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Introduction


  Never in a million years would I have guessed that I would be shooting photos of girls in their underwear for a living! Out of all the different types of photography, I think I have chosen one of the most fun to shoot. It sure beats shooting weddings!


  People always ask me how I got started with boudoir and pinup girl photography. I think it is actually the number one question asked at our studio. I’ve been a huge fan of everything retro for many years. I always liked the old TV shows from the 1950s, the cars and culture from that time period just looked like a great deal of fun. I was getting a little bit bored with shooting commercial photography and was looking for something a bit more creative to have a little fun with. I was thumbing through a book of pinup girl paintings and thought, this would be fun! I decided to round up a few of my female friends and try my hand at shooting pinup girl photography. The photos were really bad. We had fun shooting them, but they were not that great. I didn’t know how to pose the girls, I wasn’t that great at lighting the female form… basically, it was a mess. Since it was a lot of fun to do, I decided I would figure it out. I shot more pinups and after a little bit of practice I was ready to post a few to my main photography blog. As I started to post the shots, something happened that I had not planned for. Strangers started emailing me to ask about booking a pinup shoot. Wow, I guess I need a game plan!


  After a few more shoots and a bunch of inquiries, I started a second photography studio, Boudoir Louisville. Now I had a name, but that was about it. My studio at the time was mainly a meeting area for new commercial clients with a small shooting studio attached. I started filling it with tons of retro and vintage props. In no time, I had out grown my studio. It looked more like an antique store than a photo studio. It was time to move. I also needed to hire someone to help me keep up with all of the new business my pinups had generated. I hired an assistant right off the bat. Her name is Britt. She takes care of bookings as well as our hair and makeup. During the shoot, she poses the girls and provides comedic relief. Boudoir Louisville was growing.


  Over a two-and-a-half year period, we have grown from our small 600-sq-ft studio to a 4500-sq-ft space in Louisville, Kentucky. We have also just snapped photos of our 500th girl!


  We received a bunch of emails from other photographers all over the world. They all wanted tips on starting their own pinup and boudoir business as well as how to shoot this stuff. Last year we decided to offer workshops at our studio for photographers who wanted to learn our tricks of the trade. We have had folks fly in from all over the country to learn pinup and boudoir from us. It’s always fun to check in on folks that have attended our workshops to see how they have grown their businesses. During the first year of shooting studio pinups, I developed a very straightforward lighting system that is 100% repeatable every time. Since you don’t have to worry about the technical aspect of the shoot, you can concentrate on your interaction with your client.


  As you read through this book, keep in mind that I’m a bit of a goof-ball! I like to have fun with what I do for a living. What we do is not rocket science, but it does make a huge difference in the lives of our clients. We often receive emails and letters from past clients thanking us for the experience. It’s always fun when the husband of past clients contacts us to thank us as well! Girls book photo shoots as a gift for their special someone, but leave feeling empowered. Clients get a huge ego boost when they shoot with us.


  There are many reasons that people book with us. We are close to a military base. One of the coolest things we do is shoot pinups that clients send overseas to their men fighting for our country. If you think back, this is the exact way that pinups became so popular. It feels great to keep this art form alive.


  If you have ever wanted to shoot pinup photography, you will love this book. We show you everything. We walk you through setting up your first on-location pinup shoot. How to find the perfect location, how to select your model, wardrobe, etc… After the game plan has been established, we get technical! We show you exactly how we lit the shot. We also talk about shopping for the perfect props as well as how to set up your very own pinup studio space.
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  STUDIO SHOOT


  Pinups in the studio
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Setting up your studio


  THE GREAT NEWS about shooting retro pinup photography in the studio is that the setup can be quite simple. When I started shooting pinup photography, my style was dictated by the lack of light in my small studio. This was compounded by the mistake I made of painting the entire shooting area dark gray. I had assumed that by painting the entire area a dark color, I would get rid of any stray light, but basically all I did was create a very uninviting space for the models to enter—not the best way to start a shoot!


  When I moved studio, I went for the opposite effect and found an open and airy space with lots of light. I also painted the whole place flat white, which makes it a very pleasant place to shoot, and models feel at ease and comfortable—something you should never underestimate, as a relaxed model will give you better photographs every time.


  I have found that using a “high key” style of photography works well for shooting pinup: you might recognize this style from high-end ad campaigns, fashion shots, portraits, and so on, as it has been the standard for some time. In order to shoot high-key images you will need a large white floor and background to shoot your pinup girl against. You can use a white painted wall, fabric, or something similar, but I personally prefer to use a nine-foot wide roll of white seamless background paper because I don’t have to worry about any wrinkles (unlike a fabric background). Paper is also easy to buy and replace—you can purchase a roll of seamless white paper at most photo supply stores.
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    I admit, this setup does look a bit “shabby,” but it works well: the magic happens when you start lighting the set.

  


  After you have your roll of paper, you will need some way to hold it off the ground. I use a chain-driven, wall-mounted system that allows me to raise and lower the paper with ease, with two additional slots that can hold other colors of background paper. Alternatively, if you don’t want your background support fixed permanently to the wall, you can opt for one of the many portable background stand systems that are available.
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    A wall-mounted chain system is a quick and easy way to change paper backgrounds.

  


  The downside to using white seamless is that after just a few photos the paper starts to get dirty and torn as your models walk on it. Since most pinup girls will be wearing high heels, this tends to happen even quicker. I have found that the easiest way to combat this is to use a few sheets of plain white tile board on the floor. This can be purchased at any major home improvement store and is used to cover the walls in bathrooms, I believe. They are sold in 8 foot × 4 foot sheets and I always use two of them, giving me an 8' × 8' “floor”—plenty of room for a pinup girl or two to move around.
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    White tile board from the hardware store makes the perfect floor for your high-key photo setup.

  


  


  
Props


  LOOKING BACK at all the great pinup artists from yesteryear, a common theme emerges quickly: the girls are all “doing something.” You never see a model standing or laying around—they are always busy. It can be something as simple as enjoying an ice cream cone, or as crazy as trying the “latest” exercise craze, and this is where props really make the difference. For an inexperienced pinup girl, props also help to give them direction in the shoot.


  In my opinion, props can make or break a pinup photograph. There are lots of photographers trying their hand at the pinup style, but using new or reproduction items as props can really make your shots stand out. Some of my favorite props have come from flea markets or antique stores, and I do so much antique shopping that my studio looks more like an antique store than a photo studio! Give your local antique malls a visit and I’m sure you’ll find something that will work well. One word of advice, though: don’t overdo it, as having too many props in a single shot will just look like you’re photographing a kleptomaniac!


  If you’re starting out, then one of the most versatile props you can own would have to be a great set of vintage luggage. I started off with a single large suitcase, but over the past few years have put together an entire matching set, which means I can shoot a “travel” type pinup in the studio (or on location), simply by having the model stand or sit with the cases, or position the pinup girl in one of the pieces of luggage, or use the clothes she brought with her to the shoot to make it look as if her suitcase has exploded. In each case, the same prop can be used.
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    Suitcases make great props. With a variety of sizes, there will always be one that fits your pinup girl’s “bottom.”
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    A simple arrangement of vintage suitcases makes for the perfect prop.

  


  Small, handheld props are also very inexpensive and easy to find, and I have many “faux food” items in our studio—everything from fake cupcakes to fake milkshakes—as well as great items such as old telephones, kitchen mixers, books, and vintage cameras. Vintage books are always a great prop, with lots of potential for humor. I use an old sex-ed book that was written in 1930, for example, and just open it to a random page and tell the model to start reading: the information in the book is so wacky that she is guaranteed to make a funny expression!
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    Props can be as simple as an ice cream cone or as fancy as a retro jiggle machine!
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    Find old books that have interesting titles. Make sure the facial expression matches!

  


  Vintage furniture is another must-have item for any pinup studio. I have a number of retro chairs that allow different poses, but when buying antique furniture, always make sure it’s solid—there’s nothing worse than a pinup girl lying on the floor of your studio because an old chair collapsed! It would make for an amusing photograph, but a not-so-amusing insurance claim.


  When talking about pinup props, it is difficult not to mention the classic Coca-Cola coolers, and the Coca-Cola pinups have a following of their own. The old picnic-chest style of cooler makes a fantastic prop as they are sturdy enough for the model to sit on or to pop a foot onto, but you can also have your model sitting on the ground and lounging against it.
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    Old beverage coolers are versatile and fun. Remember all those vintage advertisements?
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    It is important to choose appropriate props for your shoot and it is very easy to over-accessorize when you have so many cool props in your studio.

  


  Sometimes I will bring larger props into the studio, and for a few months had an old motorcycle—talk about a great prop. Vintage scooters and bicycles are also great fun, so see what you, your friends, or your family have that could be used as a prop for your pinup photographs.


  
Wardrobe


  THE WARDROBE YOU CHOOSE for your pinup photos is every bit as important as choosing the right prop—if you have a great vintage prop, but style your pinup model in modern clothing, you’ll ruin the whole shoot. This isn’t easy though. I’ve tried shopping for my wife and there are way too many sizes and options out there, so I’m not about to try that at the studio where we have a whole heap of different shaped models—it would be impossible to provide something that suits (and fits) them all! They are also far more likely to pose well if they are in a favorite outfit that makes them feel good, so at our studio we simply ask our clients/models to bring their own wardrobe.


  However, before a shoot, I always give my clients suggestions of what to bring. One of the staples of pinup wardrobe has to be the simple black bra and panty set. Combine that with a garter belt and some stockings and you have a very versatile outfit that fits the retro vibe you are going for. This simple outfit can then be accessorized in a bunch of different ways, or just left “as is” for a very sexy pinup photo. If a girl comes into the studio with a black bra and panty set, garter belt, and stockings under a great summer dress then I will start by photographing her in the dress, then have her remove the dress and shoot again. After that, I might accessorize with an old vintage apron, which results in three totally different looks, all based on the same outfit.
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    Basic black lingerie can be used for many different looks. Black never goes out of style or loses its appeal.

  


  The simple summer dress works for many different styles of pinup photography, and the great news is that this type of dress can be found in almost every major department store. Classic styles never really go away, and with the right hair, makeup, and a few vintage accessories, you’ve got the perfect retro outfit. Even a dress that doesn’t look overly vintage can be made to look so with the right additions, and it’s amazing how much difference proper hair and makeup can make when shooting classic pinups.
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    Without vintage hair and makeup, this dress looks too modern to shoot.
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    Pinup hair and makeup turn this up-to-date dress into a vintage look.

  


  Another popular pinup outfit is the simple undershirt tank top, combined with denim jeans or capri pants. This outfit was typically worn by girls hanging out in hot rod garages watching their boyfriends work on cars, and it’s also a very popular outfit for “rockabilly” type pinups.
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    A simple pair of jeans rolled up with a pair of tall heels makes for the perfect pinup girl outfit.

  


  When talking about pinup girl wardrobe, I can’t forget to mention the classic bathing suit. There are so many cute shooting ideas to be had when you are shooting swimsuit pinups; just tossing your model a beach ball or adding a pair of vintage sunglasses can create a great pinup photo, making it one of my favorite outfits. Be sure that the swimsuit you use is not too wacky though—most retro bathing suits were solid colors, or had a very subtle pattern (sure, they also used leopard print, but that isn’t very subtle). The cut is equally important. Halter style tops were very popular, as were high-waisted bottoms, although most retro style bathing suits also came down farther on the leg in more of a modest cut than contemporary designs. Another commonly seen style was the ruffled one-piece.
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    Retro bathing suits are great for shoots. Just be sure the cut and style is right.

  


  If you’ve done your research, you’ll know that the entire pinup girl genre started when girls sent photos to their men while they were serving overseas. This means that military, or military-themed clothing is also great for your pinup photos and pays homage to the pinups of the past. Military jackets and hats can be easily found at any army surplus store, and I’ve often found them in thrift stores as well.
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    Military outfits have always been a staple of the pinup culture.

  


  Every outfit idea mentioned here will be improved with the right pair of shoes. Black or red seem to be the most popular colors and I always suggest at least a three-inch heel—the taller the better, really. Heels do a few things: they make the model’s legs look longer and give their behind a bit of a boost, both of which are great for pinup photographs. I’ll never shoot a girl with bare feet—never!


  
Hair & makeup


  HAIR AND MAKEUP really pull the whole “pinup girl” image together. Without proper pinup hair and makeup, you are just shooting a model portrait, and unless you really know what you’re doing my advice is to find a hair and makeup artist who specializes in vintage looks.


  One of the most popular pinup girl hairstyles would have to be the “victory roll.” Ever laid eyes on a pretty pinup girl with two oversized curls on the top of her head? Those are victory rolls. Wildly popular in the 1940s, and named after a fighter plane maneuver, they could be prepared without any of today’s modern styling products. This makes it a fairly quick and easy hairstyle to do, but it does take a lot of practice to get it just right.
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    Dramatic eye makeup always makes a statement.

  


  “Pin curls” are the staple of pinup girl hair. This style was popular from the 1940s–1960s, and gets its name from all the bobby pins that are used to hold the curls in place. Pin curls can be given to a girl with any length of hair and I tend to use them on just about every girl who walks through the studio door.
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