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Where to Find Free Media
Download Photos, Videos, Music & More

As a writer, you're not always concerned with visual or audio artwork. It's often secondary to 

the Muse dictating the story. As a self-published author, however, you need media for 

marketing your author brand ethically and legally.   

So, how do you find it and use it? 

The Ultimate Guide to Free Photos, Media & More was too ambitious, plus it wasn't an 

achievable goal.  Instead, I created A Useful Guide to Free Photos, Media & More, with 

more than a dozen top resources to help you find content to illustrate your books, your 

website and your social media without spending a dime on photos, video, music and more. 

I hope you find it helpful. 

I began curating my list of free, downloadable content more than 10 years ago, because of a 

client who ran into problems using stock photography. As a customer of a popular word 

processing software, she had permission to use the artwork that came packaged on the 

software CD. That changed when a large stock photo company purchased the rights to the 

images. The software customers had no way of knowing about the change of ownership. 

My client received a harassing email, threatening a lawsuit if she did not pay $2,000 for 

"illegally" using an image that came pre-packaged on the CD she legally purchased. She 

removed the image, but refused to pay for a product she had the right to use, stating this in a 

strongly worded letter. The harassment stopped, but the lesson was learned: Be careful 

when using media because legal rights can be transferred without your knowledge. 

Let that lesson be in the forefront of your mind as you browse through these websites, which 

offer free media. Rights can be transferred and what was free today, may not be later. 

Throughout the years, that company has grown into one of the world’s largest media 

aggregator and resale company, and with that has come several billion-dollar lawsuits, and 

counter lawsuits because all digital media contain "metadata" and sophisticated software can 

search the Internet, including eBooks, and find proprietary content. 

You can avoid situations like these if you are certain you know who owns the content you 

want to use, and that you're complying with the law.  If you're not sure of ownership, 

considering using TinEye, a website that conducts a reverse image search. Or, use the 

Advanced Safe Search function on Google's Image browser. 

http://www.tineye.com/


Unsplash is filled with "Free (do whatever you want) high-resolution photos." It's a project 

curated by Crew, a Montreal company founded in 2012 with the mission "to change the 

way digital products are built." 

According to its website, the Crew company, "... connects people working on projects 

with hand-picked, screened creative professionals in the mobile and web industry. The 

goal of Crew is to ensure that the right project finds the hands of the right professional, 

every single time."  

The Crew team, "knew there was a better way for freelancers and businesses to work 

together—one that values quality over rock-bottom prices, where trust is a given, and 

creativity is the native currency." 

Crew's marketing manifesto is to be generous and then be rewarded, which is my creed, 

as well. They're a product of the permission marketing mindset and one way Crew is 

generous is to collect and share gorgeous photos from the Public Domain through a lab 

called Unsplash. 

If you sign up for Unsplash, Crew will send you 10 new free stock photos every 10 days. 

Yeah, that's pretty awesome. 

But I love Crew's Unsplash Instant application, which makes the wait for 10 photos 

obsolete. If you're using the Chrome Browser, you can download the Unsplash Instant 

app extension and every time you open a new Tab in your Chrome Browser, the screen 

is adorned with a beautiful photo and the photographer's name, which is linked to that 

person's Unsplash gallery page. You can download that photo, you can "like" it, you can 

share it on Facebook or Twitter, or you can go to the homepage and view other photos. 

All of these hyperlinks are elegantly tucked away into corners of the photo, which is often 

so breathtaking you might forget why you opened the tab in the first place. I recommend 

hesitating when you open a new tab and take a moment to admire, and perhaps click the 

heart icon to "like" the image. 

You can view photos on Unsplash as either a Grid, or a large gallery. You can search by 

keyword, and you can even create an account and "save" photos in collections. 

It's a wonderful resource, and it's become my "Go-To" for images above all others. The 

reason for this is simple: These photos are beautiful. 

UNSPLASH 
https://unsplash.com 

https://unsplash.com/


Another one of my "Go-To" sites is Creative Market, which is a platform for "handcrafted, 

mousemade design content from independent creatives around the world." 

All content is for sale, but you can make a free account and every Monday, enjoy six 

FREE downloads! These downloads vary from illustrations to photographs to code 

snippets to entire website themes. 

How cool is that? 

Of course, this free incentive leads to purchases, but they're often inexpensive. They're 

also gorgeous. The artists, artisans and coders who sell their content through Creative 

Market are vetted by the company, and the outlet enables the creatives to make money 

doing what they're passionate about—art. 

I put an alert on my Google Calendar so every Monday morning, I get an email with the 

link to https://creativemarket.com/free-goods. I stash these items in my Google Drive, in 

a folder I've named STOCK IMAGES & MEDIA. When I need an item, I can browse my 

Google Drive folder. If I'm working with someone, I can share the Google Drive folder 

with them, and they can access images on their own. 

By creating a good habit of checking the website every week for the past few years, I've 

accumulated an extensive library of stock images. These are at my fingertips. 

One problem with this is I can spend a bit of time browsing and organizing my "Stash" 

instead of working. Sometimes, I suppose, I use the excuse of organizing when I'm 

looking to avoid a task. It's more fun to look at nice objects and covet my hoard than it is 

to get to work. 

Creative Market boasts 2 million members and its sellers can earn 70 percent on each 

sale. Also, Creative Market does not put a cap on how many items someone can sell or 

the price. If you're a creative, there’s nothing to lose in letting Creative Market help 

promote your work, and since you know the value of your work you can keep control over 

product prices and change them at anytime. 

I like companies that help facilitate the movement of goods between creative maker and 

customer, and I especially like the Free Monday concept.

CREATIVE MARKET 
https://creativemarket.com 

https://creativemarket.com/


Envato Market is a similar site to Creative Market, however, it contains more 

technological art, website themes, codes, plugins, music, videos, photos and more. 

And like Creative Market, Envato gives away free content. This company provides six 

freebies, but their delivery is once a month. You can download items from: 

ENVATO MARKET 
https://market.envato.com 

ThemeForest 
AudioJungle 
VideoHive 
GraphicRiver 
CodeCanyon 
PhotoDune 

Envato's marketplace also connects millions of people around the world to buy files, hire 

freelancers, or learn the skills needed to build websites, videos, apps, graphics and 

more. 

I have an alert on my Google Calendar for the first Monday of each month to check 

Envato, and download the freebies. Of course, I stash these goodies in my Google Drive 

STOCK IMAGES & MEDIA folder to use in future projects. 

I also buy my themes and many of my plugins through Envato. If I'm working with a client 

and they're looking for artwork or music, Envato is my first choice. I like the service I 

receive as a customer, and I've had great assistance when dealing with returns.  

Of course, I like to use FREE when I can, but when I'm serious about a project, I always 

consider purchasing quality content. For example, I use a premium, professional theme 

on my website, which I purchased through Envato. Anytime I work with a client on a new 

website, I'll recommend the theme I use, not because I'm familiar with the backend, but 

because it's a superior product with regular updates and myriad design demos that 

guarantee a beautiful, highly functional website. 

Check out Envato and make your free account there today. Add it to your calendar and 

return at least once a month and create your own stash of awesome creative content. 

https://market.envato.com/


A useful guide to free photos needs to include Flickr, the world's largest online photo 

management and sharing resource, created by Ludicorp in 2004 and acquired by Yahoo 

in 2005. Flickr claims it is, "... home to 13 billion photos, 120 million people, and 2 million 

groups." On 25 July 2016, Verizon announced that it had entered a deal to acquire 

Yahoo and Flickr. The deal is expected to close in 2017. 

According to its website, Flickr has two main goals: 

1. We want to help people make their photos available to the people who matter to them. 

2. We want to enable new ways of organizing photos and video. 

Flickr does not want to offer photos for commercial use; they tried the Flickr Marketplace 

licensing program, but nobody liked it. They reported: "Over the past year we have 

received feedback from our contributors regarding their experience around licensing and 

royalties. It was our hope to create the right Marketplace for our contributors, but based 

on this feedback, we understand there is more work to be done. As a result, the Flickr 

Marketplace licensing program is closed." 

Their guidelines are altruistic, and they encourage people to play nice. They don't want 

photographers to post inappropriate artwork because children visit the site. They don't 

want people to spam or nag or insult each other.  

When a photographer uploads a photo to Flickr, they can opt to use a Creative 

Commons license, which grants varying degrees of permission to the user. 

The problem I foresee with Flickr, however, is when someone changes their mind about 

the license they've  applied to their photos and goes back and changes it. If this has 

happened, and you've already downloaded and used a Flickr photo (properly at the 

time), then you could be violating a copyright or license. 

Flickr is routinely dredged by another one of my favorite places to look for artwork, 

Wikimedia Commons, but I'll speak about that in another chapter. 

I have photos on Flickr, but I don't use the service often.  It's a personal choice; I don't 

have time to bother, and I'm not a fan of Yahoo. I prefer Google. With the recent breach 

of its users' information, I feel vindicated, although I'm also a bit worried. My husband 

uses Yahoo so there goes all our private info. 

FLICKR 
https://www.flickr.com

https://www.flickr.com/


Pixabay offers photos, illustrations, vector graphics and videos. You can use the general 

search or you can review the Editor's Choice. Some photos are exotic, some are 

mundane, such as Buddhist monks in saffron robes praying in a Tibetan temple, or a 

basket of yarn and knitting needles. You never know what you're going to get, but if 

ordinary and extraordinary are your needs, you may find them at Pixabay. 

Most photos on Pixabay are free of copyrights, with the exception of sponsored images, 

which help to finance the Pixabay platform, and to provide customers with a choice of 

professional photos. Those images are watermarked with the Shutterstock logo. 

Also, there is explicit content on Pixabay, so you have to be careful when searching. The 

website recommends you, "... make use of our SafeSearch filter, which can help you 

block inappropriate or explicit images from your search results. The SafeSearch filter 

isn't 100% accurate, but it helps you avoid most adult content." 

Other pictures are released under Creative Commons CC0 licenses into the public 

domain. That means you can copy, modify, distribute, and use the images, even for 

commercial purposes, all without asking for permission or giving credits to the artist. That 

doesn't mean that the content isn't still protected by trademarks, publicity or privacy 

rights.  It's confusing, isn't it? 

PIXABAY 
https://pixabay.com 

https://pixabay.com/


Wikimedia Commons is a media file repository, part of the non-profit, multilingual, free- 

content Wikimedia family. Launched in 2004, Wikimedia Commons hit the 1,000,000 

uploaded media file milestone in 2006 and currently contains 35 million files. 

It acts as a common repository for the various projects of the Wikimedia Foundation, and 

is created and maintained by volunteers. 

Unlike traditional media repositories, Wikimedia Commons is free. Everyone is allowed to 

copy, use and modify any files here freely as long as they follow the terms specified by 

the author. This often means crediting the source and author(s) appropriately and 

releasing copies/improvements under the same freedom to others. 

It was one of my original, "Go-To" resource for photographs, before Unsplash. I avoid 

using the photos that are aggregated from Flickr. I worry that owners may change their 

minds and change the license, so I stick with safe content. I use resources from this site 

when I see the content is in Public Domain.

It's a great outlet for other types of media, as well. There are short video clips, audio and 

illustrations. I especially enjoy the historic content. 

Wikimedia Commons uses the same wiki-technology as Wikipedia and everyone can edit 

it. It's easy to make an account and upload your own photos or media. In fact, I make my 

Media Writing college students become Wiki members and "donate" a photo to the 

common good. I relate to Wiki's motto of "A rising tide lifts all boats," and since it has 

supported me with information and content, I support it. 

Every year when Wikimedia conducts its fundraiser, I donate. It's not a lot of money, but 

every dollar helps, so I contribute. I hope you'll consider doing the same. It's a great 

resource for millions of people. 

One great thing about Wikimedia Commons is the photos uploaded here are used on the 

regular encyclopedia site, Wikipedia.  Unlike media files uploaded to other projects, files 

uploaded to Wikimedia Commons can be embedded on pages of all Wikimedia projects 

without the need to separately upload them there. 

Wikimedia Commons 
https://commons.wikimedia.org 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/


Gratisography is a bit different than other stock photography sites. First, it claims to be 

super funky and fun, and all pictures were photographed by Ryan McGuire, who put his 

artwork on the site free of copyright restrictions.  

This is one interesting and generous man. 

Based in Ithaca, NY, the whimsically creative visual artist not only photographs people, 

places and things, but he creates funny images (using photo editing software).  

"My art is one of the many mechanisms I use to connect with people," McGuire says. 

"Art, like music, is a bonding and inspirational medium. I make art to share a part of my 

imagination with the world and to make you smile." 

These free, high-resolution pictures can be used on your personal and commercial 

projects, and new awesome pictures are added weekly. 

If you like what he does and you use his art, consider buying him a cup of coffee. Like 

many entertaining individuals, McGuire accepts tips. There's a link on the website that 

connects to his PayPal.me account, and you can send him a donation of any amount. Be 

generous, if you do decide to use his art. I plan on using his "Lost Cat" poster when/if my 

cat runs away, so I've already "bought" him a cup of coffee.   

Or, if you need an interesting artist to work with you on a project, McGuire's primary 

income comes from his graphic and website design company, Bells Design.  

Gratisography 
http://www.gratisography.com 

McGuire also created “I Look Silly,” 

yet another (you guessed it) 

"whimsical" photography series that 

includes 50+ unique, high-definition 

portraits of people wearing a classic 

Groucho Marx disguise. He created 

the project to provide the Ithaca 

community an opportunity to 

participate in creating art. The 

portraits were installed outside of the 

Tompkins County (NY) Public Library. 

http://www.gratisography.com/


I don't have experience using StockSnap. I have too many resources already, so I stick 

to my favorites, but that could change tomorrow. 

Made by the creators of Snappa, StockSnap claims to be, "...the best place on the 

Internet to find beautiful free stock photos. We select nothing but the highest quality, 

highest resolution pictures and add them to our database on a daily basis. This is not 

your typical crappy stock photo site." 

Note that they called the other stock photo sites "crappy," not me. They also call their 

site, "... a bad ass repository of beautiful stock photography." 

O'erweening pride (hubris) is not one of StockSnap's concerns. 

All photos uploaded to the site are released under Creative Commons  (CC0) and do not 

require attribution. 

Like Unsplash, the company's team curates stock photos found on the Internet, and they 

also upload photos from select photographers within their network. Also like Unsplash, 

StockSnap invites you to provide an email address and they'll send you their Editor's 

Picks each week. 

I'm sure they'll also send you other invitations, since that's the point of collecting an 

email: Build a list and share content generously so you'll love them and buy their other 

products. Oh wait, that's my business plan, also. Nevermind. 

Here's a message from the company: "We're very grateful for all the photographers who 

are nice enough to share their work for free. To pay our respects, we identify the author 

of each photograph and link back to their profile. Our long term vision is to create an 

amazing community of photographers that want to share their work with the world." 

Snappa, by the way, is a graphic editor that's powerful and easy to use. Similar to 

Canva, you can drag and drop images and content to create images in minutes. You can 

connect your social media accounts with Snappa and use Buffer to schedule posts. 

The graphic editor Snappa should not be confused with the beer-drinking game, 

Snappa, which involves a table, four pint glasses, a die, and four players.

STOCKSNAP 
https://stocksnap.io 

https://stocksnap.io/


PicJumbo also is the work of one person. Viktor Hanacek is 20-something photographer 

living in the Czech Republic. In 2013, he created PicJumbo, a stock photo website with 

free photos. Today, the site is used by millions of bloggers, designers and marketers all 

around the world. In addition to free images, Hanacek offers a premium membership for 

photos of higher quality.  

His is the story of the young entrepreneur, who learned to code and build websites at the 

age of 14. He earned $40 for his first gig, and decided his career lay in freelancing and

owning his own bootstrap business. He began taking photographs as well, and submitted 

them to stock photography websites for sale, but they were all rejected. In retrospect, he 

said he was glad because it forced him to work on his craft and improve. 

He also decided to build his own website to sell photos (since nobody else would do it for 

him), and for a couple of days, he established it as a paid site. For $1.99, people could 

download images. 

But nobody did. 

So he added "FREE" to the DOWNLOAD IMAGE button, and started giving away his art. 

The first year, more than 700,000 images were downloaded, and he knew he had found 

his niche. He needed to monetize it, and soon he added a premium membership side of 

the site. 

PicJumbo 
https://picjumbo.com 

Like many photo websites, you can 

sign up to Hanacek's email list and 

receive free images each week, 

delivered to your inbox. You'll also 

receive other invitations, but that's 

the cost of doing business in the 

"permission marketing" world. You 

never know, his next email could be 

exactly the creative content you need 

for your work, or the awesome 

Christmas Collection he made with 

his adorable dog, Jessie. 

https://picjumbo.com/


So, here's where the science nerd in me surfaces. NASA has great images if you're 

working on projects that relate, and even if they don't relate.  

For example, I helped a friend create a short meditation video once, and I used gorgeous 

photos taken by the Hubble Telescope, courtesy of NASA. It was a soothing experience,

watching the beautiful, interstellar images while listening to the meditation.  

Simply use the GALLERY submenu items to explore the digital content. You'll be 

surprised at the extent of images and video available. The best thing is, it's all Public 

Domain content. If you're a citizen of the United States, thank you, because it's your tax 

dollars that have paid for this content, paid for the time of the government employees 

who collected or created this content, and that's why it is in the Public Domain. 

This means you are free to use the content in any way you wish, even modify it, without 

attributing anyone. So, if you want to make a Photoshop mashup of yourself standing on 

the Moon, your foot hovering over the footprint left by an Apollo 17 astronaut, have at it. 

Okay, I know I said I'm not on Flickr often, but many of the photos on that platform are 

from the U.S. Government, including NASA, so those images are safe to use. 

Remember, it's the photos by individuals who can change their mind about the level of 

creative licenses they'll allow you to use that worries me. People can change their minds, 

and decide to sell that lovely photo to a stock photography company, and you might not 

know this until you get an invoice from the company claiming you owe them money, and 

even threatening lawsuits if you don't pay.  

As U.S. citizens, we're already paying for the rights to use government-made content 

when we pay taxes, although it may not be too far a stretch to compare the IRS to a 

money-hungry, consciousless stock photography company threatening penalties if you 

don't pay. 

By the way, I want to take a minute to brag here: I've had the privilege to speak with 

several astronauts during my writing career. These include: Mae Jemison, the first 

African-American woman to travel in space; John Glenn, the first American to orbit Earth; 

Terry Virts, a Little League coach and astronaut, and Story Musgrave, a cowboy 

astronaut who repaired the Hubble Telescope. 

NASA IMAGE GALLERY 
https://www.nasa.gov 

https://www.nasa.gov/multimedia/imagegallery


The Library of Congress is an excellent resource, with an emphasis on History and 

Heritage, but it might not fit your needs if you're working on a contemporary project. 

The Library of Congress’s mission is, "... to support Congress in fulfilling its constitutional 

duties, and to further the progress of knowledge and creativity for the benefit of the 

American people." Its websites offer public access to a wide range of information, 

including historical materials that may contain offensive language or negative 

stereotypes, so be mindful when browsing. 

That being said, the Library of Congress does not own the rights to materials in its 

collections. As a publicly supported institution, it can not charge permission fees for using 

materials, and generally does not grant or deny permission to publish or otherwise 

distribute them. 

Permissions and fees may be required from the individual copyright holder, if items are 

not in Public Domain. Reproduction of content protected by copyright, beyond what is 

allowed by fair use or other exemptions, requires written permission from the copyright 

holder. 

Examples of items available on LOC.gov include this 1899 photograph of African 

American women and men posed by machinery, Lexington Laundry, Richmond, Virginia. 

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS (LOC) 
https://www.loc.gov 

How to Find Free to Use Media 

The bottom of the LOC 

homepage features items from 

the library’s digital collections that 

are freely available for your use. 

The library's digital collections 

comprise millions of items 

including books, newspapers, 

manuscripts, prints and photos, 

maps, musical scores, recordings 

and more, so have fun exploring.

http://www.loc.gov/


PD Info is the Public Domain Information Project, and was created in 1986 by Marji 

Hazen and a group of folk singers in Ashland, Ohio, to help musicians find sheet music in 

the public domain. 

PD moved to Atlanta in 1999, part of Haven Sound, Inc., and now boasts a professional 

recording studio and audio-post facility, a library of public domain music, and print-on- 

demand systems for publishing sheet music and royalty free sound recordings. 

According to its website, "Our expertise includes sound engineering, audio post 

engineering, public domain music research,  rare book preservation, and more web 

programming experience than any bunch of musicians ever ought to have to do. PD Info 

started out working with independent artists and filmmakers.  But the pros quickly 

recognized quality work at great prices, and our products and services are found virtually 

anywhere you find commercial music." 

Public Domain is tricky, and PD Info has the goal to, "teach you how to understand and 

fully respect legal copyright protection, yet identify and freely use music that is truly in the 

public domain." 

When a work passes into the public domain it can be used without permission or charge 

because no one owns it, however, care must be taken to determine if a work is actually 

in the public domain.  

Works in the public domain are those whose exclusive intellectual property rights have 

expired, have been forfeited, or are inapplicable. For example, the works of Shakespeare 

and Beethoven, and most of the early silent films, are all now in the public domain by 

either being created before copyrights existed or leaving the copyright term. 

In the United States, determining if content is public domain or is still under copyright is 

complex, because copyright terms have been extended. The claim that, "... pre-1923 

works are in the public domain" is correct only for published works; unpublished works 

are under federal copyright for at least the life of the author plus 70 years. 

Works of the United States Government are excluded from copyright law and may 

therefore be considered to be in the public domain. 

PD Info 
http://www.pdinfo.com 

http://www.pdinfo.com/


iStock is where it began for me, but now I seldom visit the site. The generous FREE 

DOWNLOADS each week seems intermittent. That being said, I stopped by the site to 

check on it today, and downloaded three new pieces of content. 

iStock offers a photo, an illustration and a video, and will sync it with your Dropbox 

account or let you download. Since I pay for space on Google Drive, I prefer to download 

the items to my connected Google Drive folder. Dropbox would get too full, too fast, if I 

used it for my free content downloads. 

Founded in 2000 by a six-person team, iStock claims it, "... created the crowd-sourced 

stock industry and became the original source for user-generated stock photos, vectors 

and illustrations, and video clips." The company provides artists with a platform to make 

money with their passions by licensing their stock content to businesses and individuals 

around the world for use in a wide variety of projects. 

On February 9, 2006, iStockphoto was acquired by Getty Images for $50 million. 

iStock 
http://www.istockphoto.com 

http://www.istockphoto.com/


Getty Images now allows non-commercial sites to embed some of its photos at no cost. 

If you have a commercial site, then move along. This doesn't pertain to you. 

Also, you can't download an image and then upload it to your website. That is not 

allowed. What is allowed is embedding it. 

Embedding content is more intrusive than adding a photo. Similar to using the YouTube 

video embedding function, the embedded Getty Image retains its own frame, share 

buttons and branding. This brings all the metadata with the image, and Getty is able to 

locate its users easily. If you have a non-commercial need for media on your website, 

and would like to use Getty's images, then read the instructions carefully and then click 

on the “Search images available to embed” link.  

I have a commercial site, so I do not use Getty Images. If you decide to someday convert 

your website to a commercial site, you will need to remove all embedded images. 

Meanwhile, I'll stick with photographers like the whimsical Ryan McGuire 

of Gratisography, whose bear is shown below.  

Getty Images 
http://www.gettyimages.com 

http://www.gettyimages.com/

