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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


Photographing people, in my opinion, is the most rewarding kind of photography. What could be a more fascinating, inspiring, and powerful subject than humanity itself? When you take a portrait of someone, you’re capturing a part of their unique story, a fleeting moment in a fleeting life. In ten years’ time, that person before you will be a different person entirely, from the way they look to their hopes and dreams. In a single snapshot, you’ve frozen time. I can’t think of anything cooler.


I’ve been obsessed with taking portraits since I was in high school, armed with a beat-up Pentax K1000 I bought at a flea market in Denver, Colorado. Being multiracial (black and white) and multinational (I was born in Germany and raised between Germany and the United States), I’d always suffered with a crisis of identity: I never felt a sense of belonging to any particular culture or country, and so I used portraiture—of myself, my friends and family, and the people around me—to work it out. Taking portraits helped me to see people. It gave me more empathy and compassion and allowed me to understand and celebrate our differences and commonalities.


Fast-forward to today, and I’ve spent more than a decade photographing people, from advertising campaigns and fashion editorials to magazine profiles and travel features. I’ve shot personal portrait series, featuring mainly individuals in the BIPOC and LGBTQ+ communities—underrepresented minorities whose voices and faces are still not seen or celebrated as widely as they should be. And through it all, I have only grown more curious about and inspired by humanity: how strong and fragile we are, how unique and yet how similar, how much each of us is capable of enduring. If there’s anything I want this book to leave you with, it’s not compositional techniques or how to properly light your subject (though I’ll get into that), but rather a curiosity, openness and empathy towards others. I think it’s impossible to truly capture another human being without taking the time to really see them.



HOW TO READ THIS BOOK


If you’re looking for a technical guidebook with step-by-step tutorials on how to take a portrait, this isn’t it. Anything you can find on YouTube is probably not going to be in here. Instead, I’ll share with you all the most important things I’ve learned from more than a decade of shooting people, from how to tell a visual story to cultivating a connection with your subject. Rather than ever telling you how to shoot a certain kind of portrait, I’ll simply share with you what worked for me, which I hope serves as inspiration rather than instruction.


In Chapter 1, I’ll go over all the basics that form a foundation for a beautiful portrait, from composition to setting a scene. In Chapter 2, I’ll take you through the different kinds of portrait photography because you’re not limited to just one! In Chapter 3, I’ll share with you all my tips and tricks for capturing powerful and unforgettable portraits. Then, finally, in Chapter 4, I’ll reveal how and where I find inspiration for my own photography, from social media to the masters whose work has influenced mine.


Though this book unfolds in a linear fashion, I certainly don’t expect you to read it that way. The best journeys—particularly those in art and photography—are never linear. I hope that you’ll pick up this book whenever you’re in need of some inspiration, open it to a random page and find something that lights a spark. Or flip through it until you come upon something that speaks to you—a style of photography you might want to try, a technique that sounds interesting, a cool idea. Or read it from cover-to-cover and use it like a textbook. Whatever works for you!


The bottom line: within these pages, you’ll find all the knowledge and advice I’ve acquired in my many years of photographing people. Sitting in your hands right now is everything I know, as of now. I humbly share all of this with you in the hopes that you’ll use it to take better pictures of people. But if I’m being completely honest, all you really need to know is this one thing: the secret to taking better pictures of people? Take more. And then more. And then more…
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On the surface, portrait photography can seem rather simple: all you really need is a subject and a camera. But to take an effective portrait that honestly captures your subject, tells a story, captivates the viewer and looks beautiful—this requires a little bit more groundwork.


In this chapter, I’ll go over all the ingredients that form a solid foundation for an effective portrait. If you were baking a cake, it would be your flour, eggs, milk and sugar. For a really good portrait, you’ll typically need to have a solid subject, connection and rapport, good lighting and some understanding of composition.






SUBJECTS


In portrait photography, your subject is the foundation of your picture, its anchor and its base, and so having a captivating subject is vital. In certain cases, such as a commissioned editorial shoot, a family portrait, or a special occasion, your subject(s) will be provided for you, and you won’t have a say. Starting with the ‘who’ and then having to figure out ‘how’ to shoot them can be a real challenge (if this is your case, see here). In other instances, such as a personal portrait project or a series, you’ll have the freedom to pick your own subject(s), which offers more creative flexibility. This is where the fun begins!


HOW I SHOT IT


Ree is what I consider the ideal subject, striking and complex, with lots of layers. In this portrait, I wanted to coax out the darker and edgier side of her personality, positioning her at the center of a black V-flat, which framed her in shadows. A direct stream of sunlight from a front-facing window added contrast and illumination, so that she wasn’t engulfed entirely in darkness. The cigarette wasn’t intended, but it ended up working out nicely, adding an extra bit of edge. These portraits were shot with a Canon Mark II using a 50mm prime lens. It was published in Schön! Magazine and eventually inspired a larger portrait series on women aged over 50 entitled Ageless Beauty.
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CASTING


When choosing a portrait subject, ask yourself first what kind of portrait you want to take. For example, if you want to shoot an action portrait, you’ll want to cast somebody who is comfortable in their body and has a good range of movement. If you’re after a more abstract or details-focused portrait, an individual with interesting or distinctive defining features—cool hair, tattoos, freckles—will be the easiest to work with.


If you’re just starting out, the process of finding subjects can be really intimidating. Sure, you can ask friends and family, but I’ve personally found the internet to be the best resource for finding and casting interesting subjects. I often cast subjects for portrait projects through local Facebook groups where photographers and artists can connect with models, or through talent databases that feature models, actors, and artists searching for work and open to collaboration. If you’re looking to shoot classic studio portraits or to try your hand at editorial-style shots, you can also contact local modeling agencies and see if they’d be interested in connecting you with any up-and-coming talent for a test shoot. It’s a win-win situation: you get subjects and the agency receives portraits.


I’ve shot hundreds of individuals over the past decade or so, but the subject who always stands out most in my mind is Ree. It was more than just her look—there was an intriguing and commanding energy about her that translated through the photograph. Rather than seeking out someone who is conventionally photogenic, this sort of special, inexplicable X factor is really what you want to look for in a subject—so take your time using the avenues I mentioned above to find the right one.


I was casting for a completely different portrait series on a talent website when I came across Ree’s picture. She seemed fierce and powerful yet delicate and soft, and unlike most of the models I was shooting for my fashion work at the time, Ree was older (48). She exuded a rawness, depth and complexity that I found rare. I knew immediately that this was who I wanted to photograph. Similarly, when you’re considering a subject, ask yourself what draws you to them, and that exercise will lead you to their essence and the ‘thing’ you want to capture.


HOW I SHOT IT


When I met Ree in person and heard her story, I knew I wanted to keep her portraits as minimal as possible so that her essence would shine through. I posed her against grey seamless paper to keep the background clean and unobtrusive, and I lit her features naturally by positioning her directly before a window that was casting soft afternoon light. I added a touch of strobe lighting to capture additional detail and placed a black V-flat to her left (camera right) for slight negative fill and shadow. To further enhance the strength and confidence she exuded, I shot her from below eye level so that she towered over me slightly. Most of the portraits we took were more edgy, dark, and gritty, so I thought this white linen dress played up her softness and femininity and made for a nice juxtaposition to her sleeve tattoo.
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LIGHT


Light is everything in photography, but especially in portraiture. It determines brightness and darkness, mood and emotion, clarity and tone. The source of light, the strength of that light, and where it’s coming from, all affect how your subject appears. Natural, front-on light will bathe your subject’s face with even, flat, soft luminance, whereas side lighting will cast shadows and give your subject a more dramatic and mysterious look. Knowing how to light your subject is key to an effective portrait.


I’m not going to go into the technical aspects of lighting here—it’s easy enough to find specific setups online with a quick Google search. Unless it’s required by a client, you don’t need expensive lights or complex setups to take a good portrait. All you really need to know is how light falls and how to shape and manipulate it; the best way to do that is to play with it as much as you can. The following methods are some of my favorite ways to use light in portraiture, some of which go against traditional lighting ‘rules’.



USE WINDOW LIGHT


I almost always use window light when shooting a portrait, even if it’s in a studio. I love its soft quality and the way it wraps around the skin and illuminates subjects in the most flattering way. In fact, even when I employ artificial light, I try to replicate window light, which is, after all, a big, natural soft box! I also get super excited when I walk into a photo studio with big, warehouse-style casement windows, or when the windows feature thick grilles or designs. Don’t be afraid of these: when the light streams through, it will cast cool patterns and shadows into the frame and will almost always add a little something to a portrait.


USE NEGATIVE FILL


When photographers talk about lighting, it’s usually about additive lighting; it seems almost counterintuitive to remove light from a portrait. And yet, it’s a technique I use in almost every portrait to boost contrast, make blacks deeper and richer, and render shadows more dramatic. By taking away light instead of adding it, you’re bringing visual dynamism to your portrait. The best way to do this is with a 4x4 floppy flag or flag on a C-stand placed by the side of your subject where you want to create more shadow and depth. You can also use the black side of a V-flat—even a sheet of black fabric or paper would do. The effect can be subtle, but I’ve found it can really make a difference to the overall portrait.


SHOOT INTO THE LIGHT


Photographers are typically advised against shooting into the light or directly into the sun because it can result in a dark, backlit subject. But I think it looks cool when used with intention. Shooting into the light can give your portraits the following effects:





•   Striking silhouettes, particularly outside during dawn and dusk. Make sure to expose for the background. Silhouettes also work beautifully for action portraiture (see here).


•   Rim lighting, or a halo of light, surrounding a partially backlit subject.


•   Lens flares, which add dreaminess and drama to a portrait.


The bottom line: play with light! Shoot in front of a window for a beautiful, soft, natural look. Employ negative fill to add drama and contrast. Use a strobe and modifiers if you want a little bit more control. Shoot in low light for a moody, cinematic feel. Use backlighting for something completely different. I strongly encourage you to try lighting setups on yourself to learn what works (see here).



HOW I SHOT IT



In this portrait of Kevin, I used two of these techniques: window light and negative fill. I positioned him next to the casement windows, just beyond the direct stream of light, which allowed the seamless background to absorb the harder light and window patterns while still bathing Kevin in soft, diffuse light. To his left (camera right), I placed a black V-flat to add depth and detail to his features. I shot this portrait using a Leica SL with a 24–70mm lens, which allowed me to maintain a constant aperture as I zoomed and shot both wide and tight portraits.
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