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A Note from Darren Rowse – 
Editor of Digital Photography 
School
Do you want to improve your portrait photography?

If you do, you’re not alone.

Every time I ask readers of Digital Photography 
School about what type of photography they want 
to learn more about, portraiture is among the top 
responses.

As a result we’ve published hundreds of tutorials 
on the topic and will continue to do so. We’ve 
looked at composition, posing, lighting, equipment 
and much more.

This ebook pulls together our best advice on 
portrait photography from our archives and mixes 
in some new and updated content from our writing 
team.

I’m excited about this ebook – it’s DPS’s very !rst 
stand alone resource. I hope you enjoy it!

How to Use this Book

The sections of this ebook are written as stand 
alone articles or tutorials. As a result, this ebook 
works best as something you can dip into and out 
of over time.

Read an article and go away and try the techniques 
explored in it before coming back to the next one.

Of course you’re welcome to read it all in one hit, 
but I suspect you’ll get more value taking it in small 
bites over time.

Do keep in mind that what you read in this ebook 
is just the tip of an iceberg of photography advice 
that exists on the main Digital Photography School 
site where we continue to write more tutorials 
on portraiture as well as many other aspects of 
photography.

Also, if you want to discuss anything in this book 
or share the portraits that you’re taking, we’d love 
you to join us in the DPS forum, particularly the 
Portraits Section.

http://digital-photography-school.com/forum/photographing-people/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/78364316@N00/448446794
http://neilcreek.com
http://digital-photography-school.com/forum
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Portrait Photography Tips & Tricks

 A different perspective creates an energetic and fun photo. 
CC Photo: Kathryn

20 WAYS TO 
TAKE STUNNING 
PORTRAITS
How do you take portraits 
that have the ‘wow’ factor? 
I want to talk about taking portraits that are 
a little out of the box. You see, it’s all very 
well and good to have a portrait that follows 
all the rules – but it hit me as I was surfing 
on Flickr that often the most striking 
portraits are those that break all the rules.

I want to look at some ways to break out 
of the mould and take striking portraits by 
breaking (or at least bending) the rules and 
adding a little randomness into your portrait 
photography. Here are 20 of my tips.

1. Alter your perspective

Most portraits are taken with the camera at (or 
around) the eye level of the subject. While this is 
good common sense – completely changing the 
angle that you shoot from can give your portrait a 
real WOW factor.

Get up high and shoot down on your subject or 
get as close to the ground as you can and shoot 
up. Either way you’ll be seeing your subject from 
an angle that is bound to create interest.

2. Play with eye contact

It is amazing how much the direction of your 
subject’s eyes can impact an image. Most portraits 
have the subject looking down the lens – something 
that can create a real sense of connection between 
a subject and those viewing the image. But there 
are a couple of other things to try:

 Looking off camera – have your subject focus 
their attention on something unseen and outside 
the !eld of view of your camera. This can create 
a feeling of candidness and also create a little 
intrigue and interest as the viewer of the shot 
wonders what they are looking at. This intrigue 
is particularly drawn about when the subject 
is showing some kind of emotion (i.e. ‘what’s 
making them laugh?’ or ‘what is making them look 
surprised?’). Just be aware that when you have a 
subject looking out of frame that you can also draw 
the eye of the viewer of the shot to the edge of the 
image also – taking them away from the point of 
interest in your shot – the subject.

 Looking within the frame – alternatively you 
could have your subject looking at something 
(or someone) within the frame. A child looking at 
a ball, a woman looking at her new baby, a man 
looking hungrily at a big plate of pasta…. When 
you give your subject something to look at that 
is inside the frame you create a second point of 
interest and a relationship between it and your 
primary subject. It also helps create ’story’ within 
the image.

3. Break the rules of composition

There are a lot of ‘rules’ out there when it comes 
to composition and I’ve always had a love hate 
relationship with them. My theory is that while they 
are useful to know and employ they are also useful 
to know so you can purposely break them – as this 
can lead to eye-catching results.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/23499775@N08/3354096880
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The Rule of Thirds is one that can be effective to 
break – placing your subject either side of dead 
centre can sometimes create a powerful image 
– or even creative placement with your subject 
right on the edge of a shot can sometimes create 
interesting images.

Another ‘rule’ that we often talk about in portrait 
photography is to give your subject room to 
look into. This can work really well – but again, 
sometimes rules are made to be broken. 

4. Experiment with lighting

Another element of randomness that you can 
introduce to your portraits is the way that you light 
them. There are almost unlimited possibilities when 
it comes to using light in portraits.

Side-lighting can create mood; backlighting and 
silhouetting your subject to hide their features can 
be powerful.

Using techniques like slow synch "ash can create 
an impressive wow factor.

5.  Move your subject out of their 
comfort zone

I was chatting with a photographer recently who 
told me about a corporate portrait shoot that he 
had done with a businessman at his home. They’d 
taken a lot of head and shoulder shots, shots at his 
desk, shots in front of framed degrees and other 

‘corporate’ type images. They had all turned out 
fairly standard – but there was nothing that really 
stood out from the crowd.

The photographer and the subject agreed that 
there were plenty of usable shots but they wanted 
to create something ’special’ and out of the 
box. The photographer suggested they try some 
‘jumping’ shots. The subject was a little hesitant at 
!rst but stepped out into the uncomfortable zone 
and dressed in his suit and tie started jumping!

The shots were amazing, surprising and quite funny. 
The shoot culminated with the subject jumping in his 
pool for one last image! While this might all sound 
a little ’silly’ the shots ended up being featured in 
a magazine spread about the subject. It was the 
series of out of the box images that convinced the 
magazine he was someone that they’d want to feature.

6. Shoot candidly

Sometimes posed shots can look somewhat…. 
posed. Some people don’t look good in a posed 
environment, so switching to a candid type 
approach can work.

Photograph your subject at work, with family or 
doing something that they love. This will put them 
more at ease and you can end up getting some 
special shots with them reacting naturally to the 
situation that they are in. You might even want to 
grab a longer zoom lens to take you out of their 
immediate zone and get really paparazzi with them.

A candid photo of a child playing. 
CC photo: Todd Baker << technowannabe

http://www.flickr.com/photos/99911874@N00/562918256
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/rule-of-thirds/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/give-your-subject-space-to-look-into/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/give-your-subject-space-to-look-into/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/slow-sync-flash/
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Introduce a prop. CC Photo: Photomish Dan

8.  Focus upon one body part –  
get close up

Get a lens with a long focal length attached to your 
camera – or get right in close so that you can just 
photograph a part of your subject. Photographing 
a person’s hands, eyes, mouth or even just their 
lower body… can leave a lot to the imagination of 
the viewer of an image.

Sometimes it’s what is left out of an image that 
says more than what is included.

9. Obscure part of your subject

A variation on the idea of zooming in on one part 
of the body is to obscure parts of your portrait 
subject’s face or body. You can do this with 
clothing, objects, their hands or just by framing 
part of them out of the image.

Doing this means that you leave a little to the 
imagination of the image’s viewer but also focus 
their attention on parts of your subject that you 
want them to be focused upon.

10. Take a series of shots

Switch your camera into ‘burst’ or ‘continuous 
shooting’ mode and !re off more than one shot 
at a time.

In doing this you create a series of images that 
could be presented together instead of just one 
static image.

7.  Introduce a prop

Add a prop of some kind into your shots and you 
create another point of interest that can enhance 
your shot.

Yes you might run the risk of taking too much focus 
away from your main subject but you could also 
really add a sense of story and place to the image 
that takes it in a new direction and gives the person 
you’re photographing an extra layer of depth that 
they wouldn’t have had without the prop.

This technique can work very well when you’re 
photographing children, or really any active subject 
that is changing their position or pose in quick 
succession.

11. Frame your subject

Framing is a technique whereby you draw attention 
to one element of an image by framing it with 
another element of the image.

Framing gives an image depth and draws the eye 
to a point of interest in the image.

You could do it by placing your subject in a window 
or doorway, have them look through a small gap or 
even use their hands around their face. See more 
examples of framing in photography here.

12. Go with a wide angle

Shooting with a wide angle lens attached to your 
camera can help create some memorable shots 
when you’re doing portrait photography.

At very wide focal lengths you can create some 
wonderful distortion. It might not be the type of 
shot you take of your wife or girlfriend (unless she’s 
in a playful mood) but using these focal lengths will 
enlarge parts of the face or body that are on the 
edge of the frame more than what is in the centre.

It can also give a wide open and dramatic impact 
when your subject is in an impressive setting.

http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/frame-your-images/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/23326046@N08/3512869725
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/frame-your-images/
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Bubbles add movement to this photo CC Photo: -Gep-

13. Play with backgrounds

The person in your portrait is the main point 
of interest – however, sometimes when you 
place them into different contexts with different 
backgrounds you can dramatically alter the mood 
in a shot.

Sometimes you want your background to be 
as minimalistic as possible. While other times a 
dramatic or colourful background can help your 
subject really stand out.

The key is to experiment.

14. Change the format framing

Many photographers get stuck in a rut of only ever 
shooting either in ‘landscape’ (when the camera 
is held horizontally) or ‘portrait’ (when the camera 
is held vertically) modes. Look back through your 
images and see which one you use predominantly.

Just because a vertical framing is called ‘portrait’ 
mode doesn’t mean you always need to use it 
when shooting portraits. Mix your framing up in 
each shoot that you do and you’ll add variety to 
the type of shots you take.

15. Hold your camera on an angle

Horizontal and vertical framings are not the only 
options when it comes to shooting portraits.  
While getting your images straight can be 
important when shooting in these formats, holding 

your camera on a more diagonal angle can also 
inject a little fun into your images.

This type of framing can add a sense of fun and 
energy into your shots. Just don’t ’slightly’ do it or 
you’ll have people asking themselves if you might 
have mistakenly held your camera crooked.

16. Take unfocused shots

As photographers we have ’sharp focus’ drummed 
into us as an ultimate objective to achieve in our 
work – but sometimes lack of focus can create 
shots with real emotion, mood and interest.

There are two main strategies for taking unfocused 
images that work:

1.  Focus upon one element of the image and leave 
your main subject blurred. To do this use a large 
aperture which will create a narrow depth of !eld 
and focus upon something in front of or behind 
your subject.

2.  Leave the full image out of focus. To do this 
again choose a wide aperture but focus well in 
front or behind anything that is in your image 
(you’ll need to switch to manual focusing to 
achieve this).

These kinds of shots can be incredibly dreamy and 
mysterious.

17. Introduce movement

Portraits can be so static, but what if you added 
some movement into them? This can be achieved 
in a few ways:

element in the scene around them move

 
a zoom burst)

The key with the above three methods is to use 
a slow enough shutter speed to capture the 
movement.

The alternative is to have your subject obviously 
move fast but to use a shutter speed so fast that 
it ‘freezes’ their movement.

http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/getting-your-images-straight-watch-your-lines/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/89675606@N00/475247886
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A striking expression provides an element of intrigue CC Photo: Tiago Rïbeiro

18.  Experiment with subject 
expressions

In some portraits it is the expression on the face 
of your subject that makes the image.

Get your subject to experiment with different 
moods and emotions in your image. Play with 
extreme emotions

But also try more sombre or serious type shots.

19. Fill the frame

One way to ensure that your subject captures the 
attention of the viewer of your portrait is to !ll the 
frame with their face.

It’s not something that you’d do in every shot that 
you take, but if your subject is the only feature in 
the shot, there’s really nowhere else to look.

20. Find an interesting subject

I have a friend who regularly goes out on the 
streets around Melbourne looking for interesting 
people to photograph.

When he !nds someone that he !nds interesting 
he approaches them, asks if they’d pose for him, 
he quickly !nds a suitable background and then 
shoots off a handful of shots quickly (if they give 
him permission of course).

The result is that he has the most wonderful 
collection of photographs of people of all ages, 
ethnicities and backgrounds.

While many of us spend most of our time 
photographing our loved ones, perhaps it’d be an 
interesting exercise to shoot interesting strangers 
once in a while.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/fixe/3893064961/
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An aperture setting of 1.8 blurs the background nicely. 
CC Photo: Tiago Rïbeiro

HOW TO BYPASS 
THE PORTRAIT 
MODE ON YOUR 
DIGITAL CAMERA 
AND GET GREAT 
PORTRAITS
Should I use my camera’s 
portrait mode when shooting 
portraits or would I be better 
off manually setting my 
camera up? 
Unless you have a high end DSLR, most 
digital cameras these days come with an 
array of shooting modes (including portrait 
mode) for a photographer to choose from 
when out using their camera. These shooting 
modes are designed to help camera owners 
to quickly tell their camera what type of shot 
they are taking to give the camera a hint at 
what type of effect you want.

The results that your digital camera will 
give you in these modes is often quite good; 
however, they do take away the chance to 

be a little creative with your photography and 
if you’re someone wanting to improve your 
photography you’re less likely to learn how 
to use your camera effectively by sticking 
to them.

So how do you set up your camera to 
get great portrait shots without having 
to use portrait mode?

This question will always have a variety of answers 
depending on your photographic style, the camera 
that you’re using and the type of portraits that 
you’re hoping to achieve; however, let me share 
a few starting points that will hopefully give you 
some good results so that you can then start 
experimenting.

Switch to Aperture Priority Mode

When I’m photographing portraits I generally 
switch my camera away from any of the Auto 
modes into Aperture Priority Mode. This enables 
the photographer to choose the aperture that 
they want to shoot at while still allowing the 
camera to make decisions about shutter speed 
(to ensure well-exposed images). If you’re a more 
experienced photographer you might want to try 
out full manual mode, but Aperture Priority Mode 
will probably do for most of us.

Choose a large aperture for nice blurry 
backgrounds

The actual aperture setting that you choose when 
in Aperture Priority Mode will vary from situation 
to situation and between camera/lens setups, but 
in most cases you’ll probably want to start with a 
fairly large aperture as this will decrease the depth 

http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/aperture/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/fixe/3893064961/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/digital-camera-modes/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/aperture-and-shutter-priority-modes/
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A wide aperture has decreased depth of field, resulting in different parts 
of the face being in focus, however in this instance it looks quite good. 
CC Photo: orangeacid

of !eld in your shots (this is what portrait mode 
generally does). This will help to ensure you have 
a nice blurry background. The beauty of this type 
of setting is that it leaves your subject as the only 
element in focus - highlighting them as the main 
focal point and removing any other distracting 
elements (read more on using aperture to get blurry 
background).

Keep in mind that if you have a very fast lens 
choosing the maximum aperture available can 
decrease the depth of !eld to a point where some 
parts of the face of your subject are in focus while 
others are not. Also the very maximum aperture 
might mean you are not shooting in your lens’ 
sweet spot. Pull it back a stop or two and you 
might get a slightly sharper image – the key is to do 
some experimenting if you have the time to do so.

Select a low ISO for smooth shots

The ISO setting that you use will vary depending 
upon the lighting situation that you’re faced with, 
but in most cases you’ll want to decrease the 
amount of grain or noise in your shot by selecting 
a low ISO (I try to stick to the 100-200 range). 
The main thing to watch when selecting an ISO 
setting is what impact it has on your shutter speed. 
Sometimes choosing a very low ISO will mean 
your shutter speed is just too slow for sharp image 
(I’ll talk about this next). If the shutter speed is too 
slow at the ISO you’ve selected you’ll either need 
a larger aperture or a higher ISO.

Shutter speed

If you’re shooting in Aperture Priority Mode as 
we’re suggesting above, the shutter speed will 
be selected by the camera automatically once 
you’ve selected the aperture and ISO settings 
that you want. However, if you choose to shoot in 
full manual mode you’ll need to pay attention to 
shutter speed. Because your subject is a moving 
one (even if they are trying to stay still) you’ll 
probably want to keep your shutter speed at least 
to 1/60 second or faster (1/125 is probably better, 
especially if you’re not using a tripod).

White balance

The white balance that you will need to select 
when taking portraits will again vary upon the 
lighting conditions that you’re shooting in. 
Learn more about white balance.

Focusing mode

Many digital cameras allow the photographer to 
choose between a number of focusing modes. 
At one end of the spectrum the ‘Auto Focusing’ 
setting on most cameras will use multiple 
focusing points to determine where to focus. 
At the other end of things is a manual focusing 
mode where the photographer has complete 
control. In the middle is often the option to focus 
the camera on a single point in the frame.

While the multi-point AF setting will generally 
get things pretty right in most normal shooting 
conditions, in some situations it is helpful to be 
able to use either manual focusing or the single 
focusing point options (particularly in lower light). 
I personally prefer the single point setting as it 
allows me to pinpoint the exact part of the face 
that I want in focus (almost always the eyes).

http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/introduction-to-white-balance/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/orangeacid/2249828330/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/how-to-get-shallow-depth-of-field-in-your-digital-photos/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/how-to-get-shallow-depth-of-field-in-your-digital-photos/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/overcoming-depth-of-field-problems-in-portraits/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/overcoming-depth-of-field-problems-in-portraits/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/overcoming-depth-of-field-problems-in-portraits/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/find-your-lens-sweet-spot/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/find-your-lens-sweet-spot/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/iso-settings/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/shutter-speed/
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High contrast subjects can confuse some metering modes. 
CC Photo: Photomish Dan 

Using the sun as a backlight. Photo: ©Neil Creek

Metering modes

In a similar way, many cameras allow a number of 
different metering modes. Once again, on many 
cameras this ranges from a multi-point system 
where the whole frame is taken into consideration 
when working out exposure levels through to a 
single point metering system (spot metering) where 
the photographer can pinpoint one small part of 
the image that they want the exposure to be based 
upon. Again, I often choose a spot metering mode 
when shooting portraits, particularly when the 
subject is backlit or where there are bright or dark 
parts of the image that could skew the results. 

4 QUICK TIPS 
FOR PORTRAITS
I met pro photographer George Tippet at 
a function once where he was the official 
photographer. At a quiet moment I introduced 
myself and after chatting with him for a few 
minutes asked if he’d mind giving me a few 
‘quick tips’ for portrait photography (his 
expertise). Here’s what he said (and what 
I managed to jot down quickly on a napkin).

1. Keep it simple

The more complex your scene is the more unlikely 
you are to get a shot that is the X factor. Keep your 
backgrounds (and foregrounds) uncluttered, work 
with natural light where you can, if you have to use 
arti!cial light keep it simple and use as few lights 
as possible.

2.  Set up the shot before introducing 
your subject to it

Be as prepared as possible before your subject 
arrives. If you’re shooting in a studio have your 
lighting ready and camera set up and ready to go. 
If you’re shooting on location know where you want 
to shoot. Have your camera’s settings ready to go 
and even do a few test shots before your subject 
arrives. This way you don’t keep them waiting around 
and get to photograph them when they are fresh.

3. Shoot into the light

George was a big fan of backlighting, particularly 
when shooting outdoors. He talked about how this 
added interest, depth and sometimes colour into 
an image. Lens hoods are a must if you’re doing 
this outside in bright environments though. You’ll 
also need !ll "ash.

4.  Shoot from slightly below your 
subject’s eyeline

One thing I noticed about George was that during 
the event he always seemed to be bending his 
knees slightly. He wasn’t that tall so I asked about 
it. He told me that he found that shooting from 
slightly below a person’s eyeline was something 
quite "attering for most people. He used this both 
with shots where a subject was standing or sitting. 
Similarly, George also recommended lighting from 
slightly below rather than above a subject. 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/neilcreek/2327260905/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/23326046@N08/3242214080
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CC Photo: left-hand

PHOTOGRAPHING 
CHILDREN - 
COMPOSITION
I thoroughly enjoy photographing children 
and have opportunity to do quite a bit of it as 
many of our friends have children.

Probably the most important tip I’ve learned 
in photographing them is to get on their level. 
So many of my friends show me photos of 
their kids which are taken from 4 or so feet 
above the child which does nothing but dwarf 
them and make them look almost toy-like.

Getting on your hands and knees or crouching 
down before you take a shot of a child takes 
you into their world and helps you to engage 
with them through the images you take.

Photographing babies

Babies are particularly dif!cult to photograph 
because they are so immobile. I !nd that one of 
the best ways to get good shots of them is to put 
them on a baby rug and literally lie down next to 
them with your camera right on the "oor. In this 
way you’re looking directly into their big beautiful 
eyes and it puts the viewer of the photo in the 
unique perspective of an eye to eye place. If the 

child has the ability to lift its head the effects can 
be amazing as you almost !nd yourself looking UP 
into their eyes.

Photographing older children

The same principle of getting down low applies 
with older children although you do have a little 
less lying on the "oor with them when they are at 
an age of walking.

I particularly !nd that with older children the best 
time to photograph them is when they are doing 
something that they enjoy. Go to the park with 
them and their parents, visit their house when they 
are painting pictures, get them to take you on a 
tour of their room or take them out to play their 
favourite sport.

While they are doing their activity hover around 
(at their level) and take plenty of shots. Also include 
shots with them and their parents and keep an eye 
open for those candid moments when they fall over, 
do funny expressions or ham it up for the camera.

If your camera has a continuous shooting mode 
it might also be worth keeping that on with 
bigger kids who tend to move around more. As 
I look back at the times I’ve done this, it’s quite 
interesting to see that it’s often the second or third 
shot in a sequence that is best. Shooting just one 
frame at a time can mean you miss these golden 
opportunities.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/left-hand/2272124705/
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This tightly cropped portrait creates an air of mystery about the subject.  
CC Photo: Tiago Rïbeiro

Change your focal length 

Another great way to change the angles of your 
shots when photographing kids is to use different 
focal lengths. If you’re using a DSLR it might be 
worth investing in a couple of different lenses 
(a wide angle one and a longer zoom) to give you 
different options. If you’re using a point and shoot 
(most of which have at least a 3x optical zoom) 
make sure you use it.

Taking pictures with a wide angle focal length 
can be particularly effective when getting in close 
to children. It opens up the angles and gives all 
kinds of interesting perspectives. I use a 17-40mm 
zoom lens on my DSLR which is brilliant for this. 
It still allows me to zoom in a little but at 17mm the 
impact is amazing.

A zoom lens allows you to take photos from further 
a!eld and will be particularly useful if the child is 
distracted by you taking photos. I use a 70-200mm 
zoom which I !nd very useful.

Have fun

Lastly, the key to good kid shots is to rediscover 
your own inner child. Kids love to have fun, they 
do the unexpected, they love to experiment and 
test things out and they love to play. Approach 
photographing them in this spirit and you’ll !nd 
your pictures take on a wonderful childlike quality.

IS PORTRAIT 
FORMATTING 
ALWAYS BEST 
FOR PORTRAITS?
There are two main ways of holding a 
camera when taking an image – vertically 
or horizontally. These two modes are also 
often referred to as ‘portrait’ and ‘landscape’ 
formats.

These names give some indication of how 
people traditionally have formatted portraits 
and landscapes – but is a vertical (or portrait) 
framing always best for portraits?

I’m going to suggest that you explore mixing it up, 
as part of our breaking the rules of photography 
series.

Faces and bodies are generally pretty elongated 
objects and so a vertical (portrait) framing can 
be quite well suited to them; however, using a 
horizontal framing can also lead to some visually 
interesting shots also.

I particularly like a couple of horizontal framings 
when it comes to portraits:

Tightly cropped faces

Try zooming right in on the face of your subject in 
horizontal mode. In doing so you’ll probably !nd 
that you lose a little of their chin and perhaps some 
forehead, but it will give you a shot with a strong 
presence with the eyes prominently placed. 
You’ll also !nd that it leaves little room in your 
images for distracting backgrounds.

Head and shoulders

One of the most effective ways of using horizontal 
framings in informal portraits is when you want 
to place your subject off centre with a nice out of 
focus background behind them. While you can do 

http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/break-the-rules-of-photography-and-take-stunning-images/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/56891569@N00/3647973487
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/break-the-rules-of-photography-and-take-stunning-images/
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Adding wind to the hair creates a dynamic impression. 
CC Photo: K.W’s !"#$%&graphê

this in a vertically formatted shot there is less room 
to play with.

There’s something about a horizontally formatted 
portrait that says ‘informality’ to me. Conversely, 
the vertically formatted shot can come across as  
a little more formal or ‘posed’. Of course there’s 
nothing wrong with either formal or informal portraits, 
but it’s worth doing some experimentation next 
time you’re photographing people.

Which format do you use most in your portrait 
photography? Experiment with some different 
framings next time and see what impact they 
might have.

ADD INTEREST 
AND MOVEMENT 
INTO YOUR SHOTS 
WITH WIND
Sometimes portrait shoots 
can be tough with all your 
shots seeming a little 
‘bland’.
Let’s look at a technique that can give 
a portrait a little spark – it’s something 
photographers have been doing for years.

Here’s a quick tip to add interest to portraits – 
introduce wind.

Studio portrait photographers have been using 
fans to blow the hair of their subjects for years. 
While at times it can be a little cliched, done well, 
the movement of a subject’s hair can add a sense 
of fun, sensuality and interest into a shot.

It won’t work for every subject or situation but it 
is one option to have up your sleeve, particularly 
when photographing subjects with long hair.

How do you do it?

It’s not rocket science really – make some wind! 
Fans, hair dryers, get your model outside in the 
wind or even "icking their hair around by tossing 
their head back and forth (just think shampoo 
commercials).

One of the keys with these types of shots is to 
think about the length of shutter speed that you 
use. There are two main options:

motion created by the wind.

movement create a little (or a lot of) blur in the 
image.

Again – it’s not a technique I’d be using in every 
portrait that I was shooting but it could be 
worthwhile in spicing up the occasional shoot!

Try taking some horizonatally framed photos to create a different feel. 
CC Photo: Ana Santos

http://www.flickr.com/photos/91584630@N00/3296246250
http://www.flickr.com/photos/13312957@N04/2648419333
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A Sadhu from PashupatiNath, Kathmandu. CC Photo: Sukanto Debnath

HOW TO 
PHOTOGRAPH 
PEOPLE WHEN 
TRAVELLING
When photographing people in their local 
context there are a number of techniques 
that I try to use (not all of them in every shot 
as some are mutually exclusive). Keep in 
mind the principles of treating people with 
respect

1. Choose your background

One way of making shots contextual is to think 
about what’s in the background behind the people 
you’re photographing. Ideally, you want something 
that’s not too distracting but that adds to the 
context of the place you’re shooting in. Another 
technique for shooting shots of people that ignores 
the ‘contextual’ rule is to !nd a brightly lit position 
with a dark background. This can really help the 
face you’re shooting to pop out and capture the 
viewer’s attention.

2. Fill your frame

Some of the best shots I’ve taken of people while 
travelling have been where I’ve tightly framed 
people’s faces. This means either getting in nice 
and close to the person or having and using a 
good zoom lens.

3. Go for natural (un-posed shots)

While sometimes the posed shots can work quite 
well, they can also lack a certain authenticity. 
Photograph your subject doing something from 
their normal daily life. At work, in a marketplace, 
at home, feeding their child, crossing the street, etc.

4. Add another subject

Most of the shots I’ve taken of people over the 
years while travelling have been of single subjects 

alone in the shot. This is partly just my style 
(and is a good technique in and of itself ) but is 
something I’ve become quite aware of. Adding a 
second person into an image takes a photo into 
a different place. No longer is the shot just about 
a person and their environment, but it somehow 
becomes relational. The viewer of the photo begins 
to wonder about the relationship and a new layer 
is added to your shot.

5. Photograph a variety of people

Quite often it’s the shots of people dressed 
in national costume that tend to attract 
photographers when travelling. While these shots 
can be very effective, I wonder if they are always 
really representative of a culture. Quite often these 
people have dressed up especially for a show 
or tourist attraction and the majority of people in 
that country look quite different. Mix up the types, 
gender and ages of people that you take photos of 
and you can end up with a very effective collage of 
faces of a country.

6. Arrange an extended photo shoot

This goes against the nature of most travel 
photography which is usually very fast and 
spontaneous, but on one or two occasions when 
I’ve travelled I’ve had the opportunity to sit with a 
person for a longer period of time and photograph 
them in a more extended manner. This enables 
your photographs to take on a storytelling nature 

http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/travel-photography-tips/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/7487149@N03/3081836966
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/photographing-people-when-traveling/
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/photographing-people-when-traveling/
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If a person is a minor subject in a larger 
photo I don’t seek permission. It’s just not 
logistically possible to ask everyone on a street 
if you can photograph them!

Getting ‘permission’ can mean different 
things in different situations. Often it’s simply 
a matter of holding up your camera and smiling 
with a raised eyebrow. Other times you might 
actually ask but gesturing will usually be 
suf!cient to get a nod or a shake of the head. 
I !nd that it’s quite rare to get knocked back 
with a friendly approach. 

and can lead to some wonderful sequences of 
shots using different photographic techniques, 
lenses and situations to shoot in.

7. Get candid

Keep your camera to the eye for taking those 
spontaneous shots between the more posed 
ones. It’s amazing what images that you can !nd 
when the person isn’t ‘ready’ for you to shoot 
(or just after you’ve taken a shot). These shots 
often include people interacting with others or 
expressing true emotion. I !nd setting my camera 
to continuous shooting mode (where it will shoot 
bursts of frames quickly) often leads to some 
wonderful candid shots.

8. Lens choice

I’m a big believer in that virtually any lens can take 
a good portrait shot if you work to its strengths. 
Having said that, some lenses do tend to lend 
themselves to great portraits. I !nd that a focal 
length between 50mm and 135mm is a good 
range to work with. Going for wide angle lenses 
can also produce interesting shots but you will 
often !nd that they do distort your subject’s face 
a little (sometimes this is very effective). Choosing 
a longer focal length can be useful for putting 
your subjects a little more at ease.

ASKING 
PERMISSION TO 
PHOTOGRAPH 
PEOPLE
“I’m heading to India next week and am 
looking forward to using my new DSLR. I’m 
particularly looking forward to photographing 
the people I come across but am a bit worried 
about whether I need to ask permission 
before photographing them in the street  
or other public places. Any suggestions?”

Question submitted by DPS reader, Graham.

Thanks for the question, Graham. You’re not the 
only person asking it. In fact I’ve written on this 
topic previously in my series on Travel Photography 
but I thought I’d go over my approach to asking 
permission to photograph people, especially in a 
foreign country.

Keep in mind that this is my own personal 
approach and that others do it much differently.

  I always ask for permission if the person will 
be the main subject of my photo. I !gure that 
I’m a guest in another country and that I want 
to behave like I’d expect someone to behave 
if they were in my home, with respect and 
friendliness.

Beautiful old lady from Darap(Sikkim) village. CC Photo: Sukanto Debnath

http://www.flickr.com/photos/7487149@N03/504258852
http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/travel-photography-tips-2/
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Don’t travel in a large group. One of the keys 
that I’ve found to getting good street photos of 
people is to travel in small groups or (when it’s 
safe to do so) alone. There’s something about 
a large group, all carrying cameras, coming 
up to a person that is very overwhelming. If I 
am travelling with a larger group I tend to hang 
back on the edges of the group and look for my 
own opportunities.

As I’ve written before, “Keep in mind what you’d 
feel like if a stranger walked up to you in your 
neighbourhood and asked for a photograph and 
act in a way that you’d want to be treated in that 
kind of situation.”

 If permission is not given or I’m sensing the 
other person is not comfortable with my 
actions, I always stop and politely move on. 
I’ve found that in some cultures people say 
yes just to be polite but don’t really want you 
to take their picture. If I’m getting these vibes 
I stop immediately.

Before you travel, do some research on what 
is and isn’t acceptable culturally. Last time I 
travelled I was amazed to see how many people 
in the tour group I was with had no clues about 
the culture they were visiting. As a result they 
often dressed and acted very inappropriately 
and annoyed a lot of locals by breaking social 
taboos. While this isn’t directly related to taking 
photos it does have an impact upon those you 
meet along the way that you might wish to 
photograph.

 Smiling at the person and maintaining strong 
eye contact before, during and after taking 
your photo does wonders. For starters it helps 
with getting permission, then it helps them relax 
and lastly it shows your appreciation and that 
you value the person. Show a genuine interest 
in the other person, their life and what they’re 
doing and you’ll not only get a great shot but 
you’ll leave a positive feeling with the person. 
You might even learn a thing or two and make 
a new friend.

This situation could be overwhelming for the subject if she was not prepared for it. Fortunately in this shot she knew her photographers. Photo: ©Neil Creek

 If I’m watching a performance or show where 
photography is allowed I don’t ask permission 
of individuals, I !gure they’re doing it for some 
sort of payment and are used to it.

 If photographing children I take extra care 
to get permission from a parent where there is 
one present. I think photographers need to be 
particularly careful in this area.

 I don’t pay or tip people for photographs. 
I know many photographers do this but it’s 
something I’m not comfortable with. I do travel 
with little gifts from home (toys, pens, badges, 
etc) which I like to give to people I meet, but 
don’t use these as ‘payments’ or bribes as such.

http://neilcreek.smugmug.com/Costuming/Cosplay-Shoot-at-the-Museum/8795375_DWjDS#583158944_CaSrq
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These shots sit somewhere between the purposely 
posed shots of a studio portrait (they are posed 
and they are unmistakably ‘portraits’) and candid 
shots which capture people almost incidentally as 
they go through their daily life.

So let’s turn our attention to some ‘how to’ tips on 
environmental portraits. 

How to take environmental 
portraits – the tips:

Spend time getting to know your 
subject

Before you select a location and start shooting, 
spend some time getting to know your subject. 
Find out where they spend their time, what 
the rhythm of their life is like and observing 
their personality. Out of this you’ll not only !nd 
appropriate locations but will begin to get a feel for 
the style of shots that might be appropriate and 
you’ll begin the process of helping your subject 
relax into the photo shoot. If possible it might even 
be helpful to accompany your subject to some 
possible locations to see both how they look and 
how your subject behaves and interacts there.

Choosing a location

Sometimes a location chooses you (it’s easy) but 
on other occasions you need to be quite deliberate 
and purposeful in making your choice (and it can 

ENVIRONMENTAL 
PORTRAITS
On the birth of our first child we were 
given by a friend a gift certificate for a 
photographic family portrait. The deal 
included one photo shoot in a studio and 
some prints.

While I had taken thousands of shots of 
our baby I thought it’d be fun to go in for 
our photo shoot – after all it was free and 
I’m always interested to see how other 
photographers work.

There is a lot that I could say about the shoot 
and the photographer (I’ll refrain from getting 
too picky) but one of the main things I came 
away reflecting upon is how much more I prefer 
location oriented (or environmental) portrait 
photography than studio based photography.

While I know a good photographer can work 
wonders in a studio (I’m not so sure the 
photographer we had fitted in the ‘good’ 
photographer category), shooting in a location 
where the subject is comfortable and has 
some familiarity with has a lot going for it.

By ‘on location’ or ‘environmental’ portraits 
I mean portraits taken of people in a situation 
that they live in (work, rest or play) and/or 
a place that says something about who they 
are. Before I get into some ‘how to’ tips for 
taking environmental portraits let me chat 
a little about ‘why’ I like them.

Why do I prefer environmental portraits? 

photographing

you need to watch as you don’t want to distract 
from your subject too much)

insight into the personality and lifestyle of  
your subject

A dramatic environment provides context. 
CC Photo: karpov the wrecked train

http://www.flickr.com/photos/karpov85/3011377071/
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Of course this doesn’t mean you can’t shoot more 
tightly cropped or with a large aperture and shallow 
depth of !eld. Ultimately anything goes and you’ll 
probably want to mix up your shots a little.

Have you done any environmental portrait 
photography? What tips would you give other 
readers? 

take a lot of searching). When choosing your 
environment you ideally want to get one that:

says something about your subject – after all, 
that’s what this style of photography is all about

 adds interest to the shot – as I’ve written in 
previous tutorials, every element in an image 
can add or detract from your shots. The 
environment that you place your subject in 
needs to provide context and be interesting 
without overwhelming the shot

 doesn’t dominate the shot – sometimes the 
location can dominate the image so much that 
it distracts your viewer away from your main 
focal point (the subject). Try to avoid cluttered 
backgrounds (and foregrounds), colours that 
are too bright, etc. Keep in mind that you might 
be able to decrease the distractions with clever 
use of cropping, depth of !eld and subject 
placement.

Props?

Props can make or break an environmental 
portrait. If they are subtle and naturally !t within 
the context of the environment they can be very 
appropriate and add to the image nicely but you’ll 
want to avoid anything that doesn’t quite !t or that 
potentially distracts the attention of viewers.

The same goes for the clothes that your subject 
wears. Try to be true to the context without getting 
too outlandish.

Posing

What sets the environmental portrait apart from 
candid portraits is that you pose your subject (it’s 
a !ne line and you might end up doing a bit of both 
in any given shoot). Don’t be afraid to direct your 
subject to sit, stand or act in a certain way that !ts 
with the environment that you’re shooting in. Some 
of the poses might seem slightly unnatural and 
dramatic but it’s often these more purposely posed 
shots that are more dramatic and give a sense of 
style to your shot.

The expression on the face of your subject is also 
very important in environmental photography and 
you should consider how it !ts with the overall 
scene. For example if you’re shooting in a formal 
environment it may not be appropriate to have your 
subject with a big cheesy smile and you might like 
a more somber or serious look. Again, mix it up to 
see what does and doesn’t work.

Camera settings

There is no right or wrong way to set your camera 
up for an environmental portrait as it will depend 
completely upon the effect you’re after and the 
situation you’re shooting in. You might !nd that 
shooting at a smaller aperture (larger numbers) will 
be appropriate as it will help keep the foreground 
and background in focus. I generally shoot with a 
wider focal length in these situations, as well as 
to give the environment prominence in the shot.  

Here the subject interacts with the environment for a candid photo. 
CC Photo: Zitona

http://www.flickr.com/photos/zitona/3730934704/
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Composition

While we look at the Mona Lisa today and see its 
composition as fairly standard and simple, for its 
time the composition of the Mona Lisa was ground 
breaking and had set new trends in painting which 
have been followed for centuries since.

One of the compositional elements that the portrait 
is known for is Leonardo’s use of a pyramidal 
composition which shows the subject with a wider 
base at her arms and her hands forming the front 
corner and everything is in place to draw the eye 
up her body to her eyes and her infamous smile.

Take home lesson 
The same form of composition can work for us. 
While I wouldn’t dare suggest that this is the only 
or best way to set up a portrait shot, the pyramidal 
composition is one worth trying.

The pose

Again – today we look at Mona Lisa’s pose and 
it seems fairly normal but for its day it was quite 
revolutionary as most portraits at the time were 
rigid, stiff and quite often pro!les rather than front on.

In contrast Mona Lisa is somewhat relaxed and  
at ease as she leans upon the arm of a chair with 
her hands crossed in a relaxed fashion.

While she’s slightly turned to one side she sits 
open to the viewer and holding their eye.

WHAT THE  
MONA LISA  
CAN TEACH YOU 
ABOUT TAKING 
GREAT PORTRAITS
When it comes to famous images, the Mona 
Lisa by Leonardo Da Vinci is one of the most 
recognised in the world. 

When I visited the Louvre in Paris a couple 
of years ago I was stunned by the crowds 
of people gathering around this small image, 
pushing and shoving to get close and to take 
a picture of it.

The Mona Lisa has been at the centre of 
much debate and speculation over the years 
but why is it an image that intrigues people 
so much and what can we learn from it as 
photographers today?

While we live in a different time (the Mona 
Lisa was painted in the 1500s) and use 
different technology, is there something in 
this famous image that we can be inspired 
by as image makers today?

Lessons from the Mona Lisa 
for photographers 
I want to explore some of the different aspects 
of the Mona Lisa and point out some things that 
Leonardo did in painting this image that I think we 
could take away as portrait photographers today.

Leonardo’s pyramidal composition
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Also unusual for the time was the fact that 
Leonardo went against the norm with the framing 
of this image and opted for a three-quarter length 
pose rather than a full length one. In this way he 
!lled the frame with his subject which lends itself to 
an intimate image and little room for distraction by 
her context.

One last aspect of the pose is that Leonardo has 
positioned Mona Lisa’s eyes at the eye level of 
the one viewing the image. This brings a sense 
of intimacy to the image as we the viewers gaze 
directly into her eyes (there’s not a sense that we’re 
looking down on her or that she’s doing that to us).

Take home lesson 
This classic pose works today. Fill your frame 
with your subject by using a three-quarter length 
pose, relax your subject, have them turn their body 
slightly away from the camera and look directly at 
the camera. Give their hands something to lean 
on (they can look awkward otherwise). Most of all, 
attempt to relax your subject.

The background

Much has been written about the background of 
the Mona Lisa and we can draw out a few things 
from it for today.

One thing worth noting is that while paintings 
of the day generally had both the subject and 
background in sharp focus with lots of detail,  
the background of the Mona Lisa seems to ‘fade’ 
or become more blurred and out of focus the 
further from the subject it extends.

This was unusual for the time and is an effect 
that many portrait photographers use today by 
choosing a large aperture to make for a blurred 
background that leaves the viewer of the image 
to focus upon the subject.

While there are de!nitely points of interest in 
the background (there’s a lot of debate about 
whether the two sides of it ‘match’ and whether it’s 
supposed to be some kind of a fantasy/imaginary 
background), the colours in it are somewhat bland, 
muted and subtle, again leaving the focus upon 
Mona Lisa.

Take home lesson 
There are different ways to use a background of 
a portrait. It can either be used to put your subject 
into context by showing their surrounds, or it 
can be used as a backdrop that is largely a blank 
canvas with few features so that your subject 
stands out. The faded backgroundGive your subject somewhere to lean their hands for a relaxed look.
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Take home lesson 
Clothes are another element that can be a real 
distraction in a portrait. Take a lesson from 
Leonardo and use clothes that !t with the subject 
and give them context, but which don’t distract 
your viewer.

Framing

One of the things that I’d not noticed about the 
Mona Lisa before that I read about today is that on 
either side of the subject just under and to the side 
of each of her shoulders there is half of a round ball 
shape (see the images on the next page).

It is believed that what we see currently of the 
image is actually slightly smaller than the original. 
Part of the image was lost when the image was 
re-framed at some point. What were the balls?

The most widely accepted theory is that in the 
original and full version of the painting two columns 
extend up from the balls on either side of Mona 
Lisa. She’s actually sitting on a balcony overlooking 
the view behind her. You can see the horizontal 
edge of the balcony extending between the two 
columns.

In a sense Leonardo has done both with his 
background. It doesn’t take the focus away from 
the subject – yet the landscape behind her does 
have an element of mystery and interest to it. It’s 
also visually complementary to the subject with 
some of the shapes and colours almost mirroring 
colors and shapes in the subject’s clothing.

The lesson is to carefully consider your backgrounds 
– they can greatly enhance or detract from your 
portraits.

Light

One of the things that I like about the Mona Lisa 
is the way in which light falls upon the subject. 
Leonardo uses light to draw the eye of the viewer 
to the parts of the image that he wishes to be 
highlighted (the face and hands) and balances 
the image nicely by placing hands and face in 
positions that counter one another.

Leonardo also uses shadow (or a lack of light) to 
add depth and dimension to different aspects of 
the image, particularly the area around Mona Lisa’s 
neck and in the ripples on the dress on her arm.

Take home lesson 
Think about how your subject is lit. Use it to draw 
the eye to key parts of your image but also use 
shadow to create depth and dimension to your 
shots.

Clothing

We’ve talked about clothes and portraits here at 
DPS before and Leonardo takes the approach of 
darker, less obtrusive clothes in this image. Once 
again, this is a little different to other portraits of 
the time which are renowned for being bright.

While her dress has quite a bit of detail (the lace 
work is quite !ne and the detail in the folds on her 
arms is lovely) and it is all within keeping of the feel 
of the image, everything works to highlighting her 
face.

There’s also a lack of any kind of jewellery or any 
other kind of accessory to distract the viewer away 
from Mona Lisa’s face.

Leonardo obviously wants something about the 
woman herself to shine through in this image rather 
than anything else.

Leonardo’s brilliant use of light 

Mona Lisa’s dark detailed clothing

http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/what-clothes-should-subjects-wear-in-portrait-photography/
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Mystery

Who is the woman (it’s been argued that she is 
anyone from a female form of Leonardo himself 
through to the wife of the man who commissioned 
the image)? What is the background? Why is she 
smiling (or is she)?

There’s something mysterious about the subject 
herself (her look is both alluring and aloof) and the 
way that the image was painted (Leonardo used 
a technique called ‘blurring’ around the edges of 
the subject that was new for his time that gave it 
a mysterious quality). This leaves the viewer of the 
image asking questions and entering into it with 
imagination. 

Take home lesson 
One of the elements that takes a pro!cient image 
and makes it a great image is that it goes beyond 
being a record keeping exercise and becomes a 
storytelling one.

The Mona Lisa has drawn viewers to use their 
imagination and have conversation about it for 
centuries simply because it leaves parts of the 
story untold. This is something that can’t really 
be learned as a photographer, but is something 
that comes with experience.

What lessons does the Mona Lisa teach you 
about photography? 
What do you see in this famous painting that 
could teach us about photography? 

Whether or not the columns in the original looked 
exactly like this reproduction or not I’m not sure, 
but it seems that Leonardo used a technique 
that we call ‘framing’ in photography today. 
This technique is all about drawing the eye of the 
viewer of an image to your main subject. It also 
has the potential to add a little context to a portrait 
(with the columns it would be more obvious that 
Mona Lisa is sitting on a balcony).

Take home lesson 
Learn to use techniques like framing to draw the 
eye of the viewer of your images to your main 
subject. Frames can be subtle and a natural part 
of the environment around your subject. Don’t 
use them in every shot but do keep your eye out 
for opportunities to include them to add another 
dimension to your portrait work.

Here’s how one artist reproduced the Mona Lisa with the extra columns.

http://digital-photography-school.com/blog/what-clothes-should-subjects-wear-in-portrait-photography/
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A POSING 
TECHNIQUE 
FROM A GIRL 
WITH A PEARL 
EARRING
Posing subjects for portraits is something 
that there’s a lot of diverse opinion about 
(and a topic I get asked about a lot).

At a trade show once, I asked a pro 
photographer for a tip for those starting out 
in portrait photography. Here’s what he told 
me (as he told it to me it reminded me of the 
famous painting ‘Girl with a Pearl Earring’ by 
Vermeer – I guess there’s nothing new under 
the sun after all).

Keep in mind that every photographer’s 
workflow is different and there’s no real right 
way to take a portrait. I hope you find this 
insight into one photographer’s style helpful.

The key with portrait photography is to recognise 
your subject as an individual and to !nd a pose 
that works for them. There is no one pose that will 
work for everyone, but here’s the starting point 
that I use for most people.

1.  Sit people down in a chair or on a stool with 
their body facing to one side (not quite at right 
angles to you, but close to it)

2.  Set your camera up at eye level and start with 
a reasonably tight crop (I shoot with an 85mm 
lens)

3.  Get them to turn their head towards the camera,  
but not all the way

4.  Get them to turn their eyes the rest of the way 
to the camera

5. Take the shot

Once I’ve got this type of shot set up I then begin 
to experiment with varying the shot in different 
ways. It’s in this experimenting phase that I begin 
to see what type of shot will work for the individual.

Some of the variations to begin 
experimenting with include:

different facial expressions – serious, smiling, 
intense, laughing, sexy

 changing the angle of the head – slightly 
tweaking the angling of their face can have a 
big impact

different framings – head shot, upper body 
shot and full length

different format – landscape/portrait

different shooting angle – raising the camera 
slightly and having them look up can add a 
feeling of vulnerability to a shot while lowering 
the camera can make the subject look more 
empowered and powerful

 looking away from the camera – I prefer to 
take portraits with eye contact, but sometimes 
having the subject look away can dramatically 
impact the mood

 light – I like to shoot with natural looking light 
but changing the direction and intensity of the 
light has a big impact

 new positions – as the subject relaxes and 
I begin to see what suits them I start to try 
new poses. Rotating them to directly face the 

‘Girl with a Pearl Earring’ by Vermeer 
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1. Framing with foreground

I wanted to !nd the most straightforward 
illustration I could to get the point across clearly. 
This shot (above) is from a recent senior portrait 
session. I wanted to draw attention to the senior, 
particularly I wanted him to seem strong and 
capable: READY to take on the world.

camera, moving hands into shots, looking over 
the back of a chair, etc.

props – I don’t use many props but it’s generally 
only towards the end of a shoot that I’ll bring 
them in unless I’m shooting on location and they 
really add something.

The reason I use this approach with my 
photography is that while the starting point pose 
might not be the most creative it gives reliable and 
usable shots. It also helps the subject to relax (as 
it isn’t too unnatural) and become comfortable with 
me before we start doing more creative shots that 
can feel a little ‘out there’.

A FRESH LOOK AT 
DEPTH OF FIELD
Using foreground to achieve 
creative depth of field 
Article by Natalie Norton  
Photos ©Natalie Norton

We talk a lot around here at Digital Photography 
School about depth of !eld. I’m writing this based 
on the assumption that we all understand that 
in layman terms, ‘depth of !eld’ is the portion of 
an image that is in sharp focus. To illustrate: in 
landscape photography, generally you’re working 
to achieve a very large depth of !eld. You want 
EVERYTHING in the scene to be in sharp focus. 
With portraits, photographers are often shooting for 
(lame pun intended) a more shallow depth of !eld, 
focusing in on their subjects and working towards 
fall off or blur in the background. Why do you think 
this is the case? Clearly to draw focus to the story 
being told. Well what if you want to tell a different 
story OR what if you want to tell the same story 
in a different way? Today let’s talk about depth of 
!eld and some ways you can use foreground in a 
different way to draw a different kind of attention 
to the story you’re trying to tell. Here are 3 ways 
to create “storytelling images” using foreground to 
achieve creative depth of !eld.

A blurred foreground draws your eye to the subject who is in focus

Note from Darren Rowse Once again I should 
emphasize that this is just one photographer’s 
method. It probably sounds a little more rigid 
that it is in reality – but hopefully it gives a few 
hints for those just starting out in a more formal 
style of portrait photography. 

http://www.natalienortonphoto.com/
http://www.natalienortonphoto.com/
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But really, both images are good, while neither 
image is going up for any awards any time soon, 
they’re both good images. The second just speaks 
to you a little differently, tells their sexy love story 
a little more clearly.

Here’s another image where I decided NOT to 
focus on my subject, again to tell his story better. 
Back to Melvin’s senior session. Here he is walking 
into his future. I wanted to show where he was 
going, but also to illustrate that he’s on his way 
there because of where he’s been. . . I think this 
image is a powerful one that illustrates hope for 
the future and grounding in the past.

The frame of the foliage around him draws 
attention right to him… it focuses the story of the 
image. I recognise that foreground used in this way 
can also be distracting, this image is borderline 
distracting, I recognise that. You need to be aware 
of that and be sure to make foreground work for 
you, not against you.

How to get a shot like this: well I was shooting with 
a 50mm lens. I got right up close to the foliage that 
separated Melvin and I. First I tried with auto focus, 
but because of my proximity to the leaves, I had to 
switch over and focus manually. 

2.  Don’t be afraid to throw your subject 
out of focus

When you’re doing portraiture, you’re generally 
trying to establish some kind of mood through 
imagery: happy, solemn, lovesick, sexy. . . 

Generally the mood is created through posing, etc. 
For the next shots I let the foreground tell a few 
different kinds of love stories for me.

Back in March, I was shooting on Balboa Island in 
California. We were out on this dock shooting the 
typical, fun, happy, “we can’t wait to get married” 
stuff and I was getting bored. I had them take their 
shoes off and put their feet in the water. Better, 
but still pretty typical. So I waded out into the 
water, hitched my skirt up around my waist, nearly 
dropped my camera into the ocean, and created 
these. First I focused on the couple and threw the 
water out of focus. It’s a nice shot. It looks like 
they’re sitting on the dock watching the sun set. 
Nice. Then I focused on the water throwing my 
subject out of focus. A little sexier huh? Like, we’re 
sneaking up on some steamy make-out session! 

Auto focus                                           Manual focus

Subject in focus                                    Subject out of focus

Don’t be afraid to throw your subject out of focus!
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Bustlines

Lastly, if you want to emphasise the bustline of 
your subject, get them to arch their shoulders back 
a little. This action naturally pushes the chest out a 
touch.

Of course combining these three techniques in the 
one shot can also leave your subject looking quite 
silly and needing a trip to the chiropractor! Use 
them with moderation or you’ll end up with a very 
unnatural looking pose. 

3.  Same shot + different focus = 
different story

This next series is a favorite of mine. Essentially 
the same shot, but different focus makes it tell 
a different tale. Both images were taken within 
seconds of each other. But they each tell a different 
person’s love story. First, the love of a father for 
his daughter and the second the love of a little girl 
for her daddy. Framed side by side. . . ahh. I get all 
warm and cosy just thinking about it.

Depth of !eld is a simple concept, but the ways 
it can be arranged to create powerful images are 
endless. Go get fresh with depth of !eld! Feel free 
to report back! We’d love to hear/see how you did! 

POSING TIPS 
Waistlines, thighs and 
bustlines 
Learn a few tips from red carpet celebrities 
on how to get your subjects looking their 
best when photographing them.

Waistlines

Here’s a quick posing tip if your subject is a little 
conscious of their waistline and want it to appear a 
little narrower than it really is (I’d put that at about 
90% of us).

Get them to rotate their upper body slightly at the 
waist and you’ll !nd that it gives the impression of 
a thinner tummy area. It’s amazing what a simple 
twist can do! This is a popular technique with many 
red carpet celebs.

Thighs

Another popular red carpet pose involves 
celebrities crossing one leg over in front of the 
other one. This has the effect of narrowing the 
thigh region a little (and/or making the celebrity 
look like they need a bathroom break).

Slightly rotating the body gives the impression of a thinner waist. 
Photo: ©Neil Creek

Changing focus on your subjects tells a different story

http://www.flickr.com/photos/neilcreek/2706603714/sizes/o/in/set-72157608802766576/
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Which way should your 
subject lean?
I once took some body language classes in 
a previous job to help me learn both how to 
read people and how to present myself.

One of the tips that stuck with me from it was 
that when you lean towards a person that you’re 
interacting with, you present yourself as interested 
and engaging. Similarly, if someone else is leaning 
towards you they are probably listening to you and 
are engaging with what you’re saying.

A similar thing can be conveyed in portrait 
photography.

When taking an upper body portrait a simple way 
to make your subject more engaging and friendly 
is to have them lean in towards your camera a little.

You don’t need them to lean in or bend over too 
far, but even having them do it just a small bit can 
help. Another way to give the impression of your 
subject leaning in is to photograph them from 
slightly above.

Alternatively, if you are wanting a more formal 
portrait you’ll probably want to post your subject 
in a more upright position with them sitting up 
straight.

Lastly, if you’re feeling like experimenting with 
leaning your subject back away from the camera, 
it’s possible to create a feeling of joviality as if 

Shoulders 
When taking head shot and upper body 
portraits of people one simple posing tip that 
I’ve picked up over the years is to angle the 
shoulders of your subject rather than to have 
them even or squared in your shot.

While the shoulders might not seem like an 
important aspect of a portrait they can actually set 
the tone for an image as they’re the widest part of 
your subject and they are visually what the main 
point of focus for your image (the head) is sitting 
upon.

Generally speaking, angling the shoulders slightly 
gives your shot balance and helps lead your 
viewer’s eye into the shot towards your main focal 
point. It also stops your subject seeming out of 
proportion as it lessens the width of the shoulders 
slightly.

Getting this effect might mean actually getting your 
subject to lean in one direction or another or it 
could simply mean getting them to turn their body 
a little so you’re not photographing them directly 
front on. Another technique can be to frame your 
subject slightly off centre so that one shoulder is 
actually out of the frame.

Some believe that when positioning your subjects 
shoulders make the one closest to camera the 
lower of the two, but I’ve found that you can get 

an interesting effect by doing it the other way 
around too.

Of course, this isn’t a hard and fast rule and 
sometimes the completely front on symmetrical 
shot can have a very powerful (and often 
confronting) impact upon your readers. So as 
always, experiment with posing your subject in 
a variety of ways and see what works best for 
you and your subject.

Getting your subject to look over their shoulder can be a seductive 
type of pose. CC Photo: Lauren Nelson

http://www.flickr.com/photos/20255774@N05/3341216819
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2.  If your subject can’t seem to relax their hands, 
consider composing shots that don’t include the 
hands (head shots and upper body shots).

3.  Sometimes the best thing to do with hands is 
to give them something to hold or do. Consider 
using a prop (as long as it adds to and is 
relevant to the shot and isn’t distracting) or have 
them rest upon some other element in the shot 
(a leg, a chair, etc).

4.  Lastly, hands tend to look best when shot from 
the side. Front on shots of hands can often look 
quite blob like. 

they are leaning back for a belly laugh. Of course 
leaning back can also make your subject look quite 
uncomfortable and even defensive and it’s a pose 
that I tend to avoid.

Hands
Sometimes the smallest things in a photo can 
impact the overall feel of the image.

I learned this important lesson the first time 
I photographed a wedding.

The groom’s hands gave it all away

On the day itself I thought the bride and groom 
were very relaxed and enjoying the day, but on 
getting the photos back I was immediately drawn 
to the hands of the groom. In virtually every shot 
they were clenched or grasping at the sleeves of 
his suit coat.

In showing the photos to others I found that quite 
a few of them noticed the same thing while others 
thought he looked stressed but couldn’t quite put 
their !nger (no pun intended) on why.

I later found out that the groom was having second 
thoughts about what he was doing all day long. His 
hands told the story.

The hands and !ngers are often giveaways to how 
the rest of the body is feeling.

How to photograph hands

1.  When posing a subject, pay particular attention 
to their hands and encourage your model to 
keep them relaxed and their !ngers separated.

A wedding couple’s hands with bouquet. Photo: ©Neil Creek

Having the subject lean into the frame makes them appear more friendly 
and approachable. Photo: ©Neil Creek

http://neilcreek.com
http://neilcreek.com
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3. Arms

often stiffness (to be used with much caution).

PORTRAIT 
PHOTOGRAPHY’S 
POWER POSING 
PART I: 
The components
Article by Christina N Dickson 
Photos ©Christina N Dickson

On location portrait photographers find 
summer the perfect season to book their 
portrait schedule. It’s beautiful outside and 
many people want to take advantage of the 
weather for their pictures.

Regardless of season, however, one thing 
remains the same. Your job as a portrait 
photographer is simple: Make your subject 
look fantastic.

Critical components of dynamic portrait 
photography include indoor or outdoor lighting, 
creative locations, stellar composition, capturing 
your subject’s personality and, last but certainly 
not the least: Posing.

Posing is nothing more than ‘body language’. 
Pointed !ngers. Sagged shoulders. Head down. 
Each of these ‘say something’ about the person to 
you. Essentially, posing is simply learning how to 

demonstrate and guide your subject’s personality 
through their body language.

Think about it: A con!dent person will not sit with 
hunched over shoulders and head down. Most 
likely they will stand tall and excited about life. 
Someone who is quiet probably will not be the 
quickest to dance in the middle of the street, but 
someone who is extremely expressive? Bring on 
the music!

Think about anatomy for a moment: Each 
body part will speak volumes about someone’s 
personality depending on how it is posed. You 
need to study how to pose each component to 
best communicate personality, and "atter your 
subject.

Here are some general basics for posing 
anatomically. Study these and learn them 
well. From here, you can mix and match the 
components to truly ‘express’ your subject’s 
personality in your portraits.

1. Hands:

are holding a small rock).

2. Feet:

chair, etc) will give better ‘balance’ to depth.

This pose portrays a fun and cute side of the subject.

http://christinanicholephotography.com/
http://christinanicholephotography.com/
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PORTRAIT 
PHOTOGRAPHY’S 
POWER POSING 
PART II: 
The poses
Article by Christina N Dickson 
Photos ©Christina N Dickson

As we discussed previously in Portrait 
Photography Power Posing Part I, posing is 
no simple matter. It requires great attention 
to detail in subject’s personality and artistic 
use of body language. A pose will speak for 
itself, but remember, facial expression also 
will give character to the pose.

The following are examples of basic poses 
that will work for a large variety of masculine 
personalities and body types and between 
both sexes.

Pose I – Standing tall: Give an air of 
confident ability and self-assurance

4. Head/Chin

an attitude of ‘punk’ (especially for guys, think, 
‘bring it on’).

fun and "irty.

express power or position (especially when 
shooting up at the subject).

5. Legs

give an air of strength.

the body weight; the other leg can be bent,  
or extended behind like a graceful dancer.

6. Shoulders

higher or lower than the other)

attitude.

7. Joints

elbows, knees, wrists, etc.

8. Hips

appear more slender

Two different standing poses Pose 1 – Standing tall

http://christinanicholephotography.com/
http://christinanicholephotography.com/
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So, how do you become skilled in 
portrait posing?

1.  Practice. Practice. Practice – Learn how to 
pose yourself. Stand in front of a mirror and 
go through each point of the following poses. 
Practise them until you’re comfortable.

2.  Determine poses that match personalities or 
‘moods’. Not every pose is for every person. 
Everyone has their least favourite body assets.

3.  Go for what is natural. Trust me. If your subject 
does not feel natural, your subject will not 
look natural – in the view!nder or the prints. 
The objective is to use the pose to best 
communicate your subject. Don’t force them 
to strictly adhere to the pose you place them 
in. Ask them to relax. You will !nd they naturally 
adapt into the pose as most comfortable for 
them.

Once again, the best way to learn every pose is to 
go through each component and pose yourself, 
over and over, until you don’t need that cheat sheet 
anymore.

Lastly, be patient! Learning how to pose, be it 
yourself or others, is a process. But don’t give up! 
Be patient and persevere. Posing is more than 
possible with a little bit of practice.

Pose II – Casual seated: express an 
easygoing attitude

Pose III – The wall chill: describes 
natural and casual expression

Are all these attention to details really necessary? 
Doesn’t posing make a person unnatural? This 
argument is given all the time against detailed 
posing. Think about this: why do models look so 
good? It isn’t because they ‘just stand there’ or 
‘sit’. Every part of their body is perfectly posed.

You say, “but I don’t want my subjects to look stiff!” 
Absolutely. But guess what? It is entirely possible 
to pose your subject and avoid the stiffness factor. 
Don’t take the picture immediately after posing.  
Let them loosen up, shake out, and adapt the pose 
for them. Ask them to relax into the pose, and 
more often than not; your subject is completely 
capable of this.

So, now that you have some poses in your pocket, 
where do you go from here?

Dive into posing yourself.

Yes. You.

It is not uncommon to hear stories of professional 
portrait photographers taking a few classes at a 
modelling school. What better way to show your 
client the pose than for you to demonstrate it?

Pose II – Casual seated                        Pose III – The wall chill
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The direction that your subject looks when being 
photographed can have a profound impact upon 
an image so give it careful consideration. Many 
different poses can work and will alter the mood 
and focal point of the image considerably.

The key is to know what you’re wanting to achieve 
and to experiment with different set ups to get 
those results.

WHERE IS 
YOUR SUBJECT 
LOOKING AND 
WHY DOES IT 
MATTER?
When posing a subject, two important 
questions to ask yourself are:

1. Where are they looking? 
2. What impact does this have on the shot?

Lines are an important aspect of any shot and can 
draw the attention of your image’s viewer and lead 
their eye into the shot.

The gaze of your subject can have a similar impact. 
Here are a few examples:

viewer into ‘relationship’

but looking at the camera gives a feeling of 
invitation – the child becomes the focus

and looking at the cake can give a sense of 
‘desire’ – the cake becomes the focus

wondering what they’re looking at

Here are a couple of considerations to keep in 
mind when making a decision on how to pose 
your subject.

Looking Away from the Camera

than the camera, viewers will naturally want 
to see what it is. You then have two choices – 
either to show them, or hide the object of their 
gaze.

create a focal point for your shots (example – 
in the picture of the ‘bubble boy’).

create either tension or intrigue. This can either 
spoil or make the shot!

Looking directly at the camera

it’s hard not to look at them – they become the 
focal point

camera it can create discomfort or tension for 
the viewer of the image – it can be a very strong 
and confronting pose. This is not necessarily 
bad, in fact it can really make the shot quite 
powerful, but it is something to be aware of.

Looking down creates a very different emotion in the photo than would  
be present if there was eye contact. CC Photo: Only Sequel

http://www.flickr.com/photos/antara365/3226216766/
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“DOES MY  
BUTT LOOK  
BIG IN THIS?”
What clothes to wear  
in portraits 
What should I wear in my portrait?

This is a question I get asked a lot by clients,  
so I thought it might be something that was worth 
some exploration in a tutorial.

The clothes a person wears in a portrait can have 
a big impact upon the end result of your image. 
When talking to a subject about what to wear  
I generally ask them to bring a few different out!ts 
so that we can have a little variety to work with.

A few things to keep in mind:

1.  The comfort of your subject is 
important – to some extent

One of the challenges of photographing someone 
that you might not know very well is helping them 
to relax. I !nd that the clothes that they wear and 
the environment that you’re photographing them in 
can have a big impact upon how relaxed they are 
and how natural they look. If they are happy with 
how they look then you’ll have a good chance of 
capturing them looking themselves.

GIVE YOUR 
SUBJECT SPACE 
TO LOOK INTO
In an earlier post I wrote about the rule of thirds 
and placing your subject to one side of the image 
in an attempt to create balance.

The question that one reader sent me in response 
to this tip was:

When taking pictures of people which side is 
it best to put them on, the right or the left?

I’ve got a long answer and a short answer.

The short answer: It doesn’t matter.

The long answer: Having said that it doesn’t 
matter let me make one quali!cation.

As a rule (and we all know that they are made 
to be broken) if the person (and it works with 
animals too) you are photographing is looking 
in one direction or even if their head is pointing 
in that direction it is best to place them on the 
opposite side of the frame. The photo to the right 
demonstrates this. In this case the person is not 
being photographed head on but has their head 
to the right. As a result the photographer has 
given them some space on the side that they are 
pointing/looking at.

The reason for this is that when a person views an 
image with a person looking in one direction or the 
other, their eyes also are drawn in that direction. 
In a sense you’re giving the subject of your image 
some space to look into and in doing so create a 
natural way for the photo’s viewer to "ow into the 
photo also.

Even just a slight turn of the head can be 
effectively framed using this technique.

Breaking the rule: Of course breaking this rule 
produces interesting shots (in some cases more 
so). They might not be as aesthetically pleasing 
on some levels and could leave those viewing 
your images feeling a little on edge but this type 
of reaction to photos can be quite powerful also. 

Give your subject space to look into. CC Photo: Photomish Dan

http://www.flickr.com/photos/23326046@N08/3489489134
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selected to show off my work were of people  
in fairly plain and unobtrusive clothes.  
No crazy patterns, lines, dots or bright colours, 
just understated basics that allowed the person 
to shine.

One exception to the black/dark top rule is that it 
can depend upon the complexion of the person. 
A very fair complexion with a very dark top can 
be too much of a contrast and when shooting 
someone with dark skin tones dark clothing can 
mean not enough contrast.

Having said that, sometimes the best shots are of 
people when they are slightly ‘on edge’ or out of 
their comfort zone.

I can’t really explain it, but I’ve had some real luck 
in choosing out!ts for people that they might not 
necessarily have chosen for themselves.

Sometimes throwing a curve ball at your subject in 
this way can take them slightly out of their comfort 
zone and get you a ‘wow’ shot.

2. Clothes can put people into context

As much as we all like to talk about not judging 
a book by its cover and getting to know the ‘real 
person’ before summing them up, a person’s 
outward appearance says a lot about who they 
are and what we think of them.

The clothes that a subject wears in a shot will 
convey meaning and tell those viewing the image 
something about the person. So think carefully 
about what you’re trying to achieve with the image 
and let this be communicated through the clothes 
that you suggest your subject wears.

So if you’re after a fun vibe in your shot, let them 
get a little casual and crazy with their clothes. If 
you’re wanting to portray them in a more formal 
way, dress them that way.

3. Dark and plain clothes

While I generally let my subject choose a few 
out!ts for themselves, I almost always ask them 
to include a darker top in their options.

There’s something about a simple, dark top that 
allows the real focus of an image to be the person’s 
face. An added bonus of dark clothes is that they 
tend to be slimming also (so your butt might not 
look big after all).

As I looked back over my portfolio recently, 
I realised that the majority of portraits that I’d 

Dark clothing against a dark background draws attention to the face and 
hands. CC Photo: Photomish Dan

Throwing a top hat on the subject makes this picture quite comical. 
CC Photo: Photomish Dan

http://www.flickr.com/photos/photomishdan/3248612880/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/23326046@N08/3518130993
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here?!?” Grrr. I would leave shoots like those 
EXHAUSTED… absolutely ready for a cup of 
tea and a bubble bath, and TOTALLY dreading 
uploading the photos… knowing that all I’d ended 
up with were a bunch of awkward smiles on tight, 
strained faces.

Then there came a time in my career when I was 
in desperate need of a head shot… I hate being 

Another exception to this rule can be with kids 
whose portraits can come alive when you introduce 
some nice bright colours. The key, however, is to 
watch out for when the bright colours include zany 
patterns.

4. Collars

Another quick tip which I base my portfolio upon – 
collared shirts. These can be an effective thing to 
have your subjects wear.

I’ve not put a lot of thought into why they work, 
but particularly when photographing men, I !nd 
that a collared shirt has a way of framing the face 
that can be quite "attering.

I wouldn’t say collars are essential for every shot 
(I’ve taken plenty of good shots of guys in non- 
collared shirts and T-shirts); however, there’s 
something about them that just ‘works’ – at least 
in my mind.

5. Long sleeves and pants

Lastly, I also like to avoid short sleeved tops or 
shorts.

When arms and legs are exposed and there’s lots 
of skin visible I !nd that it can be a distraction from 
the main focal point of the photo, the face. That 
one is just a personal preference though and I’m 
not even sure why it is that I like to do it that way.

THE HUMAN 
SIDE OF 
PHOTOGRAPHY 
4 tips for natural looking 
portraits 
Article by Natalie Norton  
Photos ©Natalie Norton

Over the years my camera has become an 
extension of my arm, relate? Of course you do. 
Those lucky souls like you and I who discover they 
have a passion for photography quickly !nd it to be 
magically intoxicating in every way. We just can’t 
get enough.

Well passion and creative vision out the wazoo 
(pardon my French), even when coupled with 
perfect light, perfect equipment, and all the 
experience in the world will amount to very little if 
you’ve got a subject who just will not co-operate.

When I !rst started as a professional photographer 
it was mind baf"ing to me the way some people 
responded when I’d point my camera at them. 
“FOR PETE’S SAKE!” I’d lament to my husband 
after a shoot. “They were paying me to photograph 
them, they hired me, it wasn’t as if I ripped 
them from their houses, tied them to a tree and 
forced them to say ‘Cheese.’ What am I missing Having a stool on hand lets your subject get into a relaxed sitting pose.

http://www.natalienortonphoto.com/
http://www.natalienortonphoto.com/
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in front of the camera… I know. I know. Go !gure. 
Does the irony of all this tickle you as much as it 
does me? I called a friend and fellow photographer 
to handle the shoot. “OK Nic, short and sweet. We 
just need ONE good shot.” She pulled that camera 
out and it was everything I could do not to run 
screaming down the beach. She may as well have 
actually ripped me from my house and tied me to 
a tree. My heart was pounding, my palms were 
sweating and I could feel all the blood in my body 
racing to my face. Needless to say we DID NOT get 
that “ONE good shot.” Alas, the !nished product 
showed just nervous, awkward bubble-headed me 
… with a face as red as a cherry I might add.

Well over the years I’ve !nally cracked the code 
to dealing with people photographically… Thus, 
The human side of photography. Here’s 4 tips on 
how I work toward those beautiful, natural, genuine 
portraits that make our hearts sing, end up framed 
on our walls, and/or sell like crazy post production.

1. Handle the hands

Give your subject something to hold. If their hands 
are busy it’s generally enough of a cognitive 
distraction to curb their camera anxiety.

Take this bride for example. She was really 
struggling being herself in front of my camera 
during her bridal shoot. So, I handed her her 
!ance’s guitar and voila. Beautifully natural in 
every way! I love this shot.

2. Pull up a chair:

I carry a stool with me to every shoot… always.  
It has saved me a million times over. When people 
sit, they will 9 times out of 10 lose the nervous 
rigidity they have when they’re standing. The 
situation automatically steps away from the formal 
air of photographer/photographee and instantly 
feels more casual.

The momma-to-be (on the previous page) insisted 
incessantly that she was just ‘not photogenic’  
(if only I got 5 cents for every time someone spit 
that at me … or maybe 10 cents for every time I 
proved them wrong… hmm). Thank Heaven for 
my trusty stool. Momma loosened right up once 
seated, and we got something genuine and sweet.

3. The attraction of distraction

Distract your subject. Get them talking about 
something you know they’re interested in, ask them 
questions about their family, pets or favourite super 
heroes if you get desperate. Do whatever you can 
to pull their attention away from themselves. I !nd 
that shifting their attention to me by making fun of 
myself to be a trick that’s tried and true.

I’ve also been known to suddenly start barking like 
a dog to inspire spontaneous laughter… quacking 
like a duck is also a good bet… trust me, once you 
get a couple of good laughs out of your subject… 
it’s all a breeze from there. Laughter releases Give your subject something to hold to keep their hands busy.
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step in breaking them out of that awkward little box 
and truly capturing their essence. I learned this the 
hard way… my oldest son (4yrs old) used to head 
for the hills when he saw me coming camera in 
hand.

Once I learned to just respect that, and simply 
leave him alone at times like these… he actually 
started coming to ME and asking me to shoot him. 
And here’s the treasured result:

In the shot above, he said to me, “OK Mom, now 
I’m going to pretend like I’m sleeping.” Ah, be still 
my beating heart!

endorphins and thus a general sense of well-being, 
at least that’s what ‘they’ say… hey, it works for me!

An example of this was an engagement shoot I did 
a while back. The groom-to-be was completely 
relaxed and comfortable, but the bride was just 
NOT quite getting there. To make a bad thing 
worse, we started out shooting in a marshy !eld 
where we were literally swarmed by mosquitoes. 

I counted 26 on my legs at one point (like actual 
bugs biting me simultaneously… not just 26 bites 
… but I digress). She was bitten TERRIBLY and 
was SO uncomfortable. I could sense her 
discouragement, so as we walked to the next site 
(as far away from said swamp !eld as possible) 
I told her !ance to give me a couple of seconds of 
shooting and then just to start tickling her like crazy.

It was so much fun for everyone! We got a fun shot 
of the tickle-fest, though that wasn’t the end in 
mind… the goal was to help her feel relaxed and 
comfortable for the rest of the shoot, and guess 
what? It worked like a charm. (This tip is especially 
good when working with children. Get them talking 
about something they love and it’s like "ipping on 
a light switch to those sweet genuine expressions 
that only children can give.)

4. A tip from Aretha… R.E.S.P.E.C.T

Remember that your subjects deserve your 
respect… whether it’s your own kiddos or you’re 
on hire. If you’ve got a subject or two or more 
who are just plain uncomfortable, seek out privacy 
for the shoot as much as possible. If you’ve 
got something in your head that you’re working 
towards and your subject just isn’t diggin’ it… drop 
it and move on to something else.

Ultimately you want nice pictures AND a nice 
memory of the shoot as a whole. If your subject 
feels understood and respected, that’s your !rst 

Natalie’s son happily posing for her

A beautiful candid shot after a tickle-fest.
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it’s not a signal for them to pose but it’s a normal 
part of our interaction – this means that they are 
relaxed and the photos are natural.

2. Use a long zoom

Obviously, the further you are away from your 
subject the less likely they will be to know that 
you’re photographing them, and the more natural 
and relaxed they’ll act. Using a telephoto lens or 
long zoom enables you to shoot from outside their 
personal space but keep the feeling of intimacy in 
the shot you’re taking.

11 TIPS FOR 
BETTER CANDID 
PHOTOGRAPHY
Candid styles of photography are increasingly 
becoming popular, both in general day to day 
photography, but also in formal photographic 
situations. Last time I was asked to 
photograph a wedding, the couple actually 
hired me purely to take paparazzi style shots 
of them and their guests throughout the 
day. They had another photographer for the 
formal shots and gave me the brief of getting 
a behind the scenes look of the day.

The results, when they put together my shots 
with the formal ones, were a wonderful blend 
of photos that told a fuller story than if they’d 
gone for one or the other.

Following are a number of tips to help 
photographers improve their ‘candid’ 
photography. Please note that these tips are 
not about taking sneaky, voyeuristic or true 
paparazzi shots (i.e. photographing people 
without their permission) but rather about 
how to add a more candid feel to the shots 
you take of people that you know.

1. Take your camera everywhere

Probably the best way to take spontaneous 
photographs is to always be ready to do so.  
I have a DSLR which I take out when I’m on a 
shoot, but between shoots like to carry a quality 
point and shoot camera that I can whip out at a 
moment’s notice to capture the many opportunities 
for a good photo that life presents us with. Taking 
your camera with you everywhere also helps 
people to be more at ease with you taking their 
photo. I !nd that my friends and family just expect 
me to have my camera out so when I do !re it up 

A special moment is captured when the subject’s aren’t aware of the camera. Photo: ©Neil Creek

http://www.flickr.com/photos/neilcreek/2684002301/in/set-72157608802766576/
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Losing the flash and using natural light really works to give this image a 
natural, documentary feel. Photo: ©Neil Creek

3. Kill the flash

Perhaps the most obvious way that you can signal 
to another person that you’re photographing 
them is to use a "ash. There’s nothing like a 
blinding "ash of light in the eyes to kill a moment. 
If possible (and it’s not always) attempt to 
photograph without the "ash if you’re aiming 
for candid shots. When in lower light situations 
increase your ISO setting, use a faster lens, 
open up your aperture or if your camera has a 
‘natural light mode’, turn it on. Hopefully one or 
a combination of these approaches will help you 
blend into the background a little more.

4. Shoot lots

I’ve written about this before on DPS but when you 
shoot multiple images quickly of a person you can 
sometimes get some surprising and spontaneous 
shots that you’d have never gotten if you shot just 
one. Switch your camera to continuous shooting 
mode and shoot in bursts of images and in doing 
so you’ll increase your chances of that perfect shot.

5. Position yourself strategically

While candid photography is about capturing the 
spontaneity of a moment and getting that perfect 
shot at the right split second of time, I !nd that 
if you think ahead and anticipate what is about 
to unfold in front of you you can greatly increase 
the chances of getting some great shots. So at 

a wedding, get to the church early (or even go to 
the rehearsal) and think about what will happen 
during the ceremony and where will be best for you 
to stand to capture each moment. Which way will 
people be facing? What will they be doing? What 
will the light be like? Thinking through these issues 
will save you having to run around repositioning 
yourself when you should be shooting images. 
It’ll also mean you take a whole heap less shots 
of the back of people’s heads!

6. Photograph people doing things

Images of people doing things tend to be much 
more interesting than people sitting passively doing 
nothing. For one, your subject will be focused 
upon something which adds energy to a photo 
(and takes their focus off you) but it also puts them 
in context and adds an element of story to your 
image. Timing is everything in candid shots so wait 
until they are distracted from you and fully focused 
upon what they are doing or who they are with and 
you’ll inject a feeling into your shots of them being 
unaware and that the viewer of your image 
is looking on unseen.

7. Photograph people with people

Something very interesting happens when you 
photograph more than one person in an image at a 
time – it introduces relationship into the shot. Even 
if the two (or more) people are not really interacting 
in the shot, it can add depth and a sense of story 
into the viewing of the image. Of course ideally in 
candid shots you’d like some interaction between 
your subjects, as that will add emotion into the 
shot also, as we the viewer observe how the 
people are acting.

8. Shoot from the hip

If your subject is aware that you’re there and that 
you have your camera out they might tense up or 
act a little unnaturally as they see you raising your 

http://digital-photography-school.com/
http://neilcreek.com
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camera to the eye. The beauty of digital cameras 
is that it doesn’t cost you anything to take lots of 
shots and it can be well worth shooting without 
raising your camera. To do this most effectively you 
might want to set your lens to a wider angle setting 
to make up for any aiming problems you might have.

9. Mix up your perspective

The other beauty of shooting from the hip is that it 
gives you a slightly different perspective to take the 
shot from (i.e. shooting from 3 feet height instead 
of 6). This adds to the candid nature of the shots. 
In fact sometimes it’s the slightly crooked, slightly 
out of focus or poorly composed shots taken from 
this type of angle that end up looking the best 
because they come across as quite random. Of 
course you can add all these new perspectives to 
your shots without shooting from the hip. Crouch 
down, get up high, frame your shots on an angle, 
zoom in close and then quickly zoom out to a wide 
angle, break the rules of composition, etc, and you 
will add a new perspective to your shots that can 
mean they look fresh and surprising.

10.  Frame images with foreground 
elements

A trick that I often use in candid shots is to 
purposely include something in the foreground 
of the shot to make it look as though I’m hiding 
behind it. You might do this by shooting over 
someone’s shoulder, by including a little of a tree 
branch or the frame of a doorway.

11.  Take posed shots into candid 
territory

One of my favourite times to shoot candid shots 
is when other people are taking formal ones. This 
is because everyone in the shot is focused on the 
one element (the other photographer), but it’s not 
you. If the main photographer has posed the happy 
couple of the day or their bridal party, look for a 
different angle of them to take a shot of the same 
subject. Often if you take a few steps to the side 
and shoot from almost a pro!le position you can 
get great shots. Also, zooming in to take shots of 
just one or two of the people in a larger group at 
these times can work well. Also try zooming right 
out to take a shot of the photographer and their 
subject all in one. If you’re the only photographer 
and you’re taking formal shots, a great technique is 
to take your posed shot and then continue to shoot 
after everyone thinks you’ve !nished. It’s often the 
shots just after the posed one that are the best as 
people relax and look at each other. This image was taken whilst the happy couple were being photographed 

by another photographer. Photo: ©Neil CreekGet creative with your perspective. CC Photo: Alex Photojournals

http://www.flickr.com/photos/alexmoi/911086532/
http://neilcreek.com
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SELF-PORTRAIT 
PHOTOGRAPHY 
TIPS
Article by Nathan Marx 
Photos ©Nathan Marx 

Self-portraits are tough for a number of reasons; 
you can’t see yourself to know how you look until 
after the fact (tip, don’t forget to suck that gut in). 
Setup can be more time consuming due to the 
running back and forth setting timers. Focus is 
dif!cult because again you can’t see where that 
focus point is resting and if you are using a timer 
mode there is a chance you weren’t in the frame 
when the camera found something to focus on.

On the other hand, shooting self-portraits can be 
invaluable because you learn how to direct people 
for better portraits. What? I mean, that as you walk 
yourself through a portrait (of yourself) you gain 
insight in to how to explain to people how to pose 
(you learn how to pose). The best way to direct 
people is to show them what you want and if you 
can do it for a self-portrait, you can show your 
subject how to pose for you.

Another bene!t is you can move your lights, angle 
your camera, and just do plain crazy things a 
subject such as friend, family or a client might not 
have the patience for (unless you pay them well).

So what to do? Well here are some ideas (tried and 
tested) to increase your chances of getting that 
self-portrait to look like what you had planned in 
your mind (or close to it). Of course, everything 
might not apply to you, but there are sure to be a 
few tips that you could apply and bene!t from, and 
no matter how well you prepare there is always 
room for improvement.

Equipment

The DPS crowd seems to be a group of DSLR 
owners for the most part so I will assume you 
are using a DSLR, but everything discussed is 
applicable to other digital cameras (and some of 
the discussion can be applied to !lm).

http://nathanmarxphotos.blogspot.com/
http://nathanmarxphotos.blogspot.com/
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Just thinking about my hobbies and pastimes, 
inspired all sorts of photo themes. In fact when 
I sat down and listed items, I quickly had more 
self-portrait ideas than I could shoot in a single 
month (shooting a theme a day). 

Pick up a tripod. Nearly any tripod will do so 
I won’t go into much detail, but the tripod is 
essential as it gives a "exible yet sturdy mount 
for the camera.

Pick up a remote. If you are using a Nikon or 
Canon camera there are wireless remotes available 
for the less expensive DSLRs that cost about $20. 
These things are a real time saver and make it 
easier to !ne tune your self-portrait without looking 
all sweaty by photo number 20.

Shoot tethered. Most digital cameras have a mini 
video if not a HD video out. I borrowed my son’s 
DVD player (the one he watches movies in the car 
with) on multiple occasions for the sole purpose 
of shooting self portraits. This is where the remote 
comes in great; you can !ne tune the composition 
by watching that little monitor, without having to 
run back and forth. If you have a newer DSLR with 
an HD out then you could hook up your laptop or 
HD monitor.

Lighting. A single "ash can do wonders for your 
portraits. I won’t go into any lighting details, but 
photography is about capturing light. You don’t 
need to buy a "ash, I !rst started learning lighting 
using work lights. You can pick up a small but 
powerful work light for around ~$15.

Coming up with ideas

Time to talk about technique. I think where most 
people get stuck on self-portraits is the coming up 
with ideas (I know I struggle here). What really got 
me going was thinking about what I own and how 
I could use it in a photo. Now I am not just talking 
about props, but I am talking about features also. 
One of my prominent features is my bald head. 
So could I work that to my advantage?

Nathan’s used his bald head as a feature in this photo Hobbies can inspire interesting photos
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Dress the part

In fact the clothing was a big part of my inspiration 
for any particular image, so you could say my 
clothing was what set the theme and I just had 
to act the part (and I mean really act). Two simple 
articles of clothing I found very useful were an old 
brimmed hat and my leather work gloves. Though 
the items were small and pretty common, they 
were great for creating a theme.

Sometimes environment can inspire the image.  
For instance, one night of January was extremely 
foggy. 

Another environment I used was my previously 
extremely pregnant wife.

Creating a theme

Two items make a photo, the subject and 
backdrop, and I think that they are equally 
important. This is where your lens choice comes 
into play. A long lens allows you to send the 
back ground out of focus and narrow down the 
amount of background in the photo. A wide lens 
keeps the background in focus and allows it to be 
a key part of the image. Either way the background 
is playing a big factor by being a key element or by 
not distracting from the subject.

Using a hat and gloves turns this photo into something moreNeutral background
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12 TIPS FOR 
TAKING GREAT 
GROUP PHOTOS
One of the most common types of digital 
photographs is the ‘group photo’. They 
happen everywhere, from weddings, to 
camps, to parties, to sporting teams,  
to school, etc.

There must be thousands of group photos 
taken each day around the world; however, 
unfortunately many of the group photos 
that I see in my friendship group and on 
Flickr would leave their photographers 
disappointed with the results for a variety 
of reasons.

Common group photo mistakes and problems 
include:

away or in different directions (i.e. at different 
photographers)

some serious, some playing up to the camera, etc)

into the shot

Portray emotion

Want your photos to look boring, then act bored. 
The facial and body expressions you make are 
huge in setting the tone of the photo. This is where 
having a tethered set up can really help (you will be 
able to see results and nail it down). Aim for over 
the top, I mean really go crazy. The more emotion 
you show the better the photo will turn out.

If you are trying to act angry, think of the guy who 
cut you off on the freeway and let out your pent up 
rage. If you want to look like you are happy then 
think of the guy YOU cut off on the freeway and 
laugh out loud (DPS does not condone cutting 
people off on the freeway).

Look at your photos

When you are done look through the photos and see 
what worked and what didn’t. Make notes about 
what you liked and didn’t like. Enjoy looking through 
the photos. If certain photos didn’t turn out then do 
them again. If you do it right you’re going to love it!

Over the top expressions can make for a great photo
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shots and shoot in short bursts of shots. I !nd that 
the !rst shot is often no good but that the one or 
two directly after it often makes a group a little less 
posed and more relaxed.

Similarly, shoot some frames off before everyone is 
ready. Sometimes the organisation of a group shot 
can be quite comical with people telling each other 
where to go and jostling for position.

Also mix up the framing of your shots a little if you 
have a zoom lens by taking some shots that are at 
a wide focal length and some that are more tightly 
framed.

While there will always be such challenges with 
group photos, there are a number of things you 
can do to help improve your chances of getting 
the shot you’re after.

1. Prepare

There is nothing that will make people posing 
for a photograph turn upon you faster than you 
not being prepared. People don’t like to be kept 
waiting so think ahead about some of the following 
aspects of your photo:

frame your shot

person

you want them a few minutes ahead of time

batteries

2. Location

The place that you have your group stand is 
important to group shots for a number of reasons. 
For starters it can give the photo context. For 
example a shot of a sporting team on their playing 
!eld means more than a shot of them in front 
of a brick wall. The other reason that choosing 
locations carefully is important is it can have 
distractions in it.

Choose a position where your group will !t, where 
there is enough light for the shot and where there 
are no distractions in the background. Also avoid 
setting up a group shot directly in front of a window 
where the light from your "ash might re"ect back in 
a way that destroys your shot.

3. Take multiple shots

One of the best ways to avoid the problems of 
not everyone looking just right in a shot is to take 
multiple photos quickly. I often switch my camera 
into continuous shooting mode when taking group 

CC Photo: seanmcgrath

http://www.flickr.com/photos/52798669@N00/3643075893
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the distance between the front line of people 
and the back line as small as you can). This will 
help to keep everyone in focus. If the group is 
‘deep’ use a narrower aperture.

thank you later when they see the shot without 
any double chins!

6. Timing your shoot well

Pick the moment for your shot carefully. Try to 
choose a time that works with what is happening 
at the gathering that you’re at. I !nd it best to 
do a group shot when the group is already close 
together if possible and when there is a lull in 
proceedings.

Also towards the start of events can be a good 
time as everyone is all together, they all look their 
best and if there is alcohol involved no one is too 
under the weather yet.

7. Think about light

In order to get enough detail in your subjects you 
need to have suf!cient light. The way you get this 
varies from situation to situation but consider using 
a "ash if the group is small enough and you are 
close enough for it to take effect, especially if the 
main source of light is coming from behind the 
group.

4. Get in close

Try to get as close as you can to the group you’re 
photographing (without cutting some members of 
it out, of course). The closer you can get the more 
detail you’ll have in their faces, something that 
really lifts a shot a lot.

If your group is a smaller one, get right in close 
to them and take some head and shoulder shots. 
One effective technique for this is to get your small 
group to all lean their heads in close to enable you 
to get in even closer. Another way to get in closer 
is to move people out of a one line formation and 
stagger them by putting some people in front and 
behind.

5. Pose the group

In most cases your group will pose itself pretty 
naturally (we’ve all done it before). Tall people will 
go to the back, short people to the front. But there 
are other things you can do to add to the photo’s 
composition:

(like a wedding or a birthday) make them the 
central focal point by putting them right in the 
middle of the group (you can add variation to 
your shots by taking some of everyone looking 
at the camera and then everyone looking at the 
person/couple).

in the group not only towards the back of the 
group but centred with shorter people on the 
edges of the group.

This arrangement maximises the size of each girl’s face in the photo.
CC Photo: Hamed Saber

Clustering the subjects adds interest to a group photo. Photo: ©Neil Creek

http://www.neilcreek.com
http://www.flickr.com/photos/44124425616@N01/215804401
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tiering to make the back people higher, you can 
end up being a long way back to !t everyone in.

One solution to this is to !nd a way to elevate 
yourself as the photographer. If I’m photographing 
a wedding and the couple wants one big group 
shot I’ll arrange for a ladder to be present  
(I’ve even climbed up onto church roofs) to take a 
shot looking down on the group. In doing this you 
can !t a lot more people in and still remain quite 
close to the group (you end up with a shot of lots 
of faces in focus and less bodies). It also gives an 
interesting perspective to your shots, especially if 
you have a nice wide focal length.

If it’s a bright sunny day and the sun is low in the 
sky try not to position it directly behind you or 
you’ll end up with a collection of squinting faces 
in your shot.

8. Take control

I’ve been in a number of group photos where the 
photographer almost lost control of his subjects 
by not being quick enough, but also by not 
communicating well with their group of subjects. 
It is important to keep talking to the group, let 
them know what you want them to do, motivate 
them to smile, tell them that they look great and 
communicate how much longer you’ll need them for.

Also important is to give your subjects a reason 
to pose for the photograph. For example, at a 
wedding you might motivate people to pose by 
saying (insert name of couple being married here)
have asked me to get some group shots’ or at 
a sporting event “let’s take a group photo to 
celebrate our win”. When you give people a reason 
to pose for you you’ll !nd they are much more 
willing to take a few minutes to pose for you.

Another very useful line to use with a group is – 
“If you can see the camera it can see you”. This 
one is key if you want to be able to see each 
person’s face in the shot.

If there are more photographers than just you then 
wait until others have !nished their shots and then 

get the attention of the full group, otherwise you’ll 
have everyone looking in different directions.

Of course you don’t want to be a dictator when 
posing your group or you could end up with lots 
of group shots of very angry people. The best 
photographers know how to get people’s attention, 
communicate what they want but also keep people 
feeling relaxed and like they are having fun.

9. For large groups

Large groups of people can be very dif!cult to 
photograph as even with staggering people and 

A higher perspective reveals faces that would have otherwise been hidden by those in front. Photo: ©Neil Creek

http://www.neilcreek.com
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SHOOTING 
PORTRAITS LIKE 
A PRO ON A 
BUDGET
Article by Alexis Godschalk 
Photos ©Alexis Godschalk

When I started doing photography years ago, 
I really wanted to shoot fantastic shots, I wanted 
to make sure that my photographs would be 
considered for a gallery showing. All I had was a 
Canon 10D and a "ash. Most of what I shot was 
candid and in the style of photo journalism and 
even though this was !ne, I wanted more.

What kept me from shooting clean studio like 
portraits was the mistaken belief that I needed 
loads of expensive equipment.

One day a friend of mine approached me about 
photographing his band. He had just got new 
management and wanted to make the band look 
pro. He started by showing me some photography 
he liked and we started talking about what could 
and could not be done. One of the shots he liked 
was a clean shot with dramatic lighting against a 
black background. I told him that would be tough 
but I’d try, and so we did.

10. Use a tripod

There are a number of reasons why using a tripod 
when taking photographs of groups can be useful. 
Firstly, a tripod communicates that you’re serious 
about what you’re doing and can help you get their 
attention (it’s amazing what a professional looking 
set up can make people do). Secondly, it gives you 
as the photographer more freedom to be involved 
in the creation of the posing of your subjects. 
Set your camera up on your tripod so that it’s ready 
to take the shot in terms of framing, settings and 
focus and then it will be ready at an instant when 
you get the group looking just right to capture the 
moment.

11. Use an assistant

If you have a very large group, an assistant can be 
very handy to get the group organised well.

An assistant is also incredibly handy if you are 
taking multiple group shots (like at a wedding when 
you’re photographing different con!gurations of 
a family). In these cases I often ask the couple to 
provide me with a family or friend member who has 
a running sheet of the different groups of people to 
be photographed. I then get this person to ensure 
we have everyone we need in each shot. Having 
a family member do this helps to make sure you 
don’t miss anyone out but also is good because 
the group is familiar with them and will generally 
respond well when they order them around.

12. Smile

Yes YOU should smile! There’s nothing worse 
than a grumpy stressed out photographer. Have 
fun and enjoy the process of getting your shots 
and you’ll !nd the group will too. I usually come 
home from a wedding which I’ve photographed 
with an incredibly sore jaw-line from all the smiling 
because I !nd the best way to get the couple and 
their family to relax and smile is to smile at them. 
It really does work.

A smile is contageous, so smile! Photo: ©Neil Creek

http://neilcreek.com
http://photo.net/photos/alexisgodschalk
http://photo.net/photos/alexisgodschalk
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The shoot

I knew I was going to have to darken the 
background sheet in Photoshop, so I made sure 
to keep it clean and smooth as much as possible. 
The creases could become a big job to !x in 
Photoshop so I tried to keep them to an absolute 
minimum. Before the shoot I took time to get the 
band guys comfortable and challenge them to try 
facial expressions and ‘looks’. I wanted to make 
sure they would look like a band and not goofy. I 
had some sample photos that I would show them 
to see if they could duplicate them. The funny 
thing was that within 30 minutes a nice group of 
neighbours had come to see what we were doing. 
This was fun but also distracting, so I made sure 
that we stayed focused.

Equipment Rigging

I set up my two ‘fold-open’ ladders opposite each 
other and tied the 8 foot pole to the front edge of 
both. I tied a couple of weights to the bottom step 
of each ladder. I then taped the black sheet to the 
top of the pole across from one end to the other 
making sure to keep it as clean as I could. 
I found another black sheet to put on the grass 
in front of the backdrop.

Lighting

Using the sun was going to be a challenge as it 
was one-directional, so I used the two sheets of 
foamboard to re"ect the light onto the guys’ faces 
and add !ll-in lighting. As I was shooting digital, 
I was able to look at the results right away and 
change the angles right away.

I spent some time getting the look I wanted 
playing with angles. They had some black hats 
and clothing so I tried to create some trim lighting 
to make the hats and clothing pop from the black 
background.

Clever use of light modifiers can create a studio look from natural light.

Tip:  If shooting outside, have a small sheet 
you can pull over your head and camera when 
reviewing the shot on a digital camera, this will 
greatly help you see what you shot without the 
re"ections and the sunlight dimming your view.
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The result

The shoot turned out to be great and a load of fun! 
I was very happy with the results and to this day 
people think it was shot in a studio with lighting 
equipment. The band was happy and I was too. 
For a no-budget shoot and not having any  
pro equipment, the results were very convincing 
and opened the door for me to do some other paid 
shoots and actually buy equipment. Years later  
I now shoot with lighting equipment, but have to 
say that shoot was one of the most fun and a great 
paradigm shift for me.

As a photographer the tools you have are just that; 
tools. You can make great looking shots with some 
creativity and some random stuff around your 
home. Money and equipment should not limit you 
from pushing the limits. So go have fun with it.

Tip: As the photographer, take charge. Remember you are going to get the best results by keeping things 
under control and minimising distractions. Also, keep checking your shots for bad re"ections, shadows, 
expressions and wardrobe issues. Remember, it’s better to !x it right there than afterward in Photoshop.

One of the guys wanted Latin text painted on his chest. We took some shots but I thought it was too 
strong so at the end I suggested trying to put a T-shirt on over it and wet the T-shirt, just to see what it 
would look like. That shot really turned out great. Be "exible and try out some stuff (after you are sure 
you have what you want). In this case, wetting him would have hindered other shots we wanted had I 
not shot them !rst.
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2. Always focus on the eyes

The eyes are the windows to the soul, and should 
be the focal point of any good portrait. Not only are 
the eyes the most important part of a good portrait, 
but they are the sharpest element on the face and 
should be left that way. When you are shooting 
with a wide aperture value focused on the eyes, 
the lens’s bokeh will aid in softening the skin as well.

3.  Shoot wide open for shallow depth 
of field

There are quite a few reasons to invest in a fast 
lens, capable of wide aperture values; the most 
common is for shallow depth of !eld. Now that 
you can shoot at ƒ2.8 or ƒ4 you should use it. 
Most fantastic natural light portraits are from 
wide aperture values and it is all because of the 
wonderful smooth background blur we call ‘bokeh’.

4.  Never, ever, shoot a portrait at less 
than 50mm; try to stay at 70mm or 
higher

The last thing you want to hear from a client is 
“Why does my head look swelled?” Any focal 
length below 70mm can distort your subject; 
however, it doesn’t become very noticeable until 
you are below 50mm. The compression effect of a 
telephoto lens will also increase the blur of bokeh. 
Most of my portraits are done between 120mm and 
200mm.

13 TIPS FOR 
IMPROVING 
OUTDOOR 
PORTRAITS
Article by James Pickett

With my very first digital SLR there was a 
sigh of relief, everything was going to be so 
much easier now and I didn’t have to think 
anymore.

You know the scenario; you pull the camera 
out, charge the batteries, go for a walk around 
the house and down the street taking the same 
pictures you have taken every time a new camera 
came into your life. “This is great!” you think to 
yourself, “this is going to make my life so much 
easier!” I was wrong… In fact, I was dead wrong.

There are three very simple things that improve 
all photography, including portraits. To this day, 
there is no trick I have found that replaces the 
need for proper exposure, white balance, and 
sharp focus. Today’s digital cameras have less 
exposure latitude than a roll of Kodak gold !lm. 
In-camera metering systems have become much 
more advanced, but the sensors still lack the seven 
ƒ-stop exposure latitude that negative !lm has.

1.  Never select all of the focus points 
for portraits, pick one

When you pick the autofocus option that allows 
the camera to select focus points, you are doing 
your portraits a terrible disservice. This feature of 
a camera is usually designed to pick whatever is 
closest to the lens and focus there. In some cases, 
like with my 1DS Mark III, the camera will choose 
a cluster of focus points and make a ‘best guess’ 
based on averaging the distance between all of the 
chosen points. Using one focus point gives you, 
the photographer, ultimate control.

A shallow depth of field draws attention to the in-focus eyes. 
Photo: ©Neil Creek

http://neilcreek.com
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bokeh
http://www.jamespickettphotography.com
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5. Always shoot in RAW

A thousand times these words have bellowed from 
my mouth, and it will surely come out a million 
more. RAW is an unmodi!ed compilation of your 
sensor’s data during the time of exposure. It is your 
digital negative. When you shoot in JPG format, 
everything but what the image processor needs 
to make a shell representation of the image you 
intended to capture is stripped away. For every edit 
you make to a JPG, you lose more data. With RAW, 
you can make a vast range of edits before creating 
the JPG. How can this make your portrait better? 
Think about the last time your white balance was 
set incorrectly, and you tried for hours to remove 
the colour cast only to destroy the image with 
every attempt. RAW would have saved you by 
allowing you to !x the colour before opening the 
image for retouching.

6.  Always bring a grey card or a piece 
of a grey card for white balance

You got me, grey cards aren’t free. However, 
$5.95 for a cardboard Kodak grey card is darn 
close. To avoid confusion, I am going to explain 
this backwards. When opening Adobe Camera 
Raw or any other RAW image editing application, 
there is always a way to select a custom white 
balance. Usually it is an eyedropper of some kind 
that you can use to click on what you think is 
neutral grey in your image. Imagine a world where 
your photo shoot involved 4 locations and a total 

of 800 images, and all day the camera was set to 
Auto White Balance. That is 800 different white 
balance values, a post production nightmare. If, at 
each location, you have your subject hold the grey 
card on the !rst shot, you will save hours of work. 
When you open location one (200 images) in your 
favourite post production application, all you have 
to do is click the eyedropper on the grey card, 
select all and synchronise the rest. Precious hours 
have been saved. (If you plan on taking your time, 
it may be wise to do this once every 30 minutes or 
so to compensate for the changing light of day.)

Shooting in the shade removes harsh shadows. CC Photo: DeusXFlorida

7.  Shoot in the shade (avoid direct 
sunlight)

Direct sunlight is harsh, makes your subject 
squint, and creates hard directional shadows and 
unpredictable white balance conditions. When 
shooting in the shade, there are no more harsh 
shadows, only smooth milky shadows created 
by your subject’s natural features. With proper 
exposure and white balance, you can make these 
shots look amazing.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/8363028@N08/3571673165/
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11. Learn the sunny ƒ16 rule

Why? So you have a baseline for proper exposure 
in your mind to work with if no other tools are 
present. The sunny ƒ16 rule states that on a sunny 
day, with your aperture value set to ƒ16, your 
shutter speed will be the inverse of the current ISO 
speed. For example, if your camera is set to ISO 
100, and your aperture value is ƒ16, your shutter 
speed will be 1/100th of a second. On a cloudy day 
(or when in the shade) you simply use ƒ8 instead. 
If you own either an incident light meter, or grey card 
use either for the most accurate exposure instead. 
(Note: the procedure for metering exposure with a 
grey card is not the same as a custom white balance.)

12.  Bring a sheet and a few spring 
clamps from home

Leave the expensive 200 thread count sheets on 
the bed. You already got them? Well go put them 
back. You know that cheap old sheet you stuck in 
the corner of a closet to use as a drop cloth the 
next time you paint? Go get it. (Another option is 
to buy the cheapest, lowest thread count, white 
top sheet you can !nd.) A queen size sheet is an 
amazing, cheap diffuser. Sort of a severe foot soft 
box for the sun. Wrap an edge of the sheet around 
a branch or clothes line and clamp for a side light. 
(Anchor the bottom corners with rocks to keep 
it from blowing into your image.) Clamp all four 
corners to anything you can above your subject for 
an overhead light.

8. Shooting carefully on an overcast day

Nature’s softbox is a giant blanket of clouds.  
A good heavy blanket of cloud cover can help you 
enrich your colours, and make some very smooth 
and pleasing shadows.

9.  If you must use hot, hard, bright 
light…

Always try to control the direction, use some kind 
of re"ector, and try to mimic a studio light. Putting 
the sun directly behind your subject isn’t a good 
idea, unless you are trying to make a silhouette. 
When the sun is at my back, I have the subject look 
off camera (away from the sun) and get very nice 
results. Another great trick is to wait for a cloud to 
move in front of the sun; this usually creates a very 
bright yet contrasted look.

10. Use an existing reflector

For example, my guess is that about 75% of the 
delivery trucks on the planet are white. These big 
white delivery trucks can make amazing !ll light 
re"ectors as long as they weren’t painted with 
an off white. (A yellow tint can change the white 
balance in your shadows.) Picture framing outlets 
and craft stores always have medium to large sized 
pieces of foamcore lying around that have been left 
for scrap. They are usually more than happy to part 
with these scraps, and if not, chances are there are 
pieces by the dumpster.Using a combination of natural light and reflected artificial light leads to 

well exposed images. CC Photo: derick.adame

http://www.flickr.com/photos/10325988@N06/3693458086
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a confused chihuahua or just had an epiphany.) 
I am an experienced, internationally published 
photographer, and rarely can I see where the 
sun is coming from on an overcast day. The light 
isn’t omnipresent; it’s just diffused, softened 
and scattered. Sunlight on a cloudy day is still 
directional, and your subject still has a dark side. 
Use a compass to !nd out where the sun is, put it 
at your back and shoot like mad. Never again will 
you look at an image after and wonder why the 
sky is blown out when it was so cloudy, or why the 
clouds look great but your subject is dark.

13. Keep the power lines and signs out!

We have already discussed keeping your camera 
focused on the eyes; keep your mind focused on 
the image as a whole. Power lines, signs, long 
single blades of grass, single pieces of garbage, 
sometimes even trees can be serious distractions 
from the overall focus of the image – the person 
you are photographing.

Last, and most important, have a great time 
shooting, enjoy what you’re doing and it will show 
in your work, and the expression of your subject.

A few bonus tips on shooting on 
cloudy days

Clouds are wonderful. They create a giant blanket 
of natural sunlight diffusion to make your images 
rich and powerful. The clouds can fool your mind 
in ways you can’t imagine, much like your mind 
corrects for the natural white balance throughout 
the day.

When you are shooting on an overcast day, custom 
white balance is especially important. Every day 
is completely different for colour, and that colour 
depends on two things. First, the time of day, as 
most people understand white balance and how it 
changes throughout the day. Second, you have to 
account for all of the wonderful things that light has 
to pass through before it hits your subject.

Pollution changes the colour of the light from 
minute to minute, even if your eyes don’t see it, 
your camera does. On a cloudy day, pollution 
particles are being carried around in the sky by 
little tiny prisms; water droplets. Now your sunlight 
is passing through nature’s prism and re"ecting off 
pollution particles in in!nite directions.

Don’t forget to white balance with that custom, 
tricked out, six dollar piece of cardboard – your 
Kodak grey card.

The ultimate secret to shooting on a cloudy day 
is a compass. (You either tipped your head like 

A cloudy day turns the whole sky into a giant softbox. Photo: ©Neil Creek

http://neilcreek.com
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Siera as Doll from Black Butler. Lit by affordable artificial lighting. 
Two flashes, top and bottom centre, both diffused, one bare flash camera 
left, behind subject.

INTRODUCTION 
TO PORTRAIT 
LIGHTING
Article by Neil Creek 
Photos by ©Neil Creek

How a portrait is lit is the most important 
thing that determines the mood and look of 
the photo. To control the mood of the photo, 
you need to control the light. Lighting can 
be a fearsome beast, but if you speak its 
language and understand how it behaves, 
then you can tame it and make it work for 
you.

Quality and control of light

There are many different ways to create and control 
the light in your photo. Understanding how to do 
so, and what effect it has on the result is essential 
if you want to get the best results.

Two of the most important light controls are the 
position of the light and its apparent size. There are 
many other controls, including intensity, re"ection 
and colour, but they are of lesser importance. 
For detailed examinations of these concepts, 
I highly recommend reading the Lighting 102 series 
on Strobist.com. In this chapter, however, we will 
be looking at position and size:

 Position: Where the light/s are placed 
determines how the shadows fall, which is 
how the three dimensionality and shape of the 
subject is revealed

Size: The relative size of the light source 
compared to the subject determines the quality 
of the shadows, whether they are hard, soft or 
almost non-existent

Position of the light

To keep it simple, we will look at changing the 
position of one light only in two directions: top to 
bottom and front to back. By combining these two 
directions, you cover all the angles and directions a 
single light can come from. By themselves, lighting 
a subject from some of these angles won’t work 
well, but when used in combination with additional 
lights or re"ectors the mood and style you want 
can be built up.

It’s important to remember that this doesn’t just 
apply to arti!cial lighting and studio strobe lights. 
Natural light sources also have a direction, and 
you can position the subject to take advantage of 
this. Adding one or more arti!cial lights to existing 
ambient light can increase your lighting options.

We will !rst look at the effect of changing the 
position of the light from the front around to the 
back. In these examples we will assume that the 
light is approximately forty-!ve degrees above the 
model. The light source in the example photos 

is a small, non-diffuse light, which gives harder 
shadows which are easier to see.

http://strobist.blogspot.com/2007/06/l102-light-controls-overview.html
http://neilcreek.com
http://neilcreek.com
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Directly in front. 
AKA: Beauty Lighting

lighting due to the shape 
of the highlights on the 
face

directly in front of the 
model, regardless of the 
angle of the camera

lines and wrinkles, but can look "at, and create 
heavy shadows under the brow, nose and chin

45 degrees to the side. 
AKA: Rembrandt Lighting

style often used by the 
classic painter

the model and at 45 
degrees to one side

triangle of light on the 
opposite cheek

and is often used for portraits of men

From the side. 
AKA: Cross Light

sides of the subject

shadows, possibly hiding 
part of the face

 
45 degrees from behind. 
AKA: Hair Light or Kicker

silhouette of the subject

on the cheek, nose and 
shoulder

the hair and add a bit 
of life to an existing lit 
portrait

From behind. 
AKA: Back or Rim Lighting

behind the subject

that shooting with strong 
back light is a bad idea, 
but this is not usually the 
case

light is better than having it in the face

subject will make for a good portrait at the 
expense of overexposing the background

extra light
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Moving the light from top to bottom has the 
following effects:

Directly above

shadow, especially with 
a hat or large hairstyle

the brow and nose

forward will have a better 
result, with a distinctive 
mood

45 degrees above. AKA: Beauty Lighting

Directly in front. 
AKA: On-Axis Light

of light produced by an 
on-camera "ash

light and least "attering

used in combination with 
other lighting

shadows are very harsh

!lling shadows

often used in fashion shoots

45 degrees below

un"attering or creepy

or !ll, it can create an 
intimate feel

soften shadows from 
higher lights

light of equal power creates a glamorous, soft, 
even light known as clamshell lighting

Directly below

shadows up the face for 
a creepy feel

type feel, can be very 
un"attering

much thought and caution
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Bare flash

Two flashes, top and bottom  
centre, both diffused

Two bare flashes behind and left 
and right of subject, one on-camera 
flash bounced off ceiling

Setup shot showing flash on stand with shoot through umbrella as diffusion

Flash with diffuser

Single on-camera flash bounced 
off ceiling

One flash directly behind subject, 
pointing back at camera, one flash 
on the floor just in front of subject

Size of the light

Along with the position of the light, the most 
important contributor to how a portrait looks is the 
size of the light source. Here, ‘size’ refers to the 
size apparent area from where the light is coming. 
This also applies to re"ected light sources.

A "ash or the sun is a very small apparent light 
source – ‘apparent’ being key when regarding the 
sun, as its actual size is many times larger than the 
Earth, but its distance makes it look tiny from the 
subject’s perspective. A large light source may be 
a "ash !red through diffusion, such as an umbrella, 
or the ambient daylight passing through a large 
window, or bouncing off a nearby wall.

The apparent size of a light source affects the 
appearance of the shadows and highlights on 
the subject. A large light makes for soft shadows 
and broader highlights, whereas a small light has 
the reverse effect. Soft light is more "attering and 
creates a smooth look, while hard light is more 
harsh and dramatic.

A light source can be made apparently larger by 
increasing the size of the source/diffuser, or by 
moving the light closer to the subject. From the 
subject’s perspective, a closer light source has a 
larger apparent size, and as such will cast softer 
shadows.

Mix and match

Combining two or more lights in various positions 
and strengths can create unlimited lighting effects.  
Both white and black backgrounds can be seen here:
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Shooting in the shade can also give you control over the direction of the 
light. The subject here stands under a tree with the bright sky behind and 
to the right.

Shooting in shade or in overcast weather gives gorgeous soft, diffused light.

Natural light 

So far the examples shown have all been using 
arti!cial light, provided by small "ash units. These 
were used for the purpose of keeping the light 
simple and controlled for demonstration purposes. 
Natural light, however, is more accessible and 
affordable.

It’s often said that natural light is the best light, and 
that’s often true. The advantage of arti!cial light is 
that you can control it precisely. With natural light 
you have to work with what you have. However, 
often the quality of natural light is very "attering for 
portrait photos.

A note on terminology: Ambient light refers to 
whatever light is around before you start adding to 
it with your own lights. This can be daylight, or the 
room lights in a house. Natural light is ambient, but 
not all ambient is natural.

Quality of natural light

A great advantage of natural light is that, unless 
you are shooting by direct sunlight, the light will 
have already been bounced or diffused. This 
means that the light source will be large and soft. 
This can be helped by adding extra diffusers, such 
as net curtains in a window. To ensure you get 
this soft light, it is best to shoot in a shaded area, 
or best of all on an overcast day. Unlike the bridal 
party, wedding photographers usually hope for an 
overcast day. 

Achieving a look

are greatly varied and depend a lot on taste. 
What looks good is very subjective

required to internalise looks

dramatic

controls shape and depth
The direction of natural light depends greatly on 
your location. If you are outdoors on a sunny day, 
shooting in the shade, the strongest source of light 
will be from the nearest surface illuminated by the 
sun. This will often be the ground, resulting in 
bottom-up lighting, or a nearby wall, giving a 
horizontal light. You can use this horizontal light to 
create any of the classic lighting schemes by turning 
the model relative to the re"ective light source. 

If you are shooting indoors, the direction of the 
light will be determined by the position of the 
window. This gives a photographer a lot of control 
over the mood of the photo by positioning the 
subject relative to this light. 

The main issue with natural light will be the !ll for 
the shadows created. With highly diffused light, 
such as an overcast day, !ll isn’t usually needed. 
However, for more directional light, a !ll can help to 
lighten shadows. It is here a !ll card or re"ector will 
be very useful.
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Bonus Interviews
Much of what you’ve read so far in this ebook is 
based upon theory. However if you’re anything like 
I am you probably learn best by adding a couple 
of other things to theory:

1. Watching Others 
2. Practice

In the following bonus section of our guide to 
taking portraits I want to attempt to give you 
the opportunity to watch some Professional 
photographers at work - or at least to get a bit 
of a glimpse into what goes on in their minds.

Following is 6 short interviews with photographers 
who I’ve come to admire and respect. Each have 
their own style and technique, each use different 
kinds of gear and each have shared a little of what 
they’ve learned about taking portraits over the 
years.

I’ve asked each to show us an image that they’ve 
taken and share a little of what it can teach us 
about photography.

My hope is that in reading these short interviews 
we’ll all be inspired to get out there ourselves with 
our cameras and do the third element of learning – 
Practice.

David Duchemin Neil Creek Jack Hollingsworth Kris Krug Chase Jarvis Bert Stephani
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DAVID 
DUCHEMIN

Website: pixelatedimage.com

Twitter: @pixelatedimage

e-books: http://bit.ly/photographyebooks

Book: Within the Frame’ 
 http://bit.ly/duchemin

What do you know about photographing 
people now that you wish you’d known when 
you started out?

On a strictly technical basis, I wish I’d been 
encouraged to pay more attention to context and 
create backgrounds that contributed to the image. 
A great portrait should put the attention on the 
subject with a background that doesn’t compete, 
or should tell something more about the subject, 
in which case a background that provides context 
while not detracting and competing for attention.

Can you share one of your own favorite 
portraits with us and tell us how you 
achieved it?

I met this man in the Lidder valley on Kashmir, India 
in 2007. He’s a Gujjar, a nomadic shepherd, and 
he claimed to be 110 years old, which he clearly 
was not, but when he told me this and suggested 
I take his photograph while he was still around for 
me to do so, I knew he was someone I’d enjoy 
photographing. Then he cracked this snaggle-tooth 
smile so un-self-consciously that I knew I had to 
make a portrait. This was in the middle of the day 
and the sun was overhead and harsh, so I sat him 
down just inside the door of the goat shelter, a trick 
I learned from shooting in Africa. Doing this places 
the subject into softer light and guarantees a great 
catch-light. And then you just spend enough time 
that the subject relaxes and, as Steve McCurry 
says, the “soul "oats into view.”

http://bit.ly/duchemin
http://www.pixelatedimage.com
http://bit.ly/photographyebooks
http://bit.ly/duchemin
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sure the background is what you imagined. 
It’s all so simple but we forget in the moment, 
we get excited, shoot the frame and only later do 
we notice the crap light falling on them, or the 
lack of catchlight in the eye. Be more intentional 
about creating great photographs, and that means 
looking to all the elements. But that’s the easy stuff 
– the best portrait photographers seek to relate with 
their subjects in the hope that the moment they 
capture will be genuine and revealing on some level.

What mistake do you see beginner 
photographers making most when it comes 
to portraits? How could they overcome them?

The biggest mistake I see people making is 
creating something that is merely a record and not 
a revelation. What I mean by this is that a portrait 
should show us something, something about the 
person whose portrait is being made. Too often 
there’s no moment, the smile is false and the eyes 
are awkward. This tells me the photographer hasn’t 
spent the time needed to relax the subject. Not all 
portraits are created equal and the truly good ones 
reveal something.

What advice would you give someone starting 
out when it comes to interacting with and 
posing a subject/model?

Photographic skill is important but it’s vastly inferior 
to the need for people skills and the ability to truly 
see a person. People who listen to their subjects, 
who look them in the eye, move slowly and shoot 
patiently, are generally better photographers. 
Beyond that I think we need to forgo all this 
awkward posing. If it feels uncomfortable to the 
subject it will usually look uncomfortable in the !nal 
image, if not in the posture then in the eyes and 
demeanor. We should be striving to create images 
that are more honest and less contrived.

Could you leave our readers with one 
last practical piece of advice on shooting 
portraits that stand out from the rest?

Don’t rely on the props – whether that’s a great 
hat, an intriguing wrinkled face, even the beautiful 
girl, to carry the image. I shoot most of my work 
internationally in places like India and a man with 
a turban doesn’t automatically make a good 
portrait. What I look for is faces that carry a story, 
but even then it’s only one part of the image. 
Look at the quality and direction of the light, 
choose an appropriate lens and aperture, make 
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hat and the shadowed side of his face got lost 
against it. I added a second "ash behind and to 
the left off Matt to illuminate the edge of his face 
and hat. This added some drama and separated 
him from the background. Matt was easy to direct, 
I just asked him to grab the brim of his hat and tilt 
his head down so he would just see me. We were 
both very happy with the result.

What do you know about photographing 
people now that you wish you’d known when 
you started out?

Have con!dence. This is one of the greatest 
challenges when starting out, but I found it to 
make the greatest difference once I found it. Your 
demeanour when working with a subject greatly 
affects how they react to the photo, and ultimately 
how they look in it. If you approach the subject with 
con!dence in yourself and your photography, even 
if you know them well, you will help to reassure and 
relax your subject. They will follow your instruction 
more readily and feel that they don’t need to worry 
that you’ll take a good photo of them. The best 
way to gain this con!dence, of course, is to shoot 
as often as possible.

Can you share one of your own favorite 
portraits with us and tell us how you 
achieved it?

Film Noir Matt was taken during a photo shoot with 
a very con!dent character full of personalities and 
lots of ideas for photos. Matt is a striking looking 
guy, and was a lot of fun to work with. He had 
some images in mind, but when I saw his black 
hat, I just had to try this shot. I was after a !lm noir, 
detective type shot. I did this using two remotely 
triggered small "ashes. One "ash was over my 
right shoulder, with a snoot on the front to focus 
a tight spot of light on Matt’s face, and feathering 
off to his left hand. None of this light fell on the 
background, so it was black, that meant the black 
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What mistake do you see beginner 
photographers making most when it comes 
to portraits? How could they overcome them?

Poor framing of portraits, especially putting the 
face at the centre of the frame. The rule of thirds 
would suggest you put the head on an intersection 
of thirds, and this is a great start, but you also want 
to make sure there’s not too much space above 
the head of the subject. The important part in the 
photo is (usually) the person, so leave them a bit of 
headroom, but don’t waste too much space. 

What advice would you give someone starting 
out when it comes to interacting with and 
posing a subject/model?

In addition to my answer to the !rst question, it is 
very important to interact and engage with your 
subject. Being in front of a camera can be very 
intimidating, with the subject wondering how they 
are doing and if the photographer is liking the 
photos they are taking. If you keep talking to the 
subject, you’ll distract them from the lens. Making 
occasional positive comments like “Oh this looks 
great” or “I love that expression” gives positive 
reinforcement and encourages the subject. Show 
them some of the better photos so they can see 
how good they look. If things aren’t going well 
with the photos, don’t go silent, that will make the 
subject worry. Instead blame everything but the 
subject: “I’m not really liking this lighting” or “I just 
can’t get these settings right”.

The more your subject can be relaxed and 
distracted from the fact that they’re having a photo 
shoot, the more natural they will be and the better 
the photos you’ll get.

Could you leave our readers with one 
last practical piece of advice on shooting 
portraits that stand out from the rest?

See the light, know how to change how it 
illuminates the subject, and know the effect this 
has on the mood of the photo. Always look at how 
the subject is being illuminated by the light in the 
scene. If this is arti!cial light, you have control 
over this, if it is natural, then you have to work with 
what you’ve got, but you can still in"uence how 
the light illuminates the subject by their position 
and orientation relative to the light. Practice with 
different lighting conditions and moving the subject 
relative to it, and see the effect this has on the 
resulting mood of the portrait. When you know how 
this works, your photos will improve dramatically. 
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yourself will in"uence how you know others. 
Figuring out what makes you tick will soon give 
way to life lessons about what makes you click. :) 
Keep shooting.

Can you share one of your own favorite 
portraits with us and tell us how you 
achieved it?

My favorite portrait is usually the ‘next one’ I’ll be 
shooting. Really. I have thousands of favorites.

What do you know about photographing 
people now that you wish you’d known when 
you started out?

Recently I was asked to speak to a group of 
aspiring photographers and what it takes to 
become a successful portraiturist. And how to 
elevate portrait photography from ‘mediocre’ 
to ‘masterful’. So as you would expect, I began 
writing down a pretty comprehensive list of 
suggestions that included equipment choices, 
location techniques, tips and tricks – all with the 
hope of ‘wowing’ the wide-eyed audience.

But the more I thought about this list (relative 
to the career portraits I was most proud of), the 
more I realized that the list had little correlation 
to propelling someone from mediocre to 
masterful. Quite the opposite, as a matter of fact. 
I discovered, much to my surprise, that the real 
secret to becoming a successful portraiturist has 
more to do with who I am than what I know. More 
to do with my personality than my portfolio. More 
to do with my character than my camera. More 
to do with my passion that my pedigree. More to 
do with my heart than my head. More to do with 
my ability to relate and connect than my ability to 
capture and expose. Ultimately, it has more to do 
with my connection to my subjects rather than the 
technical aspects of my photography.

You’ll see me referring to these themes over 
and over again. Why? Simple. Because knowing 
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to see. Forever and ever. That, my friend, is magic 
and mystery rolled into one.

Being a portraiturist is one of the highest callings 
a photographer could ever aspire to. Great 
portraiture is wrapped up in so many interpersonal 
skills and psychology. The more you know 
yourself, the better your portraits become. Eye 
popping portraiture comes from the portraiturist 
(photographer) fully knowing not only their subject, 
but who they are inside. Learn more about yourself 
and I promise your pictures will improve.

Great portraiture does not happen overnight. As a 
matter of fact...it’s only right now, today, after 30 
years of portraiture work that I’m just starting to 
feel more deeply, and perhaps more attached to 
the portraits I’m shooting. I could not see or sense 
this early in my career. But I can now. Just as plain 
as can be. And this, I suspect, is the direct, and 
maybe even proportional, result of knowing who I 
am as a photographer and human being better. 

I am a portraiturist. I will always be a portraiturist.  
I will forever consider it a high calling. And I will 
hold this high calling up for all to see and cherish.

How do you feel about portraiture work? Do you, 
as a photographer, feel the same about this high 
calling? Does the notion of shooting portraiture put 
a !re in your belly?

Handle everyone you shoot with kid gloves. 
As a sacred trust. Humility trumps achievement.

By far, my most favorite portraits are those of 
my picturesque wife and my two daughters. Not 
because they show off some technical prowess 
of mine, but because the pictures are meaningful 
to me. Deeply meaningful and sentimental.

Think about that...the next time you shoot a portrait 
of someone. The camera you used, lens you 
captured with, technique you tried out...will all be 
forgotten. What won’t be forgotten is the memory 
of that photo to your subject.

And this is the greatest type of achievement 
in portraiture you can reach. Creating a frozen 
moment in time. A slice of life. A snapshot in 
history. For you and the subject to treasure, admire 
and hold up...forever!

What mistake do you see beginner 
photographers making most when it comes 
to portraits? How could they overcome them?

I see beginning photographers severely 
underestimating the camera and career power they 
have over their subjects.

I have two beautiful girls. Inside and out.  
My oldest, Emma, is 12 years old (7th grade).  
And my youngest, Audrey, is 8 years old (3rd 
grade). Last weekend I attended a parent meeting 
for my daughter’s third grade class. The loving and 
wise teacher explained that these transitioning 
third graders would begin to question the reality of 
Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, etc. 

But to nurture these youthful spirits, give them the 
responsibility of ‘keeping the magic alive’ for their 
younger siblings and friends. Sort of a ceremonial 
rite of passage.

I quietly thought to myself how appropriate this 
was for photographers. We are, in fact, and like 
it or not...’keeprs of the magic’ for everyone we 
shoot. That’s how people look at us. I’m not talking 
rockstar glasses. But soulful appreciation about 
what we do. And perhaps, in some small way, we 
contribute to who they are and who they become.

So my friends, keep that magic alive. Consider it a 
sacred trust. Pass on that magic to everyone you 
shoot. Sprinkle that fairy dust under the feet of 
those you photograph. The magic is you.

What advice would you give someone starting 
out when it comes to interacting with and 
posing a subject/model?

I’ve been so fortunate to have shot so many 
things in my career. Traveled to so many locations. 
Worked for so many clients. Licensed so many 
pictures. But where I seem to !nd the most inward, 
soulful joy and contentment is in portraiture. Plain 
and simple. Doesn’t matter if it’s a portrait of an 
Indian Sadhu or a casual family portrait of one of 
my precious girls. It’s all the same to me. Making a 
momentary, more often fractional, connection with 
another human being. And having a record of that 
connection and chemistry frozen in time. For all 
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Could you leave our readers with one 
last practical piece of advice on shooting 
portraits that stand out from the rest?

You will never !nd me apologizing for my faith. 
Never. It’s not only a part of who I am, but how 
I relate to the world around me. It’s my faith that 
in"uences not just what I shoot about, but how 
I shoot.

I’m not talking religious dogma (you can have that). 
I’m talking of an inward journey and sojourning. 
I’m talking about having eyes to see and ears to 
hear...beyond the obvious. The surface, the facade. 
I know my place in this world. I am a pilgrim, 
at best. And it is transitory.

I love these lyrics from the Disney movie, Prince of 
Eqypt...

So how can you see what your life is worth, or 
where your value lies? You can never see through 
the eyes of man, you must look at your life through 
heaven’s eyes.

No life can escape being blown about by the winds 
of change and chance. And though you never know 
all the steps, you must learn to join the dance. 
True portraiture is learning to join the dance :)
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Can you share one of your own favorite 
portraits with us and tell us how you 
achieved it?

I have three favorites actually.

Malloreigh: During this photo shoot Mallory had 
brought over a bunch of fun stuff to work with and 
my studio tends to be a museum/art gallery/"ea 
market so we had a bunch of stuff available. We 
were just listening to music and having fun really. 
I helped her pick out a bunch of out!ts. During the 
shoot we became comfortable with each other and 
just started playing with different props. She picked 
up these weird old boxing gloves I had and it just 
worked. All the elements were really strong: her 
sexy, playful personality, the strength in the boxing 
gloves mixed with feminine nature of her out!t. 
Plus the light is great in the shot and it re"ects off 
her lipstick perfectly. We were just hanging out and 
experimenting really.

What do you know about photographing 
people now that you wish you’d known when 
you started out?

I have shot literally hundreds of people’s portraits, 
in all types of spaces and environments. Portraits 
of all different types of people, from various angles. 
All different kinds. The one thing I have learned 
from all of this is that you can make a single face 
look a hundred different ways. There is no “one” 
way to shoot a person’s portrait. When I started out 
I was under the impression that there was “one” 
way to capture people, from “one” speci!c angle 
or with “one” particular light source. Granted I am 
still learning within this particular process because 
everyone’s face, their everything can be so different 
from the next that you can’t rely on the same things 
working from person to person. The beauty of all 
of this is that you can make a face look inspired or 
approachable or even prestigious, just from how 
you capture it. We all don’t have “one” true face 
but a face that is made up of different parts. I am 
learning on how to invoke those different parts, 
speci!cally focus on them and bring out their 
attributes and qualities.
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What mistake do you see beginner 
photographers making most when it comes 
to portraits? How could they overcome them?

I like to get really close to people when I am taking 
their photograph. The most common mistake I see 
is that photographers tend to be too far away when 
taking portraits. Sometimes you can overcome 
that by zooming in real close but the better way 
is to physically get closer to the person you are 
shooting. It is only when you are physically close, 
that you can properly interact with with them and 
then that spark can carry over to the camera. 
That’s probably the biggest mistake. But I also see 
photographers making smaller mistakes. Some 
portraits are good or !ne but could be ten times 
better if the photographer had just taken a second 
to look around and work with their environment. 
Whether it is moving the subject into a light or 
moving something in your background or changing 
the angle of the shot, those simple things can 
make a portrait so much better. Just taking a few 
seconds before you take the photo, that’s all.

What advice would you give someone starting 
out when it comes to interacting with and 
posing a subject/model?

Spending time with the person before the shoot. 
Like have coffee with them or "ip through some 
magazines to grab a sense of what they are 
interested in for the photos. Getting your photo 
taken can be very intimidating so it is nice to buffer 
the shoot with some sort of activity to get to know 

Kim Cathers: Kind of like how Chace Jarvis says 
that the best camera is the one that you have with 
you, the same goes for the best model you have 
is the one you are always with. Kim and I had lived 
together for a while and we were always carrying 
our cameras around and taking photos of each 
other. This particular photo, we had been sitting 
around, drinking wine, discussing life, love, media 
and whatnot. It was super spur of the moment but 
the moment was very comfortable, so I didn’t shy 
away. It turned out to be a great portrait.

Pete Doherty: I ran into Pete on the streets of 
London and I didn’t recognize him initially as the 
musician/rockstar. I just noticed him because of 
his style really. So I ran across the street and asked 
him if I could take his photo. The !rst shot I got I 
was too far away and it didn’t work. So I just gave 
him a bit of direction, to move closer and lean in 
a bit and then the shot turned out amazing. It was 
really just serendipitous. It was seeing something I 
liked and then going after it. The round trip literally 
lasted about ten seconds. I was super happy about 
the image and immediately stuck it up on my Flickr. 
I still didn’t know it was Pete Dougherty at this point. 
The internet quickly let me know who he was though!
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the person before you dive into taking their photo. 
You want to get to know a part of them and get 
acquainted with them like have them tell stories 
about themselves and show their personality. 
Some of my best photos of people have been with 
people that I have gotten to know before the shoot 
or are at least acquainted with somehow.

Could you leave our readers with one 
last practical piece of advice on shooting 
portraits that stand out from the rest?

In a time where everyone has a fancy DSLR camera 
and a laptop with the newest version of Photoshop 
on it, you really have to make an effort to differentiate 
your photos from the next. You literally have to make 
them special or have them have your own personal 
!ngerprint or signature on them. You can achieve 
that in many different ways. For me, I carry a 
re"ector around with me so that I am able to re"ect 
or manipulate my light in my photographs. I also 
have several low end !lm cameras that are super 
easy to carry around. I change up my !lm so that I 
can cross-process to change the variance in color 
or make my photos look more grainy, depending 
on the approach. Sometimes for light sources, 
I use desk lamps, overhead lighting, lighters, 
matches, candles, just so I can change the lighting 
up a bit and possibly redirect it where I want it to go. 
Depending on your camera techniques, whether 
you use your IPhone, a Holga, or digital and then 
how you use your available light sources will really 
make your photos stand out from the rest of them.
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is clearly that he doesn’t want to spill his drink. 
His expression is priceless, and juxtaposes nicely 
with his band mates. He managed to destroy the 
seamless and set, but it was well worth getting the 
shot. We still laugh at that moment. 

What do you know about photographing 
people now that you wish you’d known when 
you started out?

That it’s way more about connecting with the 
subjects, capturing the in-between moments, and 
fun and polite direction than it is about f-stops and 
shutter speeds.

Can you share one of your own favorite 
portraits with us and tell us how you 
achieved it?

This photo of the band ‘The Blakes’ is one of 
my favs. It’s a part of my Seattle 100 project 
– a two year long project where I’ve documented 
Seattle’s underground culture leaders. All black 
and white on white seamless.  In this particular 
shot, The Blakes were in pure rockstar form. I’d 
been photographing them and hanging out for 
quite some time – several hours. Everyone was 
a few drinks into the evening. At some point, I’d 
noticed that Bob and Snow both had holes in the 
bottom of their boots. ...Real artists, sacri!cing 
their everything to make a go at playing music 
for a living. Putting every dime into their pursuit 
of this dream.... And so as they were standing 
arm and arm, I got a low angle and asked them 
to all tip back and show me their worn out soles.  
Garnet, far left, miscalculated a little and didn’t 
recover from the momentary lean-back. Down he 
went. I snapped this shot just after his moment-
of-no-return and caught him just perfectly. We 
can tell from the moment that his biggest concern 
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What mistake do you see beginner 
photographers making most when it comes 
to portraits? How could they overcome them?

Beginners don’t shoot enough frames. It’s as if 
they’re shooting the last roll of 36 exposure !lm 
on the planet. Click. Pause. Pause. Pause. Click. 
And that’s it. Should be more like click, click, click, 
click, click, and then repeat. Even the highest 
quality memory cards and the best hard drives 
for saving your photos are reasonably priced. 
You have to swing to get a hit in baseball. Same 
rules apply hear. Don’t be afraid to push the shutter 
button a lot. And then push it some more.

What advice would you give someone starting 
out when it comes to interacting with and 
posing a subject/model?

Unless you’re intentionally looking to get some 
creepy expressions from your subjects, try to 
develop a rapport with them !rst – even if it’s for 
30 seconds (more is obviously better) – before 
you photograph them. Also, don’t be afraid to give 
them direction. Believe it or not, most subjects 
feel uncomfortable in front of the camera. Go out 
of your way to make them feel comfortable and 
then tell them exactly what you want them to do. 
If they’re not doing what you’re asking of them, 
connect with them and help them understand your 
goals. Connect with them. Collaborate with them. 
Share in the process.

Could you leave our readers with one 
last practical piece of advice on shooting 
portraits that stand out from the rest?

After you get a couple of good shots of your 
subject, show them the back of the camera 
(assuming you’re shooting digitally). Most people 
are shocked that you can make them look great, 
so showing them your efforts, even just a couple 
frames, will go miles in getting them to buy into 
what the shoot really is; a collaboration between 
shooter and sitter. Give them con!dence that 
you’re going to make them look great and you’ll be 
surprised at the results. They’ll be excited for you 
to keep on shooting.
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to use your gear in “training sessions”. The goal of 
these exercises should be to master the technique 
to the point where you don’t have to think about it 
anymore. When you’re shooting a portrait, focus 
on the story and choose the right technique to tell 
your story.

What advice would you give someone starting 
out when it comes to interacting with and 
posing a subject/model?

Start connecting to your subject before the shoot. 
Only take your camera out of the bag once you 
have established a connection. Don’t hide yourself 
behind the camera all the time. Give your subject 

What do you know about photographing 
people now that you wish you’d known when 
you started out?

That portraits are about people, not pixels.

Can you share one of your own favorite 
portraits with us and tell us how you 
achieved it?

This is a portrait of Erika, a very good friend and 
my favorite model. Erika, often helps me out 
when I test out new gear or ideas. This portrait 
was shot during one of those sessions. We went 
to an abandoned factory where I noticed that the 
windows behind her formed a nice background. We 
chose a red dress to contrast with the green in the 
background. Erika was standing inside the building 
and I made the picture from outside through the 
window. This creates a natural frame around Erika. 
I exposed on manual for the background. That left 
Erika in the dark, so we set up a small speedlight 
with an umbrella next to Erika to level out the light 
between her and the background.

What mistake do you see beginner 
photographers making most when it comes 
to portraits? How could they overcome them?

Many beginner photographers (and quite some 
experienced ones as well) focus too much on 
technique and forget that a portrait is about 
capturing (a part of) someone’s personality. 
Technique should never be a goal in itself, it’s a tool 
to tell a story. Practice your techniques and learn 
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and yourself con!dence by starting with a simple 
setup that you know will work. That way you can 
show at least a couple of "attering images after !ve 
minutes of shooting. After that you can experiment 
more because you’ve already established a rapport 
with the subject. Posing people who are not used 
to is not always easy. Give them something to hold 
on to: a wall, a pen, ... study your subjects during 
the breaks. When relaxed, they will often get into 
great looking natural poses. Some tearsheats from 
magazines or examples of poses on your phone, 
can also work to give your subject an idea of what 
you want. 

Could you leave our readers with one 
last practical piece of advice on shooting 
portraits that stand out from the rest?

Be yourself! Only if you are yourself, you can 
develop your own personal style. It’s ok to copy 
styles and techniques for learning purposes but 
copies are always far less valuable than originals. 
If you make pictures that you feel good about and 
images that re"ect your vision on life your chances 
to stand out will increase greatly. There’s no point 
in trying to please everyone with your style, you 
just can’t. So allow yourself to develop YOUR 
vision.



2. Become a Forum Member 
Over 70,000 of the readers at DPS have joined our 
free forum/community area. In this section of the 
site members share what they’re learning, post 
their best photos, ask and answer questions and 
have a lot of fun with their photography.

There are areas for all kinds of photography 
including one for portraiture

We’d love for you to join us – simply visit our forum 
area and look for the join now link.

3. Follow us on Twitter or Facebook 
Many of our readers also choose to interact with 
DPS on social media sites Twitter and Facebook. 
Become our ‘friend’ on these sites for updates 
from the site as they happen!

www.twitter.com/digitalps 
www.facebook.com/digitalps

Thanks again for grabbing a copy of our very !rst 
ebook.

Happy Snapping!

Darren Rowse

Thanks for grabbing a copy of DPS’s very !rst 
photography resource. I trust that you’ve found it 
helpful in growing in your understanding of taking 
portraits.

Tell a Friend

If you’ve enjoyed this resource we’d love for you to 
share news of it with a friend. Not only do we think 
they’ll thank you for helping them improve their 
portrait photography but it helps to keep growing 
the DPS community with every sale of the book.

Please pass on news of this ebook by:

Emailing a friend
Share this link with your friends who you think might 
appreciate learning how to improve their photography 
www.digital-photography-school.com/portraits

    

How to Keep Improving Your Photography

Of course there is a lot more to learn about 
portraiture and I’d like to personally invite you to 
continue to journey with us as we explore the topic 
on the Digital Photography School site.

There’s 3 main ways that I’d like to invite you to 
do this:

1. Subscribe to our Weekly Newsletter 
Each Thursday I email a free newsletter to over a 
quarter of a million of our readers. It contains links 
to the latest tutorials on the site, key discussions 
in our forums, reviews, great resources and 
equipments for photographers and shows off some 
great photography.

To get this free weekly newsletter sign up here:

Tweeting about it Sign Up

http://digital-photography-school.com/portraits-newsletter
http://digital-photography-school.com/forum/
http://digital-photography-school.com/forum/
http://digital-photography-school.com/forum/register.php
http://www.twitter.com/digitalps
http://www.facebook.com/digitalps
http://digital-photography-school.com/portraits
http://digital-photography-school.com/forum/photographing-people/
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All rights reserved. No part of this book may 
be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, without 
the prior written permission of the publisher, except 
in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical 
articles or reviews.

Images in this book are mainly used under a 
Creative Commons Licence and copyright is 
retained by the photographers under their licenses. 
To view these licenses click the name of the 
photographer mentioned in articles.

Disclaimer

The author and publisher have made every effort 
to ensure the accuracy of the information herein. 
However, the information contained in this book is 
sold without warranty, either express or implied.

Neither the authors and Digital Photography 
School, nor its dealers or distributors, will be held 
liable for any damages caused either directly or 
indirectly by the instructions contained in this book, 
or by the software or hardware products described 
herein.
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