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FOREWORD

ASMP IS HAPPY to work with Allworth Press to offer an updated edition of Starting Your Career as a Freelance Photographer.

Now that anyone with a smartphone can broadcast still or video images across the globe, is a career as a professional photographer still viable? My answer is an emphatic “yes,” but in this rapidly changing world serious photographers need to share their insights.

As an organization founded to support independent photographers, ASMP has always been dedicated to building community, sharing information, and advocating for the rights of photographers with respect to copyright, contracts, and other areas affecting livelihood. This dedication has led to the ability to produce work for publication in all different areas of media. Our members work across a variety of commercial genres, from photojournalism and documentary photography to architecture, food, fashion, fine art, and natural history. Each offers the possibility to work from wellsprings of personal passion and commitment. At ASMP, in order to replenish those wellsprings and inspire creativity, we provide access to a community of like-minded creators and fellow professionals who enjoy sharing their ideas and inspirations. With a long, rich history of supporting the work of the most talented individuals in our profession, we continue to work to build a community that enables all in it to do their best work.

In the same way, this book offers valuable instruction to the emerging photographer. It gives you information essential to building a business, establishing a brand, marketing to clients, and protecting your creative property so you can make a living doing what you love. In addition, you will discover how to take advantage of opportunities offered by technological advances in imaging and how to meet new client expectations for visual communication.

Written by experts and edited to provide essential information, Starting Your Career as a Freelance Photographer is aligned with ASMP’s educational mission. It offers resources that will keep you focused and on track as you seek to move ahead as a professional photographer. Knowing that the journey can be a long and winding road, we stand ready to offer you the support of ASMP as an organization of mentors and potential new friends. To learn more, you can visit us at www.asmp.org.

The wisdom in this book will help you maximize your ability to share your vision of the world through photography with a large and appreciative audience. May your journey into professional photography bring you both satisfaction and success.

—Thomas R. Kennedy, executive director,

American Society of Media Photographers

New York City, 2016


INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION

THE FIRST EDITION of Starting Your Career as a Freelance Photographer appeared at a point in time when the world of photography was in the midst of the rapid shift from silver halide processes to digital technology. This was true for both professionals and amateur enthusiasts. Today, that transition is well behind us. While there are photographers who choose to use film for a variety of reasons, more than 99 percent of the photographs taken today are digital images. While estimates vary, it’s possible that a billion images are uploaded to social media platforms every day.

When the first edition was published, the smartphone as we know it today did not exist and Facebook was just getting going. There was no Instagram, Snapchat, or Pinterest. A lot has changed. While digital photography is now the norm, what new apps and other photographic innovations we’ll see in the coming decade is anyone’s guess.

But a lot hasn’t changed. While digital technology has supplanted film and provided all kinds of new distribution opportunities, the business model that professional photographers rely on still involves selling or licensing images. While news and entertainment providers use more amateur photographs, the work of professionals is still in demand. Compared to the havoc that digital distribution wreaked upon the music industry, where music sales now yield a pittance and artists need to tour to make money, the photography business model remains more or less intact.

One area where the digital revolution has had a major impact is in the way that photographers promote themselves and the way editors, art directors, and other picture buyers find photographers that interest them. We’ve added a lot on these subjects to this edition.

And some things haven’t changed at all. The freelancer still needs to develop a sense of business and be concerned with issues such as insurance, negotiating contracts, the complexity of copyright, and pricing his or her work. Today’s marketing options have been altered by the digital landscape, but you still need to know how to sell yourself and close the deal. The legal challenges facing the professional photographer remain essentially the same.

The art of photography and the technique required to make a well-lit portrait or landscape photograph haven’t really changed. Granted, high dynamic range (HDR) capability and automated retouching tools can solve certain problems, but posing, lighting, and camera position are still essential skills.

This revised and expanded edition of Starting Your Career contains six parts:

Part I: Getting Started addresses topics related to careers in photography, the options for getting the necessary education, the different specialties that exist in the field, and some thoughts about equipment choices photographers must make.

Part II: Building and Protecting Your Business covers the nuts-and-bolts topics such as developing a business plan, finding a location for your studio, making basic decisions about the image you want to present to your customers, and protecting your business and your health.

Part III: Marketing Your Photography provides invaluable information regarding the markets available to photographers, ideas for a winning portfolio, creating a website that works for you, and using social media to build your brand. While it’s true that most photographers prefer to be behind the camera rather than making the pitch in front of a customer, techniques for selling yourself are an important consideration.

Part IV: Negotiating Contracts and Prices is one of the most important sections of this book. Without negotiating skills and a thorough insight into how to price your work, success is likely to be elusive. The demand for fresh content has never been greater, and the variety of ways that photographs (and video clips) are used continues to expand.

Part V: Photography and the Law answers a host of questions that photographers frequently ask. While the digital distribution formats are having an influence on copyright, other legal issues such as taxes, invasion of privacy, and resolving legal disputes remain subjects that all photographers need to understand. The speed with which images traverse the globe today increases the potential for making larger problems that arise more quickly than ever before.

Part VI: Beyond the Studio concludes the book with a look at the challenges that exist in maintaining, growing, or modifying your business. How do you grow as a photographer? How do you stay fresh and possibly explore related opportunities beyond traditional still photography? You can find ideas and answers here.

Research by the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projects the number of photography freelancers to grow in the next decade, partly because of the reduction in staff photography jobs by many companies. It’s a competitive world and the barriers to entry continue to drop as equipment becomes less expensive. Photographers trained in the skills of fine portrait and wedding photography will continue to find opportunities. Commercial photography for advertising and corporate branding will continue to require high-quality images created by trained and experienced professionals. On the other hand, newspapers and blogs often expect reporters to provide pictures, and real estate agents and insurance claim adjusters routinely take their own photographs.

This ebb and flow is nothing new to the world of photography. The ways in which pictures have been used since photography emerged in the nineteenth century have always been in flux. Flexibility is key. As the BLS website notes: “Job prospects will be best for candidates who are multitalented and possess related skills such as picture editing and capturing digital video.”

The dozen authors who contributed to this edition of Starting Your Career as a Freelance Photographer possess a wealth of knowledge and experience about the multifaceted world in which today’s photographers operate.

The appendices include the Code of Ethics of the American Society of Media Photographers as well as a list of organizations that photographers might join or be interested in. The selected bibliography includes many books that belong in your bookcase if you want to succeed in the creative business you have selected for your career.

As Tad Crawford wrote in the first edition’s introduction, “The road you are about to take has its challenges, but certainly it has great potential rewards—not only financial, but artistic and personal as well. I hope that Starting Your Career as a Freelance Photographer helps ensure that the road ahead will always rise up to meet you.”

His observation is equally true in today’s digital world. Preparation has never impeded good fortune.

—Chuck DeLaney, New York City, 2016


PART I.

GETTING STARTED

SOME PEOPLE FALL in love with photography at a young age and decide to make it a career and then stick to that plan. Some find its magic later in life, while still others suppress the desire to work in a creative field and devote their education to a “safe” profession with a nine-to-five workday, only to discover that they’re unhappy with that cautious choice.

The good news is that it doesn’t matter when you decide to become a professional photographer. The important thing is that you act on the impulse and get started. There are plenty of pathways into the field and there are no formal education requirements. In Part I, four photographers explore the flexibility of a career in photography and examine various educational options. Chuck DeLaney addresses the flexibility of career pathways in photography and the fact that the person who takes great pictures and has the right attitude can succeed with very little formal education. He also provides some thoughts about how freelancers getting started can save money on equipment. Bill Kennedy details what to expect in different education settings, including the “open enrollment” opportunities at the School of Hard Knocks. For anyone considering a two- or four-year college major in photography, this chapter is essential reading. John Kieffer explores the many benefits of serving an apprenticeship as a photographer’s assistant.

Veteran travel photographer Susan McCartney contributes her classic essay on the principal photographic specialties and explains why specialization is beneficial for many photographers. In some fields, such as photojournalism for newspapers and Internet sites covering medium- and smaller-sized markets, photographers will find it necessary to master several different skills like portraiture and still-life photography as well as covering breaking news. Online sites that specialize in selling stock photography have changed the landscape for photographers seeking to sell stock images.

The Internet has fueled the need for photographs, as the 24/7/365 content cycle requires frequent refreshment of visual imagery for every story. Whether the topic is the winner of a national election or the death of a famous person, large online publications will change and update the images that accompany the story frequently. This means that many of the specialties that McCartney describes have grown and mutated to address the needs of blogs and social media. The number of celebrity photographers continues to grow to meet the insatiable demand of a curious world. Sport photography is another area where online coverage has increased the need for photographs to be posted on the web at frequent intervals during every major event.









	CHAPTER 1
	CAREERS IN PHOTOGRAPHY





by Chuck DeLaney

This chapter is adapted from Photography Your Way by Chuck DeLaney, a freelance photographer and writer based in New York City. He served as director of the New York Institute of Photography, America’s oldest and largest photography school, for many years and has devoted his career to adult education in photography and other fields.

IN MY LIBRARY, I have a number of books that are traditional career guides in photography. Most of these books survey various fields—portraiture, medical photography, photojournalism, commercial and industrial photography—and discuss the requirements, job opportunities, and financial prospects of each area.

That’s not my approach. I firmly believe that photography is a passion and that during one photographer’s lifetime the career activities are likely to meld into one another. If you were going to be a doctor, you would need to choose a specialty, such as cardiology or nephrology or psychiatry, and would probably devote many years of training to that specialty. In all likelihood, you would then practice that specialty for the rest of your life.

Similarly, if you want to make a lot of money, you might go to business school or law school, but probably not both. After that training, you would go out and have a career “in business” or “in law.” Then you’d (hopefully) grow old, retire, and then die, perhaps with money to leave to your heirs.

PHOTOGRAPHY IS DIFFERENT

To me, that’s not what a lifetime in photography is about. Sure, it can be a way to make money, but there’s also a lot of fun and adventure to be had, a lot of opportunities to express yourself and your unique point of view, and the chance to change what you do as you go along. Why do one thing all your life? If you want to do that, it’s fine, but even if you train to become, say, a medical photographer and then work in hospitals for your entire work life, that’s no reason you cannot involve yourself with all sorts of other photographic endeavors at night, on weekends, and on vacation.

That’s the beauty of photography—the vocational goals are hazy, and the training in photography technique and technology doesn’t need to be that extensive in most fields. You can be a medical photographer during the workweek and pursue fine art or animal photography on the weekend. Try being a lawyer during the week and a brain surgeon on weekends—it won’t work. The requirements, and limits, of many fields are set in stone.

To that end, I view photography more as a lifestyle than as a career. There’s no sense of either/or. You can be a medical photographer and a wedding photographer. You can be a photojournalist and a child photographer. It’s up to you. You may not leave a fortune to your children, but you’ll lead a rich life and possibly leave behind images that will have both monetary and social value. That’s sure not a bad life to have lived.

PHOTOGRAPHY AS A CREATIVE OUTLET

And, let’s not write off all those doctors, lawyers, and MBAs either. There are many professionals in a host of fields who turn to photography to get the creative and expressive satisfaction that their “profession” may not be able to deliver.

So let’s start with the basics. We’re photographers and we’re involved with a very powerful force—photography. And we have the opportunity to shape our careers as we go along. But before you can bask in the potential of photography, locate your interests, and find success in one or more fields, it is essential to address three things: (1) the nature of this magical medium; (2) what you really want to get out of photography and what skills you bring to the table; and (3) what holds you back as a photographer and as a human being and the negative emotions that may confuse and inhibit you.

THE NATURE OF PHOTOGRAPHY

I love photography. I make images almost every day, and I respect the power, science, art, and magic of the medium. I once took a Christmas-greeting portrait on Polaroid film for a young man who was in prison. It took me three minutes at most. Six weeks later the prisoner told me that he had sent it to his deathly ill grandmother who hadn’t seen him in the ten years he’d been in prison. Shortly after the photo arrived, she died. Among her last requests was to be buried with the portrait I made of her grandson.

To me, that’s powerful. I make images. I show people things. I capture their emotions and expressions, their memories, their past, the things they love. Sometimes I try to express my emotions in my photographs. Maybe, one of my photos will help change something in the world for the better.

And people pay me to do this!

Another key part of what I love about photography is that it is so democratic and accessible. The equipment isn’t that expensive, and a lot of equipment isn’t necessary anyway. There are many ways to get the training you need, and there’s opportunity for you regardless of gender, race, or physical ability.

I know photographers who work from wheelchairs. There are photographers who are legally blind. I have had students over the years who were recovering from serious illness or injuries and who turned to photography as a way to reconstruct their lives. When I started teaching I worked for the nonprofit Floating Foundation of Photography, which ran photography courses in prisons and mental hospitals. Photography can help you grow. And, I know from experience, it can help you heal.

And people looking at your photos won’t necessarily know if you’re black or white, if you’re female or male, or whether you used a Canon or a Nikon. They won’t know if you went to college or learned photography in prison.

I recall a television interview with the late Danny Kaye, a performer with many talents. In talking about his interests, he made a very simple but profound statement: “If you can find the form of self-expression that’s best for you, then you’ve got it made.”

A CAREER TO THE END

There’s one other great aspect of photography. There’s no need to retire. Opera singers, supermodels, athletes—even the sharks and traders on Wall Street—all have a prime. When they can no longer take the rigors or hit the high notes, or when the “new (and younger) face” retires the supermodel who may be “over the hill” in her mid-twenties, it’s time to move on.

Not so with photography. You can take great photos while leaning on a cane. Photography will never desert you. How many of us are lucky enough to find a lifelong friend?

For me, that’s photography. My guess is, it’s photography for you too. Now that you’ve found your method of expression, the trick is to move forward and stay optimistic. Perhaps, as you grow, you may find photography is not for you or that there’s something better. Then the trick is to move on to that better something. This is not unheard of in creative professions. For example, the great artist Marcel Duchamp, a pioneer of the Dada movement, gave up making art altogether and turned his passion to chess in his later years. The wonderful French photographer Jacques Lartigue turned to painting in midlife. Not long ago I read the obituary of Myron “Scottie” Scott, who started out as a news photographer and happened to take a few feature photographs of some kids who had made a toy car out of a soapbox and a set of buggy wheels. He went on to become the founder and guiding light of the Soapbox Derby.

WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM PHOTOGRAPHY?

Knowing what areas of photography are of interest to you isn’t always that easy. One problem is that the world of photographic specialties and professional practitioners is highly segmented, particularly in the way photography is taught. There isn’t a lot of crossover. For the most part, those in fashion know of their predecessors and peers but are clueless about the history of photojournalists or portraitists. The couple running a portrait studio in Des Moines probably don’t know the names of the hotshot fine-art photographers who are currently in demand in New York and Los Angeles.

The key to learning about what possibilities exist out there is to look at other photographers from either the recent past or from prior generations. There’s no career guide better than learning about the lives and looking at the works of others who devoted themselves to the pursuit of photography.

Michelangelo, known to most of us for his skills as a sculptor and painter, also wrote poetry. One of his sonnets muses on the potential in a block of marble. Every possible sculpture is contained within that block; the sculptor need only remove the bits of marble that aren’t part of that sculpture!

Photography is like that block of marble. It offers everything you could possibly desire. Sometimes it may be easier to determine what you don’t want and then make your way toward the areas that are left.

THE NEGATIVE STUFF

We’re all susceptible to negative feelings, but until those emotions are examined and either eradicated or put in their place, the good stuff is hard to access in a sustained, trustworthy way. And those despairing gremlins do have a way of popping up again and again, for all of us.

That’s important to remember. There may be a few enlightened souls who have put the dark stuff behind them forever—conclusively—and with no hitches. But for most of us, those negative feelings are like houseflies—you never get rid of every single one of them, you just keep them under control.

Over the course of my career, I’ve slowly come to realize how many people—not just photographers but all kinds of people—take themselves off the playing field, fold their hand, and ask to be dealt out of the game. They end up bitter, befuddled, or beaten. Or, if they’re lucky, just depressed. And they did it to themselves! Well, the hell with that!

A lot of our emotions come out as anger when dealing with customers and suppliers. As you’ll see, there are a few situations where you can go ahead and blow your top, and other times when you have to take it easy. There are times to talk and times when the trick is to stay silent.

Occasionally, as you go along, you may find yourself thrown to the ground. Maybe you can pull this book out and reread a few sections and get up, brush yourself off, get back in the game, and get even with those that threw you.

This discussion of negative stuff is written with the wish that it will help you stay in the game right up to the end, that it will help you absorb the bumps, learn to analyze the self-inflicted ones so as to keep them to a minimum, and figure out how to handle those dealt you by others.

FIGHTING THE “IF ONLYS”

Photography is an elusive undertaking. As a form of self-expression, it can fool many people. It’s easy to get good, to take technically okay photographs—to record a sharp, well-exposed image of something.

But it’s a lot harder to get really good, and for the gifted, it’s even harder to get great. It’s hard to get other people to take your photography seriously. There are business and financial considerations involved. There are a lot of rejections along the way. Any of these factors can lead to distracted, depressed thinking, a lot of “if onlys”:

•   If only I had better equipment

•   If only I had her contacts

•   If only I had his sales technique

•   If only I had gone to that school

•   If only I could be published in that magazine

And one of the worst:

•   If only I hadn’t screwed up that job

You can fritter away an entire lifetime dealing with the “if onlys,” but this seduction must be avoided. It’s not that hard once you see them for what they are, but it’s also one of the reasons that, if you’re not careful, photography can make you crazy.

IT’S ATTITUDE, NOT SUCCESS, THAT COUNTS

In fact, I know many successful photographers who are still hounded by “if onlys”—what they haven’t accomplished or the people who don’t respect them—rather than basking in their considerable achievements. And these aren’t just run-of-the-mill photographers. I know of one fabulously successful commercial and editorial photographer who is obsessed with getting major shows for his work in recognized fine art museums. He won’t rest until he’s secured that reputation. I’ve also met a very successful nature photographer who expressed to me his need to prove himself to his colleagues although he has legions of admirers. “They still think I’m a techno-geek,” he told me.

I believe that there is no one way of being. If that’s what these photographers want to do, if those are goals of their choosing, and as long as it is a choice and not an obsession, then that’s OK.

And, while it can be obsessive at the top, it can be lonely when you’re starting out. Photographers spend a lot of time alone—working, traveling, in the studio, or in a darkened room in front of a computer screen. The world is usually on one side of your lens and you’re on the other. You need to make certain that you have enough input from the outside world. It’s dangerous to get too isolated.

The fact that photography is a democratic medium, with accessibility for all, does have some drawbacks. There’s a real potential for deluding yourself, pretending to be a photographer, thinking you’re better than you are, or obsessing that you’re not as good as you actually are.

Other forms of art and expression are much quicker to discourage people who seek to master them. For example, the performing arts can be downright cruel. If you wish to make your mark as a singer, musician, dancer, actor, or comedian but have little or no talent, your limitations are likely to be made painfully clear to you and your potential audience very quickly. Maybe that’s good, because then you can move on.

After all, it’s your lifetime, and as it passes, you’ll realize a lifetime isn’t a long time; it’s a short time. There’s no benefit wasting any of it.

Like the performing arts, the traditional visual arts—the “fine arts” of painting, sculpture, and architecture—also require talent that many of us lack. You’re not likely to paint for very long if you have no skill at all.

If lack of talent weren’t a big enough obstacle, many art forms impose financial barriers as well. Authors, poets, and playwrights can curse the lack of interest from publishers. Filmmakers can lament the high cost of producing a motion picture. Worst off may be architects, some of whom must kiss up to the likes of developers such as Donald Trump to get their works realized.

With inexpensive cameras getting better and better and most smartphones offering decent camera options, it’s cheaper and easier to take photographs than it has ever been. Anyone can push the shutter and upload photographs (and video) instantaneously. That’s a blessing and a possible drawback. You’ll have to trust the honest feedback of the people whose opinion you value most to determine whether your sense of your work is on target.

ANYONE CAN TAKE A PICTURE

“He’s only an intern!”

I heard this walking to my home in Lower Manhattan’s financial district one evening. It was a young Wall Street MBA-type who blurted this out to his friend, but hearing just those four words, it was obvious that the “intern” had somehow bested this fledgling master-of-the-universe.

In the last two decades, technology has made photography even easier. It used to be that you had to have a modicum of understanding of exposure calibration to get the image properly exposed, and you needed sufficient eyesight and a steady hand or tripod to get a sharp image. Now even those requirements are gone—computer chips assist with exposure and focus. Anyone can take a photograph.

I remember, years ago, there was a chimpanzee that lived on Manhattan’s Upper West Side and took Polaroid photographs at parties, if you hired him and his trainer. Not only could he take photographs, he was a pro! My daughter started taking photographs when she was eighteen months old. When she was three, I was comfortable putting the strap of an expensive SLR around her neck.

Make sure that you have a reasonably accurate estimation of your weaknesses and your strengths. That can require a rigorous self-examination. Is it worth it? It is if you want to be a photographer.

LET’S END WITH THE POSITIVES

One last point. It is fair for the reader to ask, “What are the benefits of the effort to banish those negative emotions? If the goal is photography without negatives, then photography with what?” The answer is multidimensional:

•   Photography with choice, with a sense of play, with assignments, with confidence, and with a plan of roughly defined goals that work for you.

•   Photography with freedom, with a respect for the tradition, and with an eye on the pitfalls that come with that tradition.

•   Photography with no regrets, with the right to experiment, and with the right to make mistakes.

There’s another difference between photography and brain surgery or rocket science—it’s okay to make mistakes. Sometimes, mistakes are part of the discovery and excitement. Mistakes can show you the way.









	CHAPTER 2
	THE VALUE OF A PHOTOGRAPHIC EDUCATION





by Bill Kennedy

Bill Kennedy has been a professional photographer for more than twenty-five years. His commercial business specializes in portraiture and location photography for editorial, corporate, and advertising clients. He has received an NEA/M-AAA Fellowship in Photography, among other grants and awards, and has exhibited widely. An associate professor of photography at St. Edward’s University in Austin, Texas, he is also a member of the Santa Fe Workshops Board of Advisors.

THERE ARE TWO traditional and respected approaches to an education in photography. One option is to enroll in a structured academic program that offers a degree or certification of some kind. These programs, ranging from trade schools to community colleges and four-year universities, can vary considerably in their curriculum. Understanding the differences and choices afforded by these programs is the main focus of this chapter.

An alternative is to forgo a formal education and choose instead the “School of Hard Knocks.” The advantage of Hard Knocks is open enrollment. You can come and go as you will, learning at your own pace. A Hard Knocks education is a viable alternative to structured academic programs because freelance photography is an unlicensed profession in America. It is possible to work as a photographer without a formal education, certification, or license of any kind. In fact, if you are successful—if you can find the clientele to generate a sustainable profit from your freelance business—your claim to be a “professional” is as legitimate as that of someone with a four-year university degree.

By default, becoming a self-employed professional photographer is determined less by formal education and more by how quickly you learn what is essential to survive and prosper economically. In other words, business acumen will be at least as important as your creativity and photographic ability.

THE LEARNING CURVE

One way or the other—formal education or Hard Knocks—both the photography and business learning curves must be mastered for you to survive ethically and prosper economically as a freelance photographer. Regardless of pedigree, smart freelancers also realize that an education in photography is never complete. The realities of the marketplace make education a lifelong process. There is always something new to learn as tastes change and new technologies appear (just ask, for example, the studio photographer compelled to learn prepress color management and workflow because they moved from analog to digital photography). The need to learn explains, at least in part, why photography workshops have become increasingly popular.

PHOTOGRAPHY WORKSHOPS

Workshops are intensive experiences usually structured around learning a set of skills (platinum printing, studio techniques, or portrait lighting, for example) or the experience and reputation of the instructor. It is remarkable what can be accomplished, and how far a motivated person can travel, when surrounded—twenty-four hours a day—by people committed to the same pursuit. Workshops typically last a short week (five or six days) but come in a wide variety of flavors and configurations. You may be able to find workshops in your area (check local art schools and museums, the learning extension programs at larger schools and universities, and any local photography groups or professional organizations). Some of the larger and better-known workshop programs include Anderson Ranch, Santa Fe Workshops, Palm Beach, and the Maine Photographic Workshops (Now Maine Media Workshops). Information on these, and many others, can be found on the Internet. Incidentally, workshops are an excellent way to explore the idea of becoming a freelance photographer. You can take a class with working professionals and benefit from their experience and point of view.

One lesson you may learn from attending a workshop is that the desire to become a freelance photographer—intoxicating and compelling as it may be—is inevitably tempered by a career decision: What kind of photographer do you want to be, and what kind of small business should you create to support this decision? In short, becoming a successful freelance photographer means you want to own and operate a small business fueled by your ability and passion to make images. What kind of image making do you want to specialize in?

CHOICES

For the sake of simplicity, we can organize the myriad of freelance choices into a few large categories: commercial photography, retail photography, and fine art photography. These categories differ mainly in the way images are marketed and sold, by the way, and less by image content, talent, or skill. Examples of commercial photography include annual reports, freelance editorial, advertising, fashion and lifestyle, and product illustration. It is a very diversified field. Photographers who choose a commercial photography career do not usually deal with the general public. They most often market and sell their work to art buyers and art directors, graphic designers, and editors.

Retail photographers, on the other hand, do market and sell directly to the public. This would include portrait studios and event and wedding photography, for example. Fine art photographers also sell to the public but generally try to work with galleries or agents to market their work (and will pay a commission that could approach 50 percent, for the privilege).

To further complicate matters, boundaries are fluid and there are no hard and fast rules, save those that govern commerce in general (a benefit of photography being an unlicensed profession). Commercial photographers can shoot weddings or sell work through fine art galleries, for example. Retail photographers can shoot commercial assignments and exhibit their work in galleries and museums. Fine art photographers often accept commercial assignments and traditionally may supplement their photography careers by teaching. All may work with stock agencies to sell their work to wider markets. In other words, freelance photographers independently define their business; if they operate within the law, they are free to “behave” any way they wish.

Keep in mind, though, that these categories—commercial, retail, or fine art—simply reflect the choices photographers make about their work and how they choose to market what they do. The Internal Revenue Service does not care about the aesthetic decisions, distinctions, labels, or ego that lead photographers to define what they do. The IRS’s view of commercial photography is simple and direct: if freelancers earn money from making photographs, they are a business and have entered the world of taxation and regulation. Fine art photographers declaring their earnings from print sales must use the same IRS forms and procedures as an editorial photographer working for international magazines or a commercial photographer shooting automobiles or annual reports. In fact, if there is a “Grand Unifying Theory” of freelance photography, it exists only within the byzantine business code of the IRS.

CHOOSING A PROGRAM

Obviously, the decision to become a freelance photographer is more complex and interesting than it may at first seem. In fact, one strong argument for a structured academic education in photography is the time it affords a photographer to comprehend, appreciate, and find reliable answers to important career questions and issues. School provides time to examine what kind of images you want to make (and learn how to make them). There is time to explore, experiment, grow, change, and refine your thinking and career ambition—ideally, with the help and guidance of good teachers. You are looking for an education that will fuel your ambitions by challenging assumptions, refining technique and aesthetic judgment, strengthening your work ethic, and establishing a critical dialogue about photography that will mature over the long and sustained arch of your career.

The first decision about a formal education in photography is to determine what kind of program is best for you. The way photography education is organized, especially at four-year colleges and universities, rarely reflects the way commercial photography as a business is organized. (Traditionally, the art rather than the commerce of photography has been emphasized in higher education.)

This means you need to evaluate and compare programs carefully. There often are considerable and important differences, and it is easy to mistakenly compare apples to oranges. The following is a checklist to help you structure your investigation. Fortunately, most of the information you need can be found on websites or by contacting the admissions office of the schools that interest you. Almost all schools offer online enrollment options, but it is probably worthwhile to schedule a conversation with someone in the admissions office or other department who provides advice to prospective students.

A Photography Education Checklist:

1.   What kind of program is it? Is it a trade-school certification, an institute, a two-year associate’s degree, or a four-year bachelor’s degree?

•   If it is a trade-school certification program or an institute, does it award academic credit that will transfer to a college or university program (an important consideration if you eventually want to enroll in a college or university degree program)? A trade-school education could be an excellent fit, but it is often considered to be vocational training and may not transfer to colleges or universities. If it is an associate’s or bachelor’s degree, what kind? Associate degrees can vary considerably, depending on what department the photography program is located in. It may be a science or technology degree, or it could be a fine art degree. Traditionally, four-year degree programs come in two variations: fine art (bachelor of fine arts, or BFA) and photojournalism (bachelor of journalism, or BJ). The fine art approach is a studio education that will include art history and coursework in design, drawing, and art theory, for example. Photojournalism programs tend to be majors within schools of either journalism or communication. PJ programs prepare students for careers in journalism. Both, by the way, feed graduates into freelance photography, usually with little or no practical business training (but more about that later).

2.   How is the program structured within the school?

•   How many hours in your degree plan are dedicated to studying photography?

•   When can you begin taking photography coursework? Some schools, including most universities, do not allow students to begin study in their major until late in the sophomore or junior year. There are exceptions to this, but it is an important consideration if you want to get started on your photography education quickly. This can be especially important to older-than-average students.

3.   What classes are taught in the program? Always look for a complete list of classes. This will give you valuable insight into how a program’s curriculum is structured. For example, what is the balance between production classes (where you are expected to shoot and process images) and history or theory classes (where you are expected to do research and write)? Are only still-imaging courses taught, or does the curriculum include video or multimedia, for example? Also, are there business and marketing classes geared toward the needs of photographers?

4.   Who teaches in the program? How many full-time versus part-time instructors are there? This can help predict how much time you can expect to spend with core faculty. Good adjunct faculty can bring depth and vitality to a program that has a sound core faculty, but beware programs that seem to lack full-time faculty. You want to select a program because of its focus and strength, not the lack of it. Another important indicator of a program’s strength, by the way, is the professional involvement and expertise of the faculty. Ideally, you want to study photography with people who are passionately and professionally involved in the medium.

5.   What kind of facilities and equipment can you expect to have access to? You may be able to gain an informed opinion from printed or online material, but this is one area that is best informed by a campus visit. If that is impossible, try corresponding with a faculty member (email addresses can sometimes be found on school websites). Does the school have an equipment bank that you can use to borrow equipment that you don’t have? This is especially important if you will be required to take courses that use specialized or expensive equipment that you may not own (or want to buy). You want to gauge the “tool kit” you will be paying to use. By the way, remember to ask about the hardware/software used in digital-imaging labs. Because of the expense involved in maintaining digital equipment and purchasing software upgrades, some schools’ technology may not be as current as others’.

6.   What financial aid programs exist? Are there scholarships or grants that you are eligible for? This kind of information can be found on school campuses. In fact, good schools have specialists who will work with you to arrange any financing needed to attend school.

GATHERING INFORMATION

Gathering this information will help you understand the differences between programs and between the schools where the programs are located. Essentially, what matters most are the people you will spend time with (students, staff, and faculty) and the curriculum (what is actually being taught and learned). After applying and being accepted, registering and paying tuition, buying supplies, and arranging your life to accommodate a class schedule, what can you look forward to? What are the experiences and learning milestones you can expect and want to seek out?

LEARNING COMMUNITIES

Exceptional academic photography programs are more than the sum of their parts. They generate a strong sense of community. In part, people bind together and learn from each other through their mutual commitment and the sheer effort a thorough and demanding photography program requires. If a program does its job properly, classmates become colleagues as they study and learn photography together.

In other words, if a program is a good fit for you, there will be a process at work that extends learning well beyond the classroom. It is the process of learning how to think in an ordered, disciplined, and joyous way. Yvon Chouinard, adventurer and founder of Patagonia, Inc. (considered by many to be a model ethical business), understands the value of process. He identifies it as a core value in the way his company operates. “It’s all about process,” explains Chouinard. “Part of the process of life is to question how you live it … and it’s the same in business. If you focus on the goal and not the process, you inevitably compromise. Businessmen who focus on the profits wind up in the hole. For me, profit is what happens when you do everything else right.”

The process of learning how to “do everything else right” that Chouinard refers to is a simple but powerful description of the training and experience a good education can provide a freelance photographer. Learning communities generate and sustain a critical dialogue—essentially, a disciplined conversation—that lasts for years and extends beyond graduation. This dialogue inevitably reflects one’s education and values. Students, discovering that they belong to a group sharing a common agenda and goals, stimulate and challenge each other. It is empowering to be surrounded by people dedicated to learning the same craft, technique, and language of light that you are. From working through a common agenda, students find their own unique and irreplaceable voice. They develop a personal aesthetic and acquire the technical skills to express their vision through the images they make.

This is particularly valuable to a freelance photographer. A freelancer is constantly faced with the challenge of breaking through not only the visual clutter of our mediated society in general but also the piles of promos sitting on a typical art director’s desk. Being able to convincingly express a mature personal aesthetic is paramount to survival in the market. Learning what kind of images you are capable of making is a substantial and concrete part of learning how to think. In fact, this method, or way of thinking, can be understood in three parts:

1.   Seeing a problem or issue,

2.   Understanding it, and

3.   Exercising sound reasoning toward its resolution.

Learning to see clearly and incisively, to perceive, is the first step. It involves training the mind to scan broadly and discriminate precisely. Reaching understanding requires an intellectual “tool kit” that enables and conditions one’s inquiry. This can include being familiar and conversant with subjects across disciplines. It also includes the confidence that rewards curiosity informed by research. Lastly, reasoning toward resolution is a learned ability—but also the expression of a desire—to struggle toward reliable conclusions rather than settling for convenient and simple opinion. This is the foundation of a liberal arts education and it is also a very adept description of the process of making good photographs.

Ansel Adams believed that young photographers were best served by earning a degree before beginning a career in photography. He understood that the process of educating the mind—of learning how to think—was precisely the kind of training photographers need in order to make successful images (a champion of technique, Adams nonetheless placed technique at the service of one’s creativity and intellect).

School has the “silent” benefit of structuring not only time but priorities as well. A degree program mandates a structure for time to be wisely and purposefully used. This structuring of priorities can be achieved on your own (if you are highly motivated and disciplined), but for most it will be much more difficult to accomplish. Without the structure of school, you may find that life issues—jobs and family, for example—demand attention and compete for your resources. For many, this can be one of the hardest issues to control in the School of Hard Knocks.

If an academic program encourages student membership in professional organizations—the ASMP, NPPA, and PPA, for example—there will be opportunities to extend your education beyond the classroom. Learning about fair trade practices and ethical conduct from working photographers, who struggle with these issues every day, can be a powerful extension of classroom learning. Belonging to professional organizations and attending local meetings can open a window from the classroom to the real world. It allows students the opportunity to benefit from real-world experience while working toward a degree.

It is also an excellent way to begin networking and finding mentors. Mentors are seasoned professionals willing to share their success with students. They take special interest in a student’s ambition and career. Mentors share and guide, providing access to information, experience, and opinion that can help a student photographer make good career decisions. Most importantly, they can help you negotiate the inevitable transition from academia to the real world.

Some photography programs include (or require) internships, which can be another way of learning about business issues and of finding mentors. An internship is essentially a temporary job placement for which you can earn academic credit. It is similar to the student-teaching experience that education majors typically go through. It is real-world learning while in school. You may intern with a working photographer, for example, although excellent internships can also include nonprofit organizations, fine art institutions, media providers (like television stations or video production houses), graphic designers, agencies, print publications, and so forth. Good internship programs place students in real-world situations and allow them an opportunity to explore career options firsthand. This is often very helpful when one is managing the transition from academia to the real world.

Entering the market is the final piece of the education puzzle. In hand with an active internship program, there is one more element that a good program should offer to help substantially with the transition from academia to the real world. It should emphasize the importance of a graduation portfolio. Many programs leave portfolio development up to the individual student. Consider instead a program that begins portfolio development early on, preferably in the freshman or sophomore year. This approach stresses continual reevaluation and editing. With the help of their teachers, students will, ideally, review and change their portfolio many times before they graduate. With each edit, the portfolio becomes a stronger and more persuasive statement about the student’s skills and vision. An exceptional portfolio translates into a competitive advantage, and that is one thing a freelance photographer should always be interested in learning more about.
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	THE BENEFITS OF APPRENTICESHIP





by John Kieffer

This chapter is adapted from The Photographer’s Assistant by John Kieffer, a photographer and writer based in Boulder, Colorado, who spends the majority of his time photographing the natural places of the American West and marketing his and other stock photographers’ work through Kieffer Nature Stock.

MANY OF US experienced a special fascination with photography from our earliest encounter, and we continue to nurture the dream of being a professional photographer. Unfortunately, one of the first and greatest stumbling blocks is just getting your foot in the door. The best approach to getting started as a professional photographer is to become a professional photographic assistant.

THE PHOTOGRAPHIC ASSISTANT

Just what is a professional photographic assistant? In general, it’s an individual with both photographic and related skills who assists a professional photographer. Being a photographic assistant can be both a transitional period and a learning experience. It can allow the advanced amateur or recent photography-school graduate to turn professional more smoothly. A good assistant has marketable photographic skills but also performs as an apprentice.

Before you can appreciate the importance and responsibilities of the assistant, it’s necessary to dispel some common myths regarding professional photographers, especially those photographers most likely to hire assistants. Photographers who regularly utilize assistants receive photographic assignments that have budgets for an assistant. They get the better jobs because of their ability to consistently produce a technically excellent photographic product, regardless of the subject or shooting conditions.

Many aspects of high-level photography must be approached very precisely. What is almost perfect is unacceptable. Being a little out of focus, seeing only the edge of a piece of double-stick tape, or overlooking a speck of errant dust on the set is intolerable. Imagine several professionals viewing a 4 x 5–inch color transparency with a magnifying loupe. There’s no place to hide mistakes.

Photography is a process where the production of the final image, whether it’s a piece of film or a digital file, is the result of many small steps. Failure to perform any one of these steps satisfactorily can render the outcome useless. Consistently sustaining this high level of output requires both technical and creative skills. It also necessitates a certain fastidious nature, attentiveness to detail, and overall organization by photographer and assistant alike.

Photography is often mistakenly perceived as a fairly laid-back, almost casual occupation. This is largely untrue for professional photography as a whole, and even more so when assistants are utilized. An acceptable product must be delivered on schedule, often by the end of the day.

Besides the assistant, others might be involved with the day’s work, perhaps an art director, a client, a stylist, or a model. Either their schedules or the budget may not allow for extending the shoot. A photographic assistant is an integral part of this creative effort and can be a tremendous asset. Conversely, mistakes can cost thousands of dollars and damage the photographer’s credibility.

The bottom line is, the most successful photographers are those who won’t let something go out of the door until they’re satisfied that the work is the best it can be. These are the photographers assistants want to work for the most. Keep in mind, as the day grows longer and the takeout pizza gets colder, there are likely to be only two people left in the studio—the photographer and the assistant. As an assistant, you should expect long days and demanding work. The rewards are financial, educational, and an active involvement with a high-quality photographic experience.

THE ASSISTANT’S RESPONSIBILITIES

A clearer view of the photographer’s working environment makes it easier to appreciate why the successful photographer needs a competent assistant. Well, what are an assistant’s responsibilities? In general terms, the assistant is hired to free the photographer from many lesser tasks. This allows the photographer to concentrate on what’s in the camera frame and, ultimately, on the final image.

The best assistants integrate a variety of skills into many different kinds of photographic situations. Besides receiving instructions from the photographer, a good assistant anticipates the progression of the shoot and takes the initiative regarding assisting duties. Finally, the assistant must be in tune with the photographer … a sort of mind reader.

More specifically, assistants work with photographic equipment. However, this equipment is rarely the kind mentioned in the popular photography magazines. The 35 mm, single lens reflex camera (SLR), so familiar to amateur photographers, is often the format encountered least by the assistant. The 35 mm SLR is likely to be replaced by medium-format cameras (6 x 6 cm and 6 x 7 cm), and large-format view cameras (4 x 5 in). These often have digital backs, completely bypassing film.

The need to produce on schedule requires the photographer to control as many variables as possible. Hence, the use of constructed shooting environments. Artificial lighting is a big part of this controlled environment. The small flash units that attach to SLR cameras are replaced by more powerful, electronic flash systems. These lighting systems consist of large power supplies and individual flash heads.

In addition, stands and numerous light-modifying devices are used to control this raw light. Some of the assistant’s responsibilities are to set up the lighting system, subtly change its position and character, and tear it down. Reliance on artificial lighting greatly increases the need for an assistant.

Artificial lighting also necessitates making test photographs to adjust the lighting setup. Generally, a photographer won’t make the final image until all that can be done is done. Test exposures help confirm important aspects ranging from composition and lighting to focus and exposure. Everything must be just right to avoid unwanted surprises.

Like an artist, the photographer often starts with only a general idea and a blank camera frame. This means a background or location must be chosen or even specifically constructed.

Both the subject and all props must be selected, and everything must then be precisely positioned, by whatever means necessary. The solution may dictate the simple use of a clamp but frequently demands real ingenuity. It’s imperative that everything stays together, at least until the last exposure is made.

A key to being a good assistant is the ability to prioritize your responsibilities and be efficient in accomplishing them. At the same time, you keep one ear dedicated to the photographer. There’s more to professional photography than what’s visible in the final image. To be a successful assistant, you need many skills. Not all are thought of as photographic, but they’re still essential in creating successful photography. Certainly strong computer skills and proficiency in software such as Adobe Photoshop are important. In addition to responsibilities that are assigned, a smart assistant pays attention to areas where the photographer may appreciate help.

BENEFITS FROM ASSISTING

The benefits you receive by being a professional photographic assistant are almost too numerous to list. In simple terms, it’s an incomparable learning experience … and you get paid for it. You work with the better photographers, and in the process you’re exposed to a vast array of photographic challenges and creative solutions.

By assisting different photographers on countless photographic assignments, the day-to-day tasks of photography gradually become routine. As a result, you’ll be far less likely to have difficulties when making the transition from an assistant to a professional photographer with your own studio.

Perhaps of greatest value is the knowledge you gain regarding every aspect of light. As your photographic eye evolves, you learn to appreciate its subtleties. If you’re perceptive, techniques used to control light can become invaluable tools for use later on. Assisting also gives you a familiarity with a range of photographic equipment that’s impossible to obtain any other way. This hands-on experience makes the inevitable purchase of costly photographic equipment less of a gamble.

The assistant is part of a creative team, commonly working with models, stylists, set builders, and other assistants. Working with these people imparts valuable knowledge. Later in your career, many of these same individuals may even be of service to you. When you are assisting, your daily routine is likely to include running errands. These may consist of stops at rental houses, repair shops, prop stores, and other photo-related resources. Support services are essential to virtually all areas of professional photography and many times require some research and preparation. Bear in mind that some of your errands will take you to the coffee shop or delicatessen.

Finally, assisting provides a unique avenue for becoming part of the local photographic community and for building a network of relationships. As a successful assistant, the transition to professional photographer will be more fluid. Gradually, your employers become your peers.

THE PROFESSIONAL PHOTOGRAPHIC COMMUNITY

The field of professional photography is extremely diverse, so it’s critical to know which areas of photography require assistants and why. The following list discusses areas with the greatest potential to utilize photographic assistants. It’s fair to say that several categories might apply to a photographer over the course of a busy year.

Commercial Photography

Commercial photographers use assistants more than any other group of photographers. These photographers commonly obtain work from advertising agencies, graphic-design firms, and larger companies. The resulting image is then used in some form of commercial endeavor, such as a magazine advertisement, brochure, website, or annual report.

The field of commercial photography isn’t precisely defined and holds the potential to expose the assistant to every kind of shooting experience. Commercial work differs from wedding and portrait photography, where the general public is buying the product. Editorial photography and photojournalism aren’t considered commercial work, because the photography is not directly involved with selling something.

Product Photography

Product photography is a branch of commercial photography and is essential to many businesses and photographers alike. When the objects are small, it’s often referred to as tabletop or still-life photography. Whatever you call it, you take pictures of things, usually things that are sold. Ideally, this work is performed in the studio, where photographic control can be maximized. Proper lighting is critical, not only to show the product most favorably but also to elicit a response or convey an idea. Utilizing view cameras, professional lighting systems, and every type of related equipment is the routine.

Architectural Photography

Architectural photographers also depend on assistants. Whether shooting interiors or exteriors, they are often called on to illuminate large areas. This translates into a lot of lighting equipment. Photographers often need to be in two places at once, and when large spaces are involved, what’s better than a good assistant? As you’d expect, it’s always a location job and everything must be transported to and from the site; strong backs are required.

With much of product and architectural photography, capturing the final image is often anticlimactic and almost a formality. Lighting and composition problems have been solved and verified with preliminary test photographs reviewed in the camera’s viewfinder or on a monitor. Unless an important variable cannot be precisely controlled, like the pouring of a beverage or rapidly changing natural light, a limited number of final exposures are made.

People and Fashion Photography

Some subjects, such as photographing people, especially in fashion, require making a great number of images. Due to a model’s movements, the photographer cannot control the final outcome, and a certain level of tension exists on the set.

This uncertainty means many more exposures are made to assure the photographer gets the shot. For the assistant, it becomes more important than ever to be attentive to the photographer’s needs and to what’s happening around the set. If there’s a delay in the action, it better not be because of you.

Editorial Photography and Photojournalism

Editorial photography and photojournalism are the noncommercial photography found in magazines and newspapers. The photographers producing this work tend to use assistants less frequently than commercial photographers do. Unfortunately, many editorial budgets just don’t have any extra money for an assistant.

Besides budget, there is a fundamental difference in the subject matter. In most instances, the editorial subject possesses an inherent quality that makes it interesting to the viewer. A commercial product or idea doesn’t have this advantage. It’s a box, a thing, and the public often has little interest in it. The commercial photographer has to work hard to evoke any kind of response … that’s part of the challenge. On the other hand, the very nature of editorial photography and photojournalism requires a less contrived approach, which means less need for an assistant.

Wedding and Portrait Photography

When the layperson envisions professional photography, both weddings and portrait studios quickly come to mind. From an assistant’s viewpoint, both share some common traits. First, they draw their livelihood from the general public. This usually translates into a restricted budget. In addition, shooting situations and lighting solutions are less complex. The result is less need for an assistant. It’s important to realize, though, that there’s still tremendous opportunity to photograph people, although it’s usually related to a commercial job. Large-budget wedding jobs may require multiple assistants, and executive portraiture is usually done on location, and an assistant may be needed to make sure busy executives can be photographed without taking up too much of their time.

FREELANCING AND FULL-TIME ASSISTING

Another aspect of assisting must be addressed. This is whether to be a freelance or full-time assistant. As a full-time assistant you are like an employee of any small business, except that the job is with a photographer who owns an independent studio. As a freelance assistant, you provide services to many photographers on an as-needed basis.

Before deciding if one position is best, it’s important to examine the city where you intend to work. There may not be a choice to make. Larger, economically healthy, metropolitan areas have larger photographic communities. These markets hold the greatest potential in finding a full-time position. Metropolitan areas with less than half a million people may have only a handful of full-time positions. Wherever the market, there are always more freelancers than full-time assistants.

If given the opportunity to pursue either, understanding how the two positions differ will help you make an informed decision. The word that best describes freelance assisting is “diversity.” One day you’re on location, involved with a fashion shoot. You’re working with a medium-format camera, strobe, models, and a stylist. On another, you’ll spend the day in the studio, fine-tuning a single product shot. Here the photographer utilizes a view camera, different lighting equipment, and, more importantly, a different viewpoint.

No matter how skilled, no single photographer practices every type of photography or utilizes every valid approach. Freelancing allows you to explore the widest range of photographic experiences. You may become more familiar with those areas you think you want to pursue professionally. But it is just as likely that you will become sidetracked by areas you never even knew existed. Try it; you might like it. If it doesn’t hold your interest, don’t worry—your next assisting job will probably be quite different.

Working with different photographers means different equipment. Freelance assistants get hands-on experience with a vast array of equipment. This helps you decide which style of photography or particular camera format feels right for you.

Don’t conclude that freelance assisting is all pluses. As a freelance assistant, you are essentially running your own business. Freelancers don’t find one job and then stop looking. They build a clientele and work at keeping it. This means you don’t receive a steady paycheck. You bill your clients and wait for payment.

When you are pursuing a full-time position, it’s important to evaluate both the photographer and the kind of work he or she performs. The assistant works very closely with the photographer, and a certain degree of compatibility is essential. Does the kind of work the photographer shoots day in and day out fit into your learning and career goals?

GETTING THE MOST FROM ASSISTING

Besides providing a service, assisting is also the best opportunity to learn about all aspects of photography. However, little can be gained by passively observing what’s happening on the set. Certainly, you’ll learn which processing labs are best and the preferred types of equipment. But there’s much more. Realizing this potential takes a conscious and directed effort.

BE A GOOD ASSISTANT

One of the most basic ways to learn is to work hard at being a good assistant. By concentrating on the photographer and the progress of the shoot, you not only sense the photographer’s needs, but you also begin to think like a professional photographer.

In addition, the repetition of basic photographic tasks is a tremendous benefit to learning. Eventually, you become proficient at the many photographic processes that, if not done correctly, can subtract from the final image. With consistency comes the ability to improvise and create new solutions.

It’s important to remember that assisting isn’t one continuous question-and-answer session. Rather than asking numerous questions, try to think of the answer yourself. If you remain perplexed, approach the photographer at a less hectic moment or at the end of the day.

Lighting is one of the most critical aspects of good photography. Here, much can be learned by following the evolution of the lighting arrangement and reviewing the resulting series of test shots. Since these images are usually not deleted during the job, they can be examined later in the day.

On your way home from the job, reflect on the day’s activities. This will make you a better assistant, and technical or creative aspects of the shot are more likely to be remembered. Consider keeping a notebook. In it you can record information, such as filter combinations for mixed-lighting conditions or perhaps the name of a unique light-modifying device.

Review the discussion on freelance versus full-time assisting. Your decision, and how you market your services, can profoundly influence whom you work for and the type of photography you encounter. Ultimately, this affects what you learn.

KEEP SHOOTING

Assisting is so beneficial because you learn by doing. You’ll find that your own photography will progress at a faster rate if you continue to shoot frequently while assisting. This is partly because you can employ recently learned techniques, but you’ll also become more critical of your own work and, consequently, more demanding.

Unfortunately, your progress can be hindered by a lack of equipment or studio space. If this is the case, consider trading your services for the use of these items. With time, you’ll know which photographers might be receptive to your proposal, and they’ll know they can trust you with their equipment. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t continue to hire you.

THINK BEYOND PHOTOGRAPHY

When you’re first learning photography and assisting, it’s easy to get too focused on photography. I feel that even though you’re a photographer first, it’s essential to keep an open mind, not only to grow artistically but also to take advantage of new opportunities.

1.   Keep up with business and current events, so you can get the broader picture. You need to know where the world is going and how your industry fits into it. It’s the only way to keep ahead of the curve.

When I began assisting, most photographers had never thought of their images as “content.” The web as we know it today was virtually nonexistent. And who’d have thought that a couple of corporations could end up controlling so much of the fragmented stock industry in just a matter of five years?
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