 
extension tube out of 
$5 worth of materials.

Pringles can

Black felt

Standard lens, but 
assembled backwards

System camera
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which is long and lightproof. At one end, we’ll 
attach a camera body cap with a hole cut out of 
the middle, which will make it easy to screw the 
extension tube into the camera body. At the other 
end, we’ll put the reversed lens.

WARNING: Throughout this project, the insides 
of the camera are exposed to dust and dirt, and 
cameras hate both. It may be best to do this ex-
periment with an old, film-based SLR. If you wind 
up having to take your Digital SLR camera in for 
servicing, it will be far more expensive than just 
buying a macro lens in the first place.

Perforate the Cap
Use the Dremel to cut a hole in the camera body 
cap. Cut out as much as you can, but make sure 
to leave the whole bayonet mount intact. Sand 
the inside edge to matte the surface; this edge 
may be subjected to light from the lens, and you 
want to prevent reflections.
 
Prepare the Tube
Mark the hole in the body cap on the bottom 
metal end of a Pringles tube, and use a Dremel to 
cut a neat hole in the bottom of the tube. When 
this is completed, make sure to completely clean 
the inside of the tube — you don’t want aluminum 
shavings (or salt and grease) in your camera 
body. Then line the inside of the tube completely 
in black felt. This will stop reflections, which will 
dramatically improve the photo quality.

Attach the Cap
Glue the body cap to the Pringles tube using hot 
glue or strong epoxy. This connection has to bear 
quite a bit of weight, so use strong glue. If the 
glue dries translucent, use black paint or a felt-
tip marker to darken it and prevent light leaks.

Haje Jan Kamps is a freelance writer and photographer 

based in Bristol, England. He runs photocritic.org for DIY 

photographers and their projects.

Choose and Install the Lens
Most lenses, including zoom lenses, should be 
perfectly usable for this project, but I recommend 
a standard lens, as they are usually cheaper,
sharper, and easier to focus. I used a Canon 
50mm f/1.8 MK2. It is the cheapest lens in Canon’s
catalog, but also one of the best. 
 If you’re lucky, you’ll be able to slip the lens 
inside the open end of the Pringles tube, and it 
will fit snugly against the felt. Failing this, wrap 
another layer of felt around the lens, tape it 
down, and try again. Be sure to put the lens into 
the tube backwards, with its electrical contacts 
facing away from the camera body. 
 
Take Photos!
You don’t focus this lens by using the focusing 
rings; instead, you just move either the camera or 
your subject matter nearer or farther. This lens 
has next to no depth of field, so focusing in this 
way can be frustrating. 
 For setting exposure, your camera’s internal 
light meter is actually a good starting point — it 
isn’t always accurate, but it will give you an idea. 
Be careful, though, because any movement during 
the exposure will blur the image. To prevent 
blurring, use the self-timer or a remote shutter 
lead. If your camera supports mirror lock-up, use 
this as well, to further reduce vibration.
 Taking good macro photos takes a lot of 
practice, and it’s often a technical exercise rather 
than a creative one. But it’s fun, and it opens up a 
world of photos that would otherwise have been 
impossible. Experiment, create, and enjoy!

Canon EF Aperture Hacking
All of Canon’s newer lenses have electronically 
controlled aperture, so you can’t normally stop 
down a lens unless it is attached to the camera. 
There is a trick you can use, however: put the lens 
on the camera, and set the camera to fully manual 
(M). Select the aperture you want. Then, press and 
hold the aperture preview button, and take the lens 
off the camera. If you have done it right, you are 
now holding a lens that is still stopped down at the 
aperture you selected.

MATERIALS

System camera with removable lenses
(SLR or similar)

Body cap for your camera

Pringles can, or tube of similar dimensions

Standard (i.e. non-zoom) lens

Dremel or other cutting tool

Black felt

Sandpaper

Hot glue or epoxy
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