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Dedication

For Gary, Elizabeth, Adrian, and Levi, my growing family, and Ann, my dearest friend. I also dedicate this book to my students, to the stylists who have shared their stories, and to all those who have encouraged me to share the fascinating career of photo styling.


Introduction

Photo styling is an “invisible” career.

The goal of the stylist is to create the illusion of naturalness in a photograph. We make a stack of sweaters look as if they were casually placed. We make a dining room look like the residents just walked out of the scene. We make a model look like she is confidently walking down the street in an attractive outfit. In reality, all these scenarios take a great deal of preparation, planning, adjustments, and precision. That is the job of the photo stylist.

Secondly, the career is “invisible” because not much is known about it outside of the photo industry. Little has been written about the career. Most of us come upon the field accidentally through graphic design, as I did, or as my fortunate interns have done, through college fashion programs. However, no formal education is required.

This career manual explores the numerous directions photo styling can take. The book provides new and working stylists with information on all these specialties. The stylist can take on various roles; production, casting, and location scouting are a few. In this book, the photo crew, etiquette, creating a portfolio, and marketing are explored in depth. The aspiring stylist must learn how to develop and maintain a freelance career. Business forms such as proposals, invoices, and vouchers will give stylists a head start on building their own freelance businesses.

Dirty little secrets of the trade are revealed. Challenging and hidden aspects of styling, such as merchandise returns and re-tagging garments, are discussed. Interviews with professionals introduce stylists to real career stories.

Photo styling touches nearly every image we see, except for the raw portrayals of journalism. From the self-conscious primping for snapshots to the most exacting attention to details in commercial photography, styling makes a visible difference in the world around us. Though some might say “It’s not rocket science,” the skills of a photo stylist have an effect on all the images around us.

Styling is a tremendous opportunity for creative and organized individuals to express themselves. What adds to the excitement is that one can continuously draw on life experiences and accumulated practical skills to energize this intriguing career.

Since this book was originally published in 2006 as Photo Styling: How to Build Your Career and Succeed, the photography industry has changed. Digital technology has evolved even further, adding the role of digital technician to the crew. We are all more connected than ever, with social media enhancing our personal communication and marketing techniques. And we are facing even more challenges as an industry as the global marketplace changes.

Despite the accessibility of images (cell phones, small digital cameras, YouTube), there is still a place and a need for the quality images created by an experienced photographer/stylist team.

I am happy to bring you this new edition, complete with more first-hand stylists’ stories, styling tips, and portfolio challenges to help you build your book and promotional materials.


PART I

INTRODUCTION TO PHOTO STYLING


CHAPTER 1 What Is a Photo Stylist?

PHOTO STYLING IS THE little-known art of manipulating and controlling all the physical elements in a photograph to create an effective image. It takes a creative and organized person to be a good photo stylist. Many artistic people find styling to be a more practical outlet for their creativity than a career in the fine arts.

And now the word is out about this behind-the-scenes career. Many young adults have heard of styling, having read about celebrity stylists in magazines, and it has become their dream job. This glamorous image of styling, though, is not wholly accurate. Knowledge and understanding of the interdependent fields of photography, graphic design, and marketing are important factors for success as a photo stylist. Long hours, physically demanding work, thorough organization, and business management skills are as crucial as creativity.

Boston stylist Ann Fitzgerald says, “Becoming a good stylist takes time; to build resources, train your eye, and learn to beg, borrow, and steal in the nicest way possible.”

DESCRIBING WHAT YOU DO

The goal of styling is to make a photograph look as though there wasn’t a stylist involved. So it’s no wonder most people don’t know about photo styling. They see photographs in catalogs, magazines, and advertisements and have no idea of the amount of work involved in creating them. As a stylist, you can explain that you make everything in a photograph look just right. But there are people who hear the word “photograph” and stop right there. Even after the explanation, they may say, “Oh, so you’re a photographer?” Then you bring out a catalog and describe the process—how you stacked the T-shirts so that one might see every color, making them thicker with batting, like the kind used for quilting, tucking in the sides, lifting the top one with cardboard held up by a brick; how you adjusted and readjusted the stack so it would look perfect. The response will be, “Oh, I had no idea every photograph took so much work!”

The preparation—and expense—involved in a fashion shoot on location will amaze them even more; the weeks of planning, scheduling, booking models, prop shopping, the travel to locations, hotel rooms, meals, and steaming the merchandise. The response then may be, “All that, just for a background that you can hardly see?” “It’s the light,” you’ll say, “and the local landmarks we include in some shots for atmosphere.” They won’t believe you, but who’s complaining?
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Four pages from a holiday catalog showing different types of styling. Photographer: Tim Mantoani; art director: Cindy Cochran; stylist: Susan Linnet Cox; hair and makeup: Claire Young. © Tim Mantoani

DISCOVERING STYLING

What leads one to discover this fascinating hidden career? Most stylists just “fall into it” as a career. One of the interns I trained, Veronica Guzman, admitted she wished she had known there was such a thing as a stylist during all those youthful years when she was cutting photos out of magazines.

Conversely, New York fashion student Tiffany Olson said, “I am one of the few who have been interested in it from the start, since my mother is a catalog art director. Growing up, I used to sit for hours at my mother’s photo shoots just watching and knew it was for me. Now I’m looking for an opportunity to learn more about styling.”

Generally, photo stylists emerge from creative fields like fine art, graphic design, theater, or fashion. Many have a college degree in these fields, but what is really required is a visual aesthetic, an independent spirit, with an organized and practical nature. Most stylists have a desire to create something visually pleasing, while earning a good income.

THE REAL LIFE RÉSUMÉ

When you create a résumé, you don’t tell the whole truth. You only tell the good parts, the skills and accomplishments that qualified you for your present goal. You’re not hiding the truth when you leave out the various forks in the road and side trips that you’ve taken in your life; you’re just getting to the point. And as you grow, you will take more side trips—that is, if you’re adventurous. And if you are reading this book, you probably have a penchant for adventure. It is not an easy business—it’s never easy to work for yourself, to wonder what job you will work on next, to work long and hard, and to have responsibility for your part of the project. But it is still the best career in the world.

All those trips you’ve taken won’t be wasted. The dead ends can teach you skills that will surprise you later. After the long hills…the potholes…even the crashes, you learn that you have experienced the worst that can happen, and you survived.

You meet people that turn up again later in your life. You find out you weren’t wasting your time fishing when you know the strengths of various monofilaments and where to find them. Your brief interest in embroidery, your study of perennial plants, your experience driving a motorcycle, your time in nursing school—they all come back to you in your styling career with some useful knowledge or skill. Because in this field you don’t only deal with fashion or gourmet food. You work for clients in such diverse enterprises as pet stores, window blind companies, software designers, nursing homes, fork lift manufacturers, or ice cream shops. The more you know, the better you will understand why they need a photograph taken and how it can help them sell their products.

So your “real life résumé” is mysterious at times and confusing at others. The older you get, the more you will accept your path and realize it was all really worth the trip.

MY BACKGROUND

I wish I had discovered styling earlier. I think I would have had a delightful adult life as a photo stylist. Instead, after finishing a fine arts degree, I put in thirteen years of waitressing, off and on. It was a job I could always find, with ready cash. At the same time I owned a house-plant store in Kent, Ohio, in the 1970s, the decade when young people were rediscovering their grandmothers’ house plants and placing them in macramé plant hangers. I was able to live for five years on an initial investment of $50 from my waitressing money, supporting quite a few employees as well.

I was a substitute art teacher in the Akron Public Schools. I sewed samples for a small designer in Venice, California. I constructed one-of-a-kind shirts for a Melrose Avenue boutique. I made custom lingerie for Trashy, a famous private-membership store in Los Angeles—but it was a small room in a shoe store at the time, and I had a sewing machine set up between the shelves in the stock room. I held a job in a fabric store. I worked part-time in a darkroom for my brother who was making copy prints of old photos. I started a mail-order t-shirt company with another woman. We sold sushi T-shirts from our ad in the now-defunct Wet Magazine in New York and Los Angeles. I designed the ad and didn’t even know I was doing graphic design. I drew the silkscreen design of the sushi by hand on seven sheets of tracing paper, which all fit together to print seven different colors. I sewed and marketed soft sculpture TVs and guitars out of satin.

A FEW DEAD ENDS

If all of this sounds like I flitted from success to success, it is not true. There were lots of dead ends. That is why the waitress skills kept coming in handy. The economy in Northeastern Ohio grew steadily bleaker in the late 1970s. I gave up on the beloved plant store. California beckoned me, as it did many of my generation and I found myself in luxurious Montecito, near Santa Barbara. It was the home of a rock star friend and I was able to camp there in a guest room for three months—too long. It is not as it sounds. I literally spent my last dime while helping his wife shop for antique furniture with royalties from a major album. I found another waitress job and then the lingerie opportunity in Los Angeles. I left that job to start my own line of silk lingerie, Suzy, which I took to Beverly Hills boutiques. I didn’t get a single order. It was around that time that I met a photographer from Kent who shot for “girlie” magazines. He told me there are people whose job it is to actually shop for the props and other items that are used in photo shoots. A stylist! I was amazed but never imagined it would later be my profession. First I had a different road to travel.

THE LONG ROAD

I found a waitress job in a jazz club in West Los Angeles. I spent my days roller-skating at Venice Beach and worked at Snooky’s at night. It was the best job I’d ever had. There were famous musicians playing and a real nightclub atmosphere. The cash was good and my boss, Gary Cox, became my husband. We fell madly and truly in love, and I left my job to stay home and be a newlywed. Eventually I got serious and started to face the idea that I was about to have a child who was going to need my support and I didn’t even have a sensible career yet!

After my daughter was born, she enthralled me. Fortunately, I didn’t have to leave her and go to work full-time like many mothers do. I did want to do something, though, and worked part-time at a day-care center where we could be together. At night I parked cars for an all-women valet parking service. What a contrast!

Finally, when Elizabeth was three, I found the career I’d been looking for and that career led me to styling. I became a graphic designer. When I was in art school, “commercial art,” as it was known then, was somewhat repugnant. It was “selling out.” We all wanted to be artists and had no idea how that might support us. The art department didn’t offer much practical help.

THE FLORIDA YEARS

We had moved to St. Petersburg, Florida. Gary worked in developing property, and I was hired by one of those chains of TV and appliance companies that place a big ad in the newspaper several times a week with lots of little boxes showing all the microwaves, refrigerators, and televisions, and their prices. I sketched out the ads and the newspapers produced them. The company advertised “Christmas in July,” and I got to be involved in a TV production. The owner was dressed as Santa and was sitting in a sleigh with a group of children, including my own darling daughter. While helping him with his costume, I searched for a pillow to fill in the jacket. I found a throw pillow in his office that was embroidered with a Jewish star and used that. It was my first real styling experience and I enjoyed the irony.

After another graphic design job, I was familiar with the tools of the trade, an X-Acto® knife, T-square, triangle, and waxing roller. We sent copy to typesetters and printed halftone photos in the darkroom. When I was hired, it was assumed I knew the basics of graphic design, having done all those complex ads, but my lack of experience with these tools was nearly my undoing. Luckily, my coworkers trained me, and I repaid them by going out on my own after a year. (I’m being facetious, of course.) Now I was getting somewhere. I had clients and loved the process of graphics, designing ads, brochures, and catalogs.

ONE STEP CLOSER TO STYLING

Next, we moved to Portland, Oregon, so my husband could continue his equally indirect career path. He had returned to the field of education and was hired as a counselor in a middle school. I found a freelance position with a major catalog company, Norm Thompson. I liked being there and they liked me. I was hired just as computers were being introduced. The computer training was hard—we were all pretty attached to our X-Acto knives.

Soon the company had cutbacks due to postal increases (we’ll talk in Chapter 3 about the ups and downs of the catalog industry). To my amazement, I remained employed. Typically, when there are layoffs, the remaining employees do the extra work of those let go. We had to find someone who could art direct the fashion photo shoots. My family and I had just returned from a Christmas trip away from the rainy weather to Mazatlan, Mexico, which had reminded me how much I love travel. So I willingly agreed to direct a shoot in Miami, just to see if I liked it.

I have never done anything in which I instantly felt so competent. With no training, I knew to stand behind the photographer to get the right view of the model. I could see what background would end up in the shot. I understood that the reflector would bounce sunlight back into the model’s face. I knew what I was looking for when the photographer passed me a Polaroid print, and how many shots we could get done in a day. I loved my new world behind the camera.

LIFE AS AN ART DIRECTOR

I also felt sort of guilty. I was flying out of the gloomy climate of the Northwest every six weeks or so and leaving my husband with all the responsibilities of a home, a daughter, and a dog. I was leaving my child. But I also loved my job, even with the long exhausting days and the pressure of bringing back photos that sold the merchandise. Sometimes Gary and Elizabeth visited me on location, and that helped. The tension in our family was growing, though, and I had to find another way. So after three years of this, I decided to move on. Elizabeth had only five more years before growing up and moving away, and I didn’t want to miss any more of her life.

Besides, I was ready to embark on three new ventures. I was going to model for the older model market. (I found an agent but ended up with just a few bookings.) I was designing a cookbook, but the chef authors never completed their recipes, and the project fell apart. And I was planning to art direct photo shoots on a freelance basis. However, I hadn’t done my homework—there wasn’t much opportunity for that. Most companies in the area used in-house staff for art direction, as with my Norm Thompson position.

It wasn’t all a waste of time. I started another plant store, something I’d dreamed about, feeling even more competent at store display than the first time. I did some freelance preproduction planning for Norm Thompson’s photo shoots. And I had my first styling job. I was asked by a photographer to style “laydowns” of Adidas clothing for a catalog. Most of my art direction had been on location shoots of models, not in studios, but I knew the look the client was after. I thought that batting and foam would probably fill the garments enough to give them a good shape when the photographer shot them from above. I jumped in.

After one more rainy winter we moved to San Diego—we all missed the sunshine and were ready to be Californians again. There I found enough freelance graphic design and art direction jobs to meet quite a few people and progressed nicely in my career as my daughter completed high school and Gary worked in special education services.

MORE VALUABLE EXPERIENCES

I also worked for a photographer as a studio manager. I thought that going to work in a photo studio every day might be pretty heavenly. And it was—I got to do styling and find props; I built my portfolio. I found out that what I did not like was doing estimates, answering the phone, monitoring the status of my employer’s jobs and stock photography sales. I observed the art directors and clients, who spent time on the phone instead of watching the shot, and I brought them their coffee and ordered their lunches. That was hard. I held back from giving advice about their photographs: If you move over this way a little your background will be better, maybe a slightly higher camera angle. One photo assistant referred to me as “the secretary,” and I decided the styling opportunities weren’t worth the rest of the job.

Next, I spent the better part of a year in the in-house graphic design department of a software company. There I experienced the security and give-and-take politics of the corporate world.

I took a position as senior art director of an Orange County catalog company. I watched the stylists I hired and had to hold back from doing their jobs—I was one level up, I was the art director. I directed the fashion shoots and had more foreign travel but I felt unable to use my creative experience to refine and improve the rather stodgy catalogs.

The following year I spent as a model agent. This difficult field gave me more appreciation of the work that both models and agents do. When working on the production aspects of photo shoots, you’ll be working with both of them (see Chapter 4).

MAKING THE LEAP

During these few years I maintained one wonderful client, a home-products catalog. The art directors regularly came to San Diego in the winter for their spring and summer photo shoots. I started out doing a little prop shopping for them. There would be a few things they needed and if I was employed I’d just drop them off. This was my first steady client. Soon I worked on complex prop shopping expeditions and did all the styling on these shoots.

When I stopped working as a model agent, I finally had the courage—and the portfolio—to stop procrastinating and be a serious stylist.

TYPES OF STYLING

At this point in my career I had experienced many types of styling. In the coming years I’d learn even more.

I had a call from a Minneapolis-based “production designer.” He wondered if I could assist him with a month of work for a window-treatment company. I learned an immense amount from him about renting furniture, carpets, and accessories. During that project I had a chance to work on a couple of days of video, and styled a bubble bath.

I’d always wanted to work on a car shoot to see what a project of that scale was like. I had an opportunity to style a series of photos for Buick, and found out about the water trucks that wet the street and about shooting on streets at night. I didn’t style the cars. My role was wardrobe styling for a family that was out of focus in the background of one shot, and decorating the front of a boutique in the night shot. I also got to drive my Jeep up and down the street, carefully shining the headlights onto the Buick’s side while the photographer did a long exposure.

There is no absolute description for each type of styling; there are regional differences, different terms, and different job descriptions. When I was called to style for a Tampa, Florida catalog company, I was told I’d be doing two days of “fashion.” So I brought my styling kit for models to the studio the first day, and waited for the makeup artist and models to arrive. It turned out that what they called fashion was what I call “wall styling.” You’ll read more about wall styling in Chapter 8. I spent the days quietly styling dresses and capri sets on a vertical board. Luckily, because I’d had lots of experience with this type of styling for other clients, this was not a problem for me. I still did not know what to officially call the technique of forming life-like clothing on a wall.

Your own life history will come into play in many ways as you develop a styling career. You’ll find what type of styling appeals to you and what you’re most comfortable with. Here is a summary of the seven most common areas of photo styling.

FASHION STYLING

For years I looked at magazines trying to figure out who put those fabulous clothes on the model and never could find a listing for the stylist. The photographer, the makeup artist, and, sometimes, a prop stylist would be listed on the pages, but never the stylist. The image that many of us have of what a stylist does, dressing all those fashionable models in magazines, is not called a stylist at all. This is a “fashion editor.”

FASHION EDITOR

Fashion editors create the fashion stories in magazines, from start to finish. The role is universal: fashion magazines from many countries have fashion editors who analyze the new styles and trends by attending the major semi-annual runway shows, develop photographic stories relevant to their readers, produce and style them, and even write about the fashions. Newer and smaller magazines are more likely to use freelance stylists for these roles. The big-name magazines have the coveted positions in which an editor can become a well-known name.

COMMERCIAL STYLING

Styling clothing for fashion advertisements, the kind you see in the same magazines, can be well-paying work. The designer clothes are the star; the model, photographer, and stylist work to create a photo that will make the shopper desire those garments. They may be creating a mood or identity for the brand more than featuring the fashions. It’s a natural step for an editor who knows the fashion world inside out.

CATALOGS

Styling for catalogs that market clothing may not be cutting-edge fashion, but it provides a great deal of work for stylists. The resources are limited to what is available for sale, rather than pulling together garments from many designers into exciting new combinations. Though catalog styling may be referred to as either fashion or wardrobe, we include it with fashion styling here.

RUNWAY SHOWS

Another role in fashion is styling fashion shows. The major designer shows in Milan, Paris, London, and New York involve concepts in styling and makeup. Exhausting and stressful to execute, they are an extraordinary opportunity for a stylist. Local, smaller-scale events can be good practice.

FASHION CONSULTING

Freelance fashion stylists often supplement their careers in several areas. One-on-one consulting may be done to help individual clients make the most of their appearances and purchase the right garments for an event or everyday.

CELEBRITY STYLIST

A consultant who advises celebrities on fashion and provides the clothing they wear in public appearances is a celebrity stylist. A major part of the stylist’s role is finding sources that will loan the garments in exchange for free publicity. (These careers will be described in Chapter 6, with a focus on magazine and catalog fashion styling.)

WARDROBE STYLING

Wardrobe styling and fashion styling can easily be confused. Wardrobe styling may seem a little less creative. Indeed it is more practical—finding clothing to be worn in advertisements and other photographs, TV commercials, and videos, which may not be made for selling clothes. For lifestyle photography, the stylist is dressing the talent in generic items so as not to distract from the featured product or concept. Or perhaps the stylist is replicating a historic period for a video or commercial. The effect should be just enough that the clothes work but do not distract.

LIFESTYLE, ADVERTISING, STOCK

A lifestyle shot depicts real-life situations and people for an ad or for stock photography. The people portrayed in advertisements usually look real and approachable. Lifestyle is often also the theme of stock photography. Stock photos are available for clients to use for a fee, as opposed to photography commissioned by a client for a specific project. Because stock photographers may be paying for the shoots themselves, they often don’t use a stylist.

People in non-fashion advertisements may be interacting with a product or enhancing a lifestyle concept for a specific company or brand. In these cases, as well, the wardrobe should not distract from the lifestyle being portrayed.

VIDEO, COMMERCIALS, FILM

There is some crossover between video styling and still photography styling. The fields are not so different that a stylist cannot move back and forth between the two. And skills learned in one can be useful in the other. Here, the wardrobe may need to be generic, historic, outrageous, or anything else that’s required for the commercial or video.

The world of movies, however, is more complex than the world of video. There are particular resources available for the movie industry, as well as unions and other protocols to be aware of. The wardrobe team is larger and the duties more exact. Wardrobe for film, like set design, would be a fascinating and exciting career.

(Chapter 7 will describe styling for wardrobe, and provide information on shopping, organizing, and prepping garments, working with models to provide wardrobe options, and how to manage it all.)

STYLING OFF-FIGURE

In discussing styling off-figure, we will be looking at techniques for styling clothing that is not being worn. Presentations range from showing natural-looking folded items to imitating gestures of the human body.
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Sweater on vintage hanger shot on location. This shot resulted in opportunities in off-figure styling. Stylist and photographer: Susan Linnet Cox. © Susan Linnet Cox

STACKS, HANGERS, MANNEQUINS, LAYDOWNS, AND WALL STYLING

There is a variety of techniques stylists use in working with clothing to show the details of garments, color selections, and the texture of the fabric. It may be folded and stacked on a tabletop in a studio, hung on hangers to show a selection of colors, dressed on a mannequin, laid down flat and shot from above, or arranged on a wall in a manner that suggests the human form. Most often this work is done in the studio environment, but garments may be styled on location.

(In Chapter 8, you will learn the basic techniques for styling clothing all five of these ways. Understanding what fabric does and how to manipulate it can enhance your skills in all other types of styling.)

PRODUCT STYLING

Rarely will a stylist work exclusively with either clothing off-figure or products. We are making distinctions here because there are different techniques that stylists use, depending on the product styled. Some stylists may excel at one or the other, having a preference for the draping qualities of fabric, or adeptness with setting up dishes.

Photographers do many product shots without the need for a stylist. For simple items in a catalog, a photographer might present a smaller budget to a client, resulting in a greater volume of work for the photographer. You wouldn’t want to style some of it anyway. Endless variations of hammers, office supplies, or electronic components might make you feel like you’re working in a factory.

Other items are much more fun, especially when props are needed, or there is the challenge of making a handbag strap drape in mid-air.

TABLETOP

Products may be handbags, accessories, beauty products, dishes, or other household items. Often a background surface needs to be selected, as well as other props that will give a sense of scale and create a variety of levels. Sometimes the term “tabletop” is used to describe product styling.

SHOES

Styling shoes is fun, but there are standards for showing aspects of shoes that present their own challenges. A surprisingly large part of styling work, footwear may be shot on location or on a tabletop in studio.

JEWELRY

You may find jewelry styling, which requires working on a much smaller scale, inspiring. When shooting an item so close, clean jewelry and clean backgrounds are important. Challenges arise from positioning the items in a variety of arrangements, with the photographer carefully controlling reflections.

(In Chapter 9, I will share useful techniques for working with varied products, and hints for propping these shots.)

PROP STYLING

While props are a frequent element in styling, there are some stylists who can develop a career as “prop stylists.” Most often, this opportunity occurs in markets where there is a good bit of food photography. Working alongside a food stylist, the prop stylist searches out and provides all the right props to complete the environment for the food.

Another area of prop styling is building and creating challenging props and sets for shoots. The prop stylist can face many varied challenges that require improvisation and creative problem solving. (In Chapter 10, we will explore these careers and find ways to solve prop challenges for all stylists.)

FOOD STYLING

In a world full of mysterious techniques, the food stylist has a unique kit and set of specialized skills. Except when propping the shot, the food stylist operates in a separate world, not as a jack of all trades like many other stylists. An appreciation of cooking is important even though the styled food may not always be made for consumption.

(An interview with a professional food stylist will shed light on this field, as she reveals some trade secrets in Chapter 11.)

ROOM SETS AND BEDDING

The photographers who work in this area are architectural photographers. They are skilled at lighting and shooting a large area without distortion; they see the big picture. As a stylist for room sets, you too will be thinking big. Furniture, rugs, curtains, and the props that make a room look like home are all part of the stylist’s responsibility.

PRODUCTION DESIGN, ADVERTISING

Many projects the architectural photographer/stylist team works on are advertising images. Typical clients might produce kitchen cabinets, appliances, windows, window coverings, or grills. The product is the feature and the environment, like wardrobe, is there to enhance it.

HOME MAGAZINE EDITOR

Like a fashion editor, an editor for a home magazine produces visual stories for magazines. The subject is homes instead of fashion. The editor may find the home, pitch the concept, style the shots, and write the article.

LINENS

Bedding, blankets, curtains, towels, and other linens make up a large part of the catalog industry. Stylists use special techniques to make these products beautiful and inviting. The stylist is again thinking big, and decorates the whole room, or the constructed set.

(Specialists in several of these areas will provide insight into their careers in Chapter 12. You will learn from their techniques for creating the big picture.)

FINDING YOUR NICHE

While you may be familiar with the concept of styling, you may not be familiar with all the ways you can express yourself as a stylist. A fashion student may discover a fascination with styling food; a fine arts major may find that the perfect outlet is in building and styling props.

Product and wardrobe stylist Anne Ross says, “When I first started out, I tried everything. I did celebrities, editorial, advertising, assisting, commercials, and film. It was a great approach, as I quickly found out what I really enjoyed and what seemed less interesting.” Ross was “drawn to print advertising for the fun, quirky ways products compete for your attention.” She says, “These are usually the more creative jobs, and stylist input is usually appreciated and admired.”

PRIMED TO IMPROVISE

What is so fascinating about the world of photography is how it touches every other field. What other career could bring you into contact with everything from running shoes to auto parts to edible flowers? Once I participated in a casting for an instructional video on forklift safety. What I learned from that experience has come in handy in more than one catalog warehouse.

The techniques you will learn in this book are practical and useful. You will have the tools for folding sweaters and styling a room. You’ll know what to do in a photo studio and on location. You’ll know who everyone on the crew is and what their responsibilities are. But no matter what I teach you in this book, you will invariably run into some unexpected challenges. Each styling project can be completely different. No two photo shoots are alike. And there are no absolute rules for photo styling. You’ll solve each challenge as it comes. Your kit will grow to include new tools and materials. And you’ll participate in one of the most unique and intriguing careers in the world.


RESEARCH CHALLENGE: MAGAZINE PROJECT

Choose a current magazine. It should be in the categories of men’s or women’s fashion, home decorating, or health and fitness. Find an example of each of the seven styling specialties in editorial features or advertising. If you feel ambitious, you can also determine whether the photographs are editorial or advertising, finding examples of each.




CHAPTER 2 The Photo Shoot

AS YOU HAVE ALREADY learned, there is a great deal of variety in the field of photo styling. There is almost no such thing as a typical day. But I will try to take you through a day in the life of a photo stylist.

There are three days that might be described as being typical in this career. One of them is working on a photo shoot. The second is spent catching up on all the aspects of life that get out of control while one is working long, focused, tento twelve-hour days. The third day is when there are no projects coming up, and the stylist gets a panicky feeling and wonders, “What if I never work again?”

You’ll get a further look at a typical photo shoot in the seven chapters on styling specialties. Every adult is familiar with the practical second type of day, taking care of business, and the third will be addressed in Chapter 13 on marketing yourself.

First we’ll start with some basics you need to know before you get to the photo shoot.

WHAT TO WEAR

One might think, in the exciting world of photo shoots, that the crew would be chicly dressed. The makeup artists would have flawless makeup and the stylists would be wearing some very cool fashions. While stylists tend to be creative dressers, most photo crews are dressed for work, not style. I’ve heard more than one makeup artist say she hadn’t even bothered to put on her own makeup.

There are two reasons for this. The crew is not the focus of the shoot, and they work too hard to be anything but comfortable. Very early call times don’t allow for much morning primping either. The priority at that point in the day is usually remembering everything you have to bring to the shoot.

YOUR WARDROBE

Exactly how nicely you dress depends on where you are shooting. If you’re shooting in an upscale restaurant, country club, or hotel lobby, it would be disrespectful to dress too grungy. If you’re on a golf course, you might avoid jeans and t-shirts. But for the most part, your wardrobe can consist of anything comfortable.

Since the days extend from early morning to high noon to dusk, it’s good to have several layers with you. Even in the studio, temperatures can vary. Some areas of the studio are warm because of heat-producing lights in use there, whereas other unheated or air-conditioned parts of the studio may be chilly. Have layers handy. Sunscreen is probably the most important thing you can wear when you are outdoors all day. Keep it in your kit and share it with the crew.

COMFORTABLE FEET

Shoes that allow you to stand comfortably and move quickly are important. I even bring along an extra pair, which feels wonderful to change into in the middle of the day. Sometimes, the set-up in the studio is on “seamless” paper, which is white or colored paper on a roll, pulled down to make a smooth background. To keep the paper clean, you’ll have to remove your shoes when you go onto the set. Then it’s good to have shoes that are easy to slip on and off. Or you can use hospital booties for covering shoes; some photo studios keep them on hand.

Essentially your work clothes are the same as your everyday clothes. You can be creative as long as you don’t scare your clients; but mainly, be practical. From New York to California, stylists can expect to climb around sets or work on the floor, and dress accordingly. Some stylists do dress fashionably; it’s really a matter of personal taste. But remember, no one is really going to be looking at you.

THE CREW

The photo crew is a tightly organized group of people, working together to create the needed photographs. All members work hard to fulfill their own roles but also contribute to help the others. They have fun together while performing as an effective team.

The photographer is the person behind the camera who has experience with all aspects of creating photographs and is ultimately responsible for making the shot happen. A good part of the photographer’s time is spent marketing to get new business and estimating potential projects. The photographer’s business also includes learning about new techniques and equipment, purchasing equipment, and managing a studio.

A photographer may employ a studio manager or other staff to take care of some of these tasks. Marketing may be handled by a “rep,” or representative. In any case there is more to the photographer’s business than shooting images.

The assistant photographer is a photographer in training. He (often a male, but less and less frequently) helps the photographer with equipment and lighting. Photography assisting is one of the few classic apprenticeship situations in our world today. In the days of Michelangelo, artists were trained for many years by assisting an established artist. They learned from the artist and performed many of the more difficult tasks for which the artist was given credit. Throughout history, workers in many fields were trained this way, but nowadays most career learning occurs in schools.

Assisting is the next step after photography school, according to San Diego photographer Taylor Abeel. He says one big advantage for the assistant is the freedom from responsibility for the shoot. This period of time also gives assistants time and income to purchase equipment for their own careers, such as cameras and lights. Assistants participate in the details of the photographer’s business. Like a good internship, it can be an opportunity to acquire the skills of a practicing professional. And assisting a recognized photographer can add prestige to the assistant’s new career.

[image: image]

Crew members doing their jobs are, from left, art director Heather Neibert; photographer Michael Christmas; stylist Susan Linnet Cox; model Jolie Benoit; hair and makeup artist Claire Young; assistant stylist Michelle Siscon; and assistant photographer Marty Carrick. © Michael Christmas

For a complex shoot, the photographer may hire two or more assistants. There is usually one assistant who works regularly with the same photographer and is familiar with the studio. Responsibilities include setting up the lighting and trouble shooting any technical problems, as well as anticipating the photographer’s needs. The assistant can also take the blame for anything that isn’t working, Abeel says, helping the photographer look good in the client’s eyes.

Assistants often carry equipment on location, hold reflectors and other light-modifying devices, and are a valuable part of the team. As a stylist, you will get to know many assistants and see their careers progress; most will become photographers themselves. They are great contacts for collaborating on test shoots, because they too are in the process of building their portfolios.

Digital technician is a newer role on photo shoots. Acting as more than a photo assistant, the technician is continually checking the image for focus, light balance, and other details, and cataloging the images. When a “tech” is hired, the photographer is freed from these details to be back behind the camera. The two will consult about lighting and how it is “reading” in the image. If there is a photo assistant present as well, he or she may be one step down in the hierarchy, working to adjust lighting and backing up the tech in addition to the photographer. The collaboration between the photographer and technician results in a technically stronger image and highly organized files.

The producer, or production manager coordinates the details and logistics of a photo shoot, generally on location. This function is sometimes filled by the art director or the stylist, so this may or may not be an additional member of the crew. A producer is more likely to be hired if the project is complex and involves travel. (Production duties are explored in Chapter 4.)

The art director is ultimately responsible for approving the look of the photographs. He or she may have a graphic design background and may be the designer of the printed piece. The art director may be employed by a catalog company, an in-house design department, an ad agency, or be a freelancer. Sometimes it seems the photographer and art director are the “mom and dad” of the crew. They share the responsibility for the best photos being created and have more control over the budget and expenses.

Client is a representative of the company financing the photo shoot. As an employee of the company, the client may be an executive or merchandise buyer. If the client is not very experienced with photo shoots, he may frequently consult with the art director to achieve the best results. A client, while financially responsible for the entire shoot, can sometimes slow down the process. During the early steps of setting up a shot, the stylist may not have adjusted the model’s dress and the lighting is not yet refined. The client wants to feel a part of the project and draws these problems to the crew’s attention. Be patient—this is your boss for now.

The art director, whether staff or freelance, also could be considered “the client,” because she represents the company that commissioned the photograph. There is no client shown in our crew photo, but the art director would be considered the client.

Stylist is you, the one who makes all elements within the photograph have the look your client needs.

An assistant stylist may be hired in a more complex shoot—one involving models and wardrobe or lots of props—to help the stylist by performing multiple tasks, such as steaming clothing and dressing models. While not as established a tradition as the photography assistant, being an assistant is excellent training for styling. In fact, assisting is the ideal way to learn about the field. As an assistant, you may spend most of the shoot steaming garments or keeping track of merchandise, but you are there. You have an opportunity to watch, listen, and learn. It is considered improper to solicit work by handing out your card or promotional materials—you are there only to support the stylist.

The makeup artist and/or hair stylist may be a single person who styles hair and does makeup, or there may be separate specialists. This specialization, and the budget for it, is more common in larger markets. The makeup artist/hair stylist takes up to an hour preparing the model at the beginning of the shoot and makes sure the model continues to look good on set.

Describing her duties during the shoot, makeup artist Mary Erickson says, “I am like a waiter in a fine restaurant, hovering and watching to see if there’s anything I need to do. As soon as there is, I’m in there.”

Talent is a generic term for the person being photographed, whether professional model, child, famous person, or lifestyle actor. In a product shoot, of course, the talent and makeup artist are not included in the crew.

Another member of the crew, if you are shooting in California, is a set teacher, also known by the union term, studio teacher. By state law, a certified set teacher must be present any time people under the age of eighteen are working, with a few exceptions. Responsibilities include checking children’s work permits and providing educational guidance.

There may also be an RV driver if a production vehicle has been rented. The driver knows where the vehicle can be parked and will run the generator on request throughout the day so there’s power for prepping clothes, drying hair, or air-conditioning. The driver will keep an eye on merchandise in the RV, and will occasionally be an extra hand for carrying things. Often, the driver will provide catering services such as coffee and snacks.

MORE ABOUT THE ART DIRECTOR

On most photo shoots, an art director is involved, but this is not always the case. Sometimes the responsibility for getting satisfactory shots is handed off to the photographer. This may be the case with simple, repetitive products or with a regular photographer familiar with the client’s goals and standards.

THE OFF-SITE ART DIRECTOR

A tenuous economy and digital technology have created a changing role for art directors. An art director at the shoot has become a luxury for some companies. They can’t “afford” to have the art director out of the office for days at a time. An art director back at headquarters can view files from the shoot while working in the office or attending meetings. However, the result is often a less efficient shoot.

Digital files of each shot can be emailed to the client or art director off-site and presented for approval. The consequence is a tremendously slowed-down process for the photo crew, in spite of new technology. Those in the studio are waiting for an art director to finish a meeting, return to the computer, read an email, open an attachment, and respond. Meanwhile, the crew is unable to proceed to the next shot, sometimes even to make a minor change that would take seconds with an art director’s input.

PRODUCT MANAGERS AS ART DIRECTORS

As marketing departments become more efficient, the role of art director is more likely to be filled with a marketing major than a graphic designer. A “product manager” may be responsible for marketing and promoting one or more products in a company’s line.

Often, on a photo shoot, the goal is to build a library of lifestyle or product images that can be used in future marketing materials. If you are fortunate, your art director will have a visual idea of the desired shot and be able to communicate it to the crew.

TAKING CRITICISM

Critiquing photographs is subjective. Everyone sees something different in each photo. Art directors who have the job of analyzing photos often feel the need to find something to criticize. They are not criticizing you—they are looking at elements of your styling. And after working on shoots with an absent art director, you will value the feedback more than ever.

A TYPICAL DAY IN THE STUDIO

Here’s a very basic day styling in the studio for a catalog. Having packed your kit and all your supplies the evening before, you’ll arrive on time, or preferably, earlier. Enjoy a cup of coffee and a muffin now, because you won’t stop moving until lunchtime. You will go over the shot list with the photographer and the art director. Make sure you are clear about the look and styling of the shots, how the merchandise is organized, how much time can be spent on each shot, and in what part of the studio you’ll be working. Become familiar with the studio, and if you need any materials, a work table, or an electrical outlet, the photo assistant will know where to find them. Plug in the steamer if you’re using one, so it gets hot. Pull together and organize your products, along with any props you’re using.

NOW YOU’RE WORKING

Exactly what you do next varies according to the styling project; you may be shooting models or stacks of sweaters. Keep your work flowing and be aware of what’s coming next so you can be prepared. Maybe you can begin to stage the next shot while this one’s being refined. Always be available to make any changes and adjustments to the products or clothing. Be cautious with all the photo equipment around—you may have to bend and reach into some pretty awkward positions to style your items. You’ll be on your feet a lot.

Try not to make personal phone calls or to read magazines. Some cell phone usage during the day is to be expected with freelancers, but your main focus is on the job at hand. If you are really meant for this career, you’ll be so interested in the shoot that you won’t want to miss a moment.

The day goes like this until lunchtime, with maybe a snack or a bottle of water. After a quick lunch in the studio you wash your hands and get back to work. The afternoon progresses the same way—more styling, more shots checked off the list. You may get a sense of how the catalog is coming together by reviewing the photographs.

MUSIC AND HUMOR

Two consistent elements in photo shoots help keep the atmosphere light and fun: humor and music. The people you’re working with are intelligent and creative, and so are you. Conversation and jokes are part of what makes the shoot day interesting, and they make the models comfortable. Don’t get so involved in talking, though, that you are distracted from your work or that you distract others.

In a studio, there is almost always music playing and a selection of CDs or iPod tunes to choose from. When appropriate on location, music can add to the relaxed atmosphere. Sometimes you’ll see a dartboard or a basketball hoop in a photo studio, but I have never found that there’s time to use them.

THE END OF THE STUDIO DAY

When the day ends, help the other crew members with any clean up that needs to be done. Make sure your job is finished and that you are free to leave. Unplug the steamer, thank the photographer and the art director for a good day, review your call time for the next day if the job is continuing, stretch, repack your kit, and go home.

LOCATION DAYS

When your location is outdoors, the call time usually is early, as the photographer typically wants the early morning light. The photographer may also want to capture the warm glow of sunset. The sun at midday is usually too bright and high to get the best shots. You’re carrying your kit and merchandise to and from vehicles, and moving more quickly.

If you’re shooting in a private home, you’ll probably move furniture and other décor; everything needs to be put back in place and returned to the way it was when you arrived. It helps to take a digital or cell phone image of the room at the beginning of the day; remembering where things were placed is harder than you expect. You might even need to vacuum the areas where you shot or worked. Load your car, then take one more look around.

By the time the location day ends, you still have to travel back from the location, unload, and get reorganized. But you’ve had a great time working on the project with the crew.

THE “POLAROID PROCESS”

This is my own term, left over from the days before digital photography. The procedure involved defines the hierarchy and good manners of a shoot to this day. A special “Polaroid back” is attached to the camera so the photograph can be previewed. An image is taken through the actual camera lens and exposed on Polaroid film instead of on regular transparency or negative film. The image is the size of the film, so if 35mm is being shot the image is small—a rectangle about 1" × 1 ½". 120mm film creates a larger image, and 4 × 5 film is a bit under 4" × 5" (See page 24.) The photographer pulls the Polaroid film out of the camera and hands it to the assistant, who times development for sixty to ninety seconds. When it is developed, the assistant looks at it and hands it to the photographer.

Here they are both looking at the lighting of the shot and may get to work on making some changes. The photographer may use a “loupe,” which is a small magnifying glass, to check for focus and other details. Unless they see a problem that they can quickly resolve, the art director is next to see the Polaroid.


THE “POLAROID PROCESS”

This is the order in which the crew members view a photograph in progress. The image may be a traditional Polaroid preview of the shot in actual film size, if film is being shot. Or it may be a digital shot viewed on a computer monitor. In either case, the viewing sequence is a matter of etiquette and respect in a photo shoot.

1. Assistant photographer (or digital technician)

2. Photographer

3. Art director

4. Client

5. Stylist

6. Makeup artist, hair stylist

7. Talent



THE ART DIRECTOR VIEWS THE POLAROID

The art director also looks at aspects such as composition, overall color, depth of field (how much the background is in or out of focus), background elements, and whether this image represents what he or she wants. The art director will look for anything odd or distracting, like a horizon line going straight through a model’s head. For a product shot—a sweater laid down against a white background, for example—critical elements would be the overall shape of the featured item, and whether the folds and shadows are too deep.

The art director then discusses these details with the photographer or the stylist. As they make more improvements to the image, they take more Polaroids. This film is expensive and used to be a significant part of the expense of photo shoots. It is not unusual for multiple Polaroids to be shot before the image is considered ready to be photographed.

THE NEXT STEP

If a client is present at the shoot, he views the Polaroid next. Here, the art director should remind the client (probably her boss) that this is only the first look at the photo. After the client, the stylist is next in the chain of command. You have waited on the sidelines until it’s your chance for a close look at the Polaroid. This is really your first opportunity to see what the shot looks like through the camera, and it may surprise you.

The art director will point out improvements that you can make to the product or wardrobe. You may notice some improvements you’d like to make in addition to those suggested by the art director. She will appreciate that you have the experience and dedication to improve your work.

On a fashion shoot, the makeup artist would like to see the image and be sure the makeup and hair look right. It is optional to share the Polaroid with the talent at this point. It may be helpful for a model to see how the shot looks, how it’s cropped, and if the positions look natural.

[image: image]

Polaroid images, slightly smaller than actual size. Image on the Polaroid is approximately the same size as the film being used. It may be 35mm, 120 or 220mm, 4” × 5”, and so on. Photographer: Michael Christmas. © Michael Christmas

DIGITAL PHOTOGRAPHY

With the use of digital photography, the cycle of the Polaroid is a rarity. Previewing of the image takes place not on Polaroid film but on a computer monitor. I wanted you understand the way it used to be, so you can appreciate how easy it is now to see and revise your styling. But the etiquette still applies. You don’t want to put your head in front of the monitor until the photographer and art director have had a chance to see what the shot looks like. In addition, there may be lighting or composition improvements that will change everything.

Once it’s your turn to make styling revisions, it is fine to ask the photographer to take another view of the image since no costly Polaroid film is being wasted while you make adjustments. The benefits of digital photography are obvious when the stylist is working on a product shot, since you don’t have to worry about exhausting the talent. The product waits to be perfected.
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