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The old
ways are gone. This book is an attempt to describe what it was like
to work as a professional wedding photographer back in the 1990s,
before digital. The photographic process itself remained unchanged
for decades, but the visual language of wedding photography
was changing. The art form grew up. Brides finally began to
abandon dated, cringe-worthy wedding clichés like the face of Jesus
superimposed over the couple at the altar in favor of real photography.

Brides
now clamored for black & white, for photojournalism, for candid
shots capturing the couple expressing themselves: laughing,
running, and kissing. This was a big deal. The mundane corniness
inherent in standard weddings had put off many fine-art
photographers, me included. Now we joined the wedding fray, late to
the party but driven by the opportunity to have our work both
appreciated and parlayed into cash.

But while
we were out shooting weddings, a seismic shift was taking place.
Advances in digital technology conspired with the proliferation of
cheap personal computers to create an affordable camera anyone
could learn to use. The medium of photography was not simply
evolving – it was
turning itself inside out. The silver nitrate process had endured
for over one hundred and fifty years. A system that never became
antiquated was about to become obsolete.

Suddenly, an early-adopting photographer with
a good color printer could instantly crank out high quality photos for his customers without the
intercession of a photo lab, AND make those images available
online. This was irresistible to consumers. Digital wedding
photography went from an expensive fad to the industry standard in
an alarmingly short time. Professional photographers lacking the
money, brains, or inclination to invest in new technology were
eventually forced to quit. Nobody wanted a guy that still shot
weddings on print film. It was laughable – they might as well shoot
Polaroids.

In retrospect, how did we stand it? A film camera was a little black
& chrome tyrant in our hands, a tiny despot with an elaborate
array of dials, grips, openings, dark slides, levers, buttons,
attachments, cables, and counters all demanding constant attention.
It required support from a twenty-pound tripod – an unmanageable
steel octopus we had to carry along with cumbersome camera bags
full of needy film backs whining to be changed and cranky flash
units with rechargeable batteries that drained themselves of power
seemingly on a whim.

We stood it because it was the only way to
record permanent images on film. Back then, we didn’t have the
luxury of immediate visual confirmation. We relied on experience,
expertise, and instinct to gauge whether we were exposing our
shots correctly, or if they
were shit. Imagine the anxiety of shooting six hundred photos and
not seeing a single one until a week or ten days later. Imagine
spending eight, ten, or twelve hours per wedding, dozens of times a
year, and never managing to shake that flying by the seat of your
pants feeling until the prints came back successfully from the lab.
There was no other way to feel. What if our little tyrant was
secretly betraying us with an imperceptible malfunction that would
reveal itself too late, on miserably underexposed and useless
prints? Film was unforgiving and expensive. Plus, we had to carry
around enough of it to complete each job and then deliver it safely
to a photo lab. And what if some idiot at the lab screwed up and
ruined our film? More anxiety.

But wedding photographers also enjoyed a
status that is gone. Prohibitive equipment costs deterred mere
hobbyists and amateurs. Acquiring the skills to produce
consistently successful results on film, wedding after wedding,
represented a substantial
investment in time. We were a solo act, and solely responsible for
the photographic record of the day. Newlywed couples and their
families contentedly waited weeks to see our results, usually in
the form of a single proof book that they had to share.

I remain in awe and envy at how easy it is to
shoot a wedding now. I have no sympathy for any photographer who
never shot a wedding on film and thinks their work is hard. I
do have sympathy for how much less value their work has –
their skills reduced to
something anyone with a decent phone and the right app can
almost accomplish. Wedding photographers are on the verge of
extinction. Their competition is insidious and it isn’t from other
professionals. I cannot imagine the anxiety of worrying if my photos – the ones the couple
paid for – look better than the two hundred shots the groom’s
fifteen-year-old niece uploaded ten minutes after the reception
ended. Not to mention the countless photos posted online in real
time all day long, complete with a variety of hip special effects.

Now everyone has not just a voice, but also a
vision, and a way to share that vision. The democratization of
wedding photography ensures that every couple’s friends and family
can easily access thousands of photos. But these are virtual images viewed on an
electronic screen, like watching television.

Newlyweds and their families no longer have
to wait for that wedding proof book. Carefully lifting the book out
of its box, they would delicately remove the protective
tissue paper and gently set it
on a table or rest it on their lap. They held that book, and passed
it along from household to household. They clutched it to their
chest in a spontaneous outburst of emotion. They paged through it
slowly, sitting side by side with grandma, and shed a few happy
tears.

There’s no app for that.


Part 1:

 


Love

 


 


“In
photographing dwarfs you don’t get majesty and beauty. You get
dwarfs,” wrote Susan Sontag. When you shoot a wedding, you damn
well better produce majesty and beauty, even if you have to start
with dwarfs. Luckily, majesty and beauty are subjective – a dwarf’s
stature is in the eye of the beholder.

Photographing weddings was a paradox for me.
Through experience I knew that to produce spectacular, heartfelt
photos of someone, I had
to like them. How
could I break through that barrier and summon the care needed to do
my best for a single day, for someone I had not even met? I learned
how: with love.

Wedding photography was tough love. It was
tough, but I loved all of my brides. Maybe not at first, often not
afterwards, but when it counted most, I loved them. My love was
unlike any other. I knew exactly what they wanted and how to give
it to them. I knew their worst fears and how to soothe them. I knew
whom they cared about and who was irrelevant in their lives, all
without being told. I loved them, but I loved them only for one
day.

I loved their relentless optimism in the face
of depressing realities, their unmitigated willingness to see
themselves as nothing but
beautiful on the most important day of their lives. The love was
not automatic. At times it had to be coaxed, even forced. I would
resort to searching each bride for one precious detail that would
keep my interest: a perfect back, flawless lips, a five thousand
dollar dress, or sea-blue eyes I could exploit in stunning
close-ups. Thinking about the possibilities helped mitigate my
boredom, and even my hatred.

Yes, I knew what they wanted. They wanted
those Kodak moments in a score of printed proofs, evidence of the dream made real. They wanted
the cropped, edited, retouched, and rearranged version which then
became the truth, unless there was video. The pink mist of romantic
perfection, sweet moments distilled to the most pungent drops, then
turned into photographs and lovingly sealed between two simulated
leather covers in a bound album. Or real leather, if they weren’t
cheapskates. They wanted a Life magazine layout. They
wanted to be the stars of their own movie. They wanted
Casablanca, even when
the truth was Psycho.

I made
promises, and kept them, ignoring messy houses and blatant family
dysfunction, averting my lens at the first hint of a Norman
Bates-like relationship between a groom and his mom, and
transforming homes that made the Psycho set look
cheery into magic castles fit for a bride via perfect camera angles
and soft-focus filters. I freed their albums of crotch-grabbing,
foul-mouthed cousins mooning the camera, drunken stepfathers
pissing outside in full view of everyone, and slovenly bridesmaids boozily lifting their skirts
too high. Just like a diligent photojournalist shooing flies from
the face of an indigenous native child before snapping a picture, I
removed offensive, blighted, and depressingly candid images from
the final proof book before presenting it to the bride and groom.
Because as Norman Bates said, “if you love someone you don’t do
that to them, even if you hate them.”
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Photography

 


 


Wedding
photography is not for the faint of heart, nor for the heartless.
When I first started shooting weddings, each felt imbued with
glamour – every clink of
champagne glasses gave me a vicarious thrill. I absorbed it all
with keen curiosity, like an uninvited teenager watching an adult
party in secret from the top of a staircase. It was exquisitely
voyeuristic.

Wedding days were unpredictable. We might
arrive in the morning expecting an eager bride, and find chaos
instead. Inhibitions flew out the window and family members yelled
at each other in front of us as
if we were household servants invisible in the background. Or they
cried, remembering absent loved ones. I learned to distance myself
from their emotional drama. It’s hard to focus a camera or assist
the photographer if you’re bawling along with everyone else as the
bride walks down the aisle.

I cherished that first glimpse of a bride in
full regalia – I was touched by their joy. In my inexperienced mind
any bride not swearing, smoking, or drunk when we arrived had an
incandescent aura of bride-ness on her wedding day. And yes, they were all pretty. Enough
tulle, satin, and beading could transform anyone’s brat sister or
loudmouth cousin into a quasi-princess. Some even exuded an
ethereal inner light, ignited by the rich-sounding rustle of a
ridiculously expensive dress. In reality, the glow was probably
because it was ninety-five degrees and humid outside, the air
conditioning in the house was weak, and the bride was a girdled,
overweight nervous wreck in a too-tight dress, hyperventilating
while the patient maid of honor dutifully wiped her brow, held her
cigarette, and found her a Valium.

Then, I burned out. One day my veil
came off, and I learned there IS such a thing as an ugly bride. The
shimmering vision cleared, and that lovely young woman was gone. In her place, a sweaty grotesque
in a bad upsweep hairdo. Dread replaced excitement. Instead of awe
upon seeing a bride for the first time, I now never knew whether to
laugh, or cry. Bridesmaids became a faceless multitude of seedy
young women with bad skin, their bloated bodies squeezed into ugly
cheap dresses that fit like polyester sausage casings. I pitied
them, and despaired of having to wrest gorgeous, memorable photos
from this mess. Pity was an uncomfortable feeling to have at a
wedding, but at least it meant I was feeling
something. If I was hungry or it was exceptionally hot, it
was self-pity. I slaved for them, putting forth a heroic effort on
scorching days with extreme humidity and wedding parties behaving
badly. I grew nauseous just
thinking about the stench of ugly bouquet lilies and the idiotic
antics of drunken groomsmen. I hated them all.
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