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INTRODUCTION


Though many working photographers have argued otherwise, traditional photography schools are not irrelevant or obsolete. Despite their curricular limitations, the majority of photo schools still offer a good introduction to the industry and equip students with the fundamental technical skills required for professional photography.


But it is not enough. Though photo school can offer a rudimentary educational foundation for aspiring photographers, it fails to teach the kind of raw, practical, real-world lessons and advice necessary to navigate, survive, and succeed in today’s complex, fast-paced, and absurdly competitive industry.


Thanks to technology and the internet, there have never been more working photographers across the world than there are today. Statistics simultaneously reveal that it’s never been harder to make a living at this. You must not only be skilled at his or her craft, but must also be a marketing whiz, social-media extraordinaire, avid blogger, website expert, and entrepreneur in order to flourish. On top of all this, you are required to be financially literate, business-savvy, and unfailingly professional while confronting continual critique and rejection. Historically, there’s never been a more difficult or complicated time to be a photographer—yet one can also argue that it’s never been so rewarding, either.


Practical
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All that in mind, this book was written by a working, modern-day photographer with the humble intention of helping fellow working, modern-day photographers “figure it all out.” The information, lessons, and advice within these pages are rooted in the real-world experiences (and mistakes) of many accomplished photographers, photo assistants, and industry professionals. Like the title suggests, it aims to offer the kind of practical, unfiltered advice that they “didn’t teach you in photo school,” from step-by-step breakdowns on what to really expect on a photo shoot, to handling finances and trying to run a profitable business. While it aims to be something of an insider’s guide to working in the profession, it cannot possibly encapsulate everything there is to know about being a photographer in today’s industry.


For more resources, including downloadable model-release forms, sample invoices, and other paperwork templates, check out www.ilexinstant.com/resources.


Rewarding
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ONE


PAY YOUR DUES
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Author Note


All of this might sound intimidating, but this is when your real education kicks off. Every successful photographer started where you are now, so approach your work, paid or not, with eagerness and a willingness to learn. You might have just finished photo school but the truth is, you’re just at the beginning.


So, you just graduated from photo school, you know how to use a camera and frame a shot, and you’re ready to start shooting some editorials and ad campaigns! Though the enthusiasm is great—hang onto it—the reality is that, like with any career, you’re going to have to start at the bottom and work your way up to the top.


You’ll most likely be cutting your teeth on other photographers’ sets before running your own. Instead of taking pictures, you’ll be taking equipment orders, unloading grip trucks, setting up lights, and holding up reflectors. Though the pictures you see in magazines and on billboards might look effortless, glamorous, and easy, the process of making them is not. For a while, you might even have to work for free.


You also need to get real-world education on the wider industry into which you’ve just entered. Photo school might have taught you how to navigate a set, but navigating the competitive, cutthroat world of professional photography? That’s another thing entirely. Like with any profession, skills simply don’t cut it; you need to be an expert in your industry and understand how it works. This means active study, attending industry events and seminars, and seeking mentorship (more on all that later).
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START FROM THE BOTTOM


Attitude


Unless you are incredibly lucky or supernaturally talented, your first time on a production set or handling high-end photography equipment will be in a volunteering or assisting capacity. Embrace it, because this initial “supporting role” is a good thing—you’ll need to learn the ropes before you can run the show. Here, you’ll apply the basic technical skills you learned in photo school and learn from any mistakes you make.


VOLUNTEERING & INTERNING As a volunteer or intern, you have the opportunity to familiarize yourself with professional photography gear and put your technical skills to good use with little pressure or responsibility. There are two main places you can do this:


Equipment rental houses: Processing orders in the equipment room of a large photography rental house is one of the best ways to get acquainted with the cameras, lighting, and digital gear used on working sets. You’ll quickly learn what equipment is required for different productions, while mingling and networking with others in the industry (mainly assistants in charge of pick-ups and other production staff). Cool bonus: You’ll be the first to get your hands on the latest camera models.


14 | 15 CHAPTER 1 | PAY YOUR DUES









[image: image]





“ When you’re just starting out in the industry, jump on any opportunity to be around a real-world production environment. Interning at a photo studio, in particular, allows you to witness photographers on set with clients and a production crew, and watch actual work unfold. Don’t take it for granted, soak in everything you can. It’s an excellent learning experience and step in the door.”


PETER CLARK


OWNER, NEW YORK CITY’S ATTIC STUDIOS
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Author Note


Assisting or “teching” is a great way of supporting yourself while pursuing your own photography career. It’s often the bread and butter of aspiring and emerging photographers who want to work in the industry while building their own portfolios, networking, and honing their technical skills. I worked for seven years as a photo assistant before being able to support myself shooting full time.


Photography studios: Unless a photography studio has its own equipment room (smaller studios generally don’t), you won’t get your claws on as many cool cameras or gear as you would working at a rental house. That said, you do get the opportunity to lend a hand during real-world productions and watch assistants, digital techs, and photographers at work. You may not be getting paid for your efforts, but still act as if you are. Making a good impression on these people has a greater impact than you could imagine.


PHOTO ASSISTING Being a photographer’s assistant is a step up from interning or volunteering at a rental house or studio. In this role, you’ll work alongside a photographer during the shoot itself (as well as before and after it, in various pre-and post-production tasks) and will own many responsibilities. These can range from handling and organizing equipment, to managing the precious digital assets of a shoot. Unlike an intern or volunteer, you are integral to the success of a production—without you, the photographer might not be able to adequately perform his or her services—and so this will always be a paid role.


Assistant
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Photo assisting is the best way to learn on-set jargon, the shoot anatomy, industry politics, and the overall business of photography, all while rubbing shoulders with actual clients, producers, creative directors, assistants, and stylists.


It has also been a rite of passage for many famous photographers and is considered an excellent pathway to the profession.
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GET AN INDUSTRY EDUCATION


Though interning, volunteering, and photo assisting give you on-the-job experience and allow you to hone and perfect your technical skills, experience and abilities won’t go far if you don’t have an understanding of the wider industry you work in. Photo school may have taught you a general overview of the modern-day photo industry, but navigating it and trying to work within it are something else entirely. As an emerging professional photographer, you should continuously educate yourself on the industry that you’re a part of: how it operates, how it’s changed and how it’s changing, its issues, and its key players. Like with any profession, you should be an expert at both the craft itself and the wider field in which you work.


RESEARCH KEY PLAYERS Do some research to find out who your local industry is made up of: the photo agencies, stock photo agencies, production companies, studios, equipment houses, and other vendors. Who are the prominent photographers in the genres in which you’re interested, which agencies represent them, which production companies have they worked with, and where have they shot? The term “players” also extends to corporations or brands that contribute to the photography landscape as we know it—camera and equipment manufacturers, camera and equipment retailers, post-production services,


“I think the lone-wolf mentality that photographers have has not been good for the profession.


I recommend joining a photo organization. They have done a ton of good over the years, and the more people get involved, the more they can advocate for photographers.”


ROB HAGGART FORMER PHOTO EDITOR & FOUNDER, APHOTOEDITOR.COM
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editing services, professional photo management services, and photo organizations (more on those later), to name a handful. Familiarize yourself with the individuals, businesses, and various organizations that comprise the industry at large.


READ INDUSTRY NEWS Keep a pulse on industry trends, new products and services, copyright news, industry innovators, and grants and awards by subscribing to photo industry news publications like Photo District News (PDN), Aperture, and Resource magazines. Blogs like PetaPixel.com, APhotoEditor.com, Photoshelter.com, and Fstoppers.com are also great sources of information and commentary that are written and moderated by industry peers. (See a full list of recommended publications, websites, and blogs under Resources, page 200).


Research
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Communities


JOIN A PHOTO ORGANIZATION Professional photography organizations offer a wealth of resources and services to members. Most organizations charge a membership fee, dependent on experience, but it’s well worth the information and support you’ll receive.


In the United States, the largest and most popular professional photography organizations are the American Society of Media Photographers (ASMP), American Photographic Artists (APA), and the Professional Photographers of America (PPA), but each country has its own set of professional photography organizations that are well worth reseraching yourself.


JOIN ONLINE PHOTO COMMUNITIES Getting involved in online photo communities can be a great source of information and support. Not only do you have the opportunity to discuss photography with peers via online forums, you can upload your portfolio and receive expert critique from other photographers and industry leaders. Excellent communities exist on 1x.com, The Grid (which also features great webcasts), 500px.com, and Lightstalking.com—though there are countless others. Networking site LinkedIn also features many active discussion forums within professional groups; it’s an good place where photo-industry professionals can network, debate, ask questions, and shoot ideas off one another.
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Discussion


WORKSHOPS, SEMINARS, & EXPOS Many photography organizations offer real-world workshops and seminars led by successful working photographers and industry leaders. Topics range from practical and skills-centered tutorials (e.g., improving digital workflow, how to shoot portraiture) to wider industry discussions (e.g., the copyright war, the future of digital photography). Events such as the annual PhotoPlus International Conference and Expo also offer a wide selection of lectures and panel discussions that bring together the entire industry. You’ll also be exposed to a whole world of equipment vendors, camera and lens manufacturers and retailers, industry publications, and innovators—it pays to do your homework (see Research Key Players, page 18).


FIND A MENTOR Whether you’re a photo assistant or a photographer, it’s beneficial to have a mentor—preferably someone whose career and work ethic you admire. Most likely, mentors come in the form of more illustrious photographers you assist or have assisted for, or successful colleagues who have been in the industry for many years. Outside the set, the best education you’ll receive is from sitting down with a mentor and hearing the lessons they’ve learned over years. A mentor can also be a great source of contacts, business advice, and feedback regarding your own work.


Disc
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TWO


PHOTO ASSISTING
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Author Note


Iconic photographers like Elliott Erwitt, Patrick Demarchelier, and Robert Frank started their careers as photo assistants. It’s a serious and well-accepted path into the industry, and your own career.


Volunteering or interning at an equipment-rental house or photography studio are great ways of familiarizing yourself with pro photo gear, and give you a front-row seat to real-life productions. But, once you are fairly comfortable with handling equipment and understand how a working set operates, you’ll want to step out of the sidelines and into the action by becoming a photo assistant.


As a photo assistant, you’ll work closely alongside professional photographers, helping them scout locations, manage the set, set up lighting, and manage digital workflow, among so many other things. You’ll learn things that a textbook or lecture never could have properly taught you—on-set jargon, the shoot anatomy, industry politics and the overall business of photography—all while rubbing shoulders with actual clients, producers, creative directors, assistants, and stylists. If you’re lucky enough to assist a photographer you admire, you’re watching an artist in operation, and this can be incredibly inspiring and fulfilling. Perhaps the most rewarding thing about assisting is that you’re actually part of the action—and integral to the production’s success.


It might sound like a lot of added pressure and responsibility—it is—but photo assisting is the best entryway into a photography career.
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WHY ASSIST?


“You’ll get so much out of assisting if you have a humble attitude and are very open to learning. Obviously it’s a good way to get paid, but you have to treat it as so much more than just that, because the most important thing you’re getting out of it is the training, the exposure, and the understanding of the industry.”


CAMERON SMITH PHOTO ASSISTANT


There are many other benefits that come with photo assisting, beyond it being a path to full-time professional photography:


EDUCATION No photo-school professor, lecturer, or textbook could ever compare to shadowing and assisting a pro on the job. You won’t get a more thorough photography education than working on set, from tackling seemingly mundane tasks like organizing equipment and setting up lights, to the more crucial ones, like helping the photographer achieve the desired shots.


NETWORKING Besides photographers, you’ll also get the opportunity to rub shoulders with a variety of other industry professionals: producers, clients, stylists, make-up artists, and models, among many others. But the most valuable kind of networking— at least during these early days—will be with fellow photo assistants. You’ll learn that these social connections will pay off professionally, too, as photo-assistant friends can be a source of regular work for you and vice versa (see Getting Work, page 30).
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Trajectory


CASH!


For many new and emerging photographers, photo assisting still remains their bread and butter. It’s the best way to make a living while trying to secure regular shooting work and build your portfolio. The added bonus is that you’re still learning while you’re earning—think of it as getting paid to hone your technical skills and train with the pros until you’re ready to run the show.


DIRECTION At the very least, you’ll acquire a clearer understanding of the photography business and how you want to be involved in it (if you still want to be involved in it at all!). You’ll quickly discover the realities of the fast-paced and highly competitive photo industry: the bidding wars (for commercial photographers), the 4AM call times, the long days, and the difficult clients. For some, assisting only cements their desire to be a pro photographer; for others, it serves as an introduction to other industry professions like producing or even retouching. In any case, you’ll likely achieve more clarity about your own career trajectory. Being a photographer isn’t for everyone, and assisting is the best way to find out if it’s for you.
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Author Note
Allof this might sound
intimidati

Every successful
photographer started
where you are now,
50 approach your
work, paid or not,
with eagerness and

a willingness to learn.
You might have just
finished photo school
but the truth is, you're
just at the beginning.

So, you just graduated from photo school, you
know how to use a camera and frame a shot,
and you're ready to start shooting some editorials
and ad campaigns! Though the enthusiasm is
great—hang onto it—the reality is that, like with
any career, you're going to have to start at the
bottom and work your way up to the top.

You'll most likely be cutting your teeth on other
photographers' sets before running your own.
Instead of taking pictures, you'll be taking
equipment orders, unloading grip trucks, setting
up lights, and holding up reflectors. Though the
pictures you see in magazines and on billboards
‘might look effortless, glamorous, and easy, the
process of making them is not. For a while, you
might even have to work for free.

You also need to get real-world education on the
wider industry into which you've just entered
Photo school might have taught you how to
navigate a set, but navigating the competitive,
cutthroat world of professional photography?
That's another thing entirely. Like with any
profession, skills simply don't cut it; you need
to be an expert in your industry and understand
how it works. This means active study, attending
industry events and seminars, and seeking
‘mentorship (more on all that later).
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START FROM
THE BOTTOM

Unless you are incredibly lucky or supernaturally
talented, your first time on a production set or
handling high-end photography equipment will
be in a volunteering or assisting capacity. Embrace
it, because this initial “supporting role” is a good
thing—you'll need to learn the ropes before you
can run the show. Here, you'll apply the basic
technical skills you learned in photo school

and learn from any mistakes you make.

VOLUNTEERING & INTERNING

As avolunteer or intern, you have the opportunity
to familiarize yourself with professional
photography gear and put your technical skills
to good use with little pressure or responsibility.
There are two main places you can do this:

Equipment rental houses: Processing orders
in the equipment room of a large photography
rental house is one of the best ways to get
acquainted with the cameras, lighting, and
digital gear used on working sets. You'll quickly
learn what equipment is required for different
productions, while mingling and networking
with others in the industry (mainly assistants
in charge of pick-ups and other production staff).
Cool bonus: You'll be the first to get your hands
on the latest camera models.
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Photo assisting is the
best way to learn on-set
jargon, the shoot anatomy,
industry politics, and

the overall business of
photography, all while
rubbing shoulders with
actual clients, producers,
creative directors,
assistants, and stylists.

It has also been a rite of
passage for many famous
photographers and is
considered an excellent
pathway to the profession.
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GET AN INDUSTRY
EDUCATION

Tthink the lone
wolf mentality that
photographers have
has not been good

for the profession
Trecommend joining

a photo organization
‘They have done a ton
of good over the years
and the more people
get involved, the more
they can advocate

for photographers,

ROB HAGGART
FORMER PHOTO
EDITOR & FOUNDER,
APHOTOEDITORCOM

Though interning, volunteering, and photo
assisting give you on-the-job experience and
allow you to hone and perfect your technical
skills, experience and abilities won't go far if
you don’t have an understanding of the wider
industry you work in. Photo school may have
taught you a general overview of the modem-day
photo industry, but navigating it and trying to
work within it are something else entirely. As an
emerging professional photographer, you should
continuously educate yourself on the industry
that you're a part of: how it operates, how it's
changed and how it's changing, its issues, and its
key players. Like with any profession, you should
be an expert at both the craft itself and the wider
field in which you work.

RESEARCH KEY PLAYERS
Do some research to find out who your local
industry is made up of: the photo agencies, stock
photo agencies, production companies, studios,
equipment houses, and other vendors. Who are
the prominent photographers in the genres in
which you're interested, which agencies
represent them, which production companies
have they worked with, and where have they
shot? The term “players” also extends to
corporations or brands that contribute to the
photography landscape as we know it—camera
and equipment manufacturers, camera and
equipment retailers, post-production services,
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“When you're just starting out
in the industry, jump on any
opportunity to be around a real-
world production environment.
Interning at a photo studio, in
particular, allows you to witness
photographers on set with clients
and a production crew, and watch
actual work unfold. Don't take it
for granted, soak in everything
you can. It's an excellent learning

experience and step in the door.”

PETER CLARK
OWNER, NEW YORK CITY’S ATTIC STUDIOS
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Author Note
Assisting or “teching’
is a great way of
supporting yourself
while pursuing your

aspiring and emerging
who

studios: Unless a
studio has its own equipment room (smaller
studios generally don't), you won't get your claws
on as many cool cameras or gear as you would
working at a rental house. That said, you do get
the opportunity to lend a hand during real-world

want to work in the
industry while building
their own portfolios
networking, and
honing their technical
skills. T worked for
seven years as a photo
assistant before being
able to support myself
shooting full time.

and watch assi digital techs,
and photographers at work. You may not be
getting paid for your efforts, but still act as if you
are. Making a good impression on these people
has a greater impact than you could imagine.

PHOTO ASSISTING

Being a photographer’s assistant is a step up from
intering or volunteering at a rental house or studio.
In this role, you'll work alongside a photographer
during the shoot itself (as well as before and after
it, in various pre- and post-production tasks) and
will own many responsibilities. These can range
from handling and organizing equipment, to
managing the precious digital assets of a shoot.
Unlike an intern or volunteer, you are integral to
the success of a production—without you, the
photographer might not be able to adequately
perform his or her services—and so this will
always be a paid role.

Assist
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editing services, professional photo management
services, and photo organizations (more on those
later), to name a handful. Familiarize yourself
with the individuals, businesses, and various
organizations that comprise the industry at large.

READ INDUSTRY NEWS

Keep a pulse on industry trends, new products and
services, copyright news, industry innovators, and
grants and awards by subscribing to photo industry
news publications like Photo District News (PDN),
Aperture, and Resource magazines. Blogs like
PetaPixel com, APhotoEditor.com, Photoshelter.
com, and Fstoppers.com are also great sources

of information and commentary that are written
and moderated by industry peers. (See a full list
of recommended publications, websites, and blogs
under Resources, page 200).
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I INTRODUCTION

‘Though many working photographers have argued
otherwise, traditional photography schools are
not irrelevant or obsolete. Despite their curricular
limitations, the majority of photo schools still offer
a good introduction to the industry and equip
students with the fundamental technical skills
required for professional photography.

But it is not enough. Though photo school can
offer a rudi y i fon for
aspiring photographers, it fails to teach the kind
of raw, practical, real-world lessons and advice
necessary to navigate, survive, and succeed

in today’s complex, fast-paced, and absurdly
competitive industry.

Thanks to technology and the internet, there
have never been more working photographers
actoss the world than there are today. Statistics
simultaneously reveal that it's never been harder
to make a living at this. You must not only be
skilled at his or her craft, but must also be a

1-medi

whiz,
avid blogger, website expert, and entrepreneur
in order to flourish. On top of all this, you are
required to be financially literate, business-savvy,
and unfaili ional while i
continual critique and rejection. Historically,
there's never been a more difficult or complicated
time to be a photographer—yet one can also
argue that it's never been so rewarding, either.
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All that in mind, this book was written
by a working, modern-day photographer

with the humble intention of helping fellow
working, modern-day photographers “figure

it all out.” The information, lessons, and advice
within these pages are rooted in the real-world
experiences (and mistakes) of many accomplished
photographers, photo assistants, and industry
professionals. Like the title suggests, it aims to
offer the kind of practical, unfiltered advice that
they “didn't teach you in photo school,” from
step-by-step breakdowns on what to really expect
on a photo shoot, to handling finances and trying
to run a profitable business. While it aims to be
something of an insider’s guide to working in

the profession, it cannot possibly encapsulate
everything there is to know about being a
photographer in today's industry.

For more resources, including downloadable
model-release forms, sample invoices, and
other paperwork templates, check out
‘www.ilexinstant.com/resources.

Reward






