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FOREWORD

About This Series
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Photography is what I do and have done for most of my life, and like any professional, I work at it, trying to improve my skills and my ideas. I actually enjoy sharing all of this, because I love photography and want as many people as possible to do it—but do it well. This includes learning why good photographs work and where they fit in the history of the craft.

This series of books is inspired by the structure of a college course, and of the benefits of a collective learning environment. Here, we’re setting out to teach the fundamentals of photography in a foundational course, before moving on to teach specialist areas—much as a student would study a set first-year course before moving on to studying elective subjects of their own choosing.

The goal of these books is not only to instruct and educate, but also to motivate and inspire. Toward that end, many of the topics will be punctuated by a challenge to get out and shoot under a specific scenario, demonstrating and practicing the skills that were covered in the preceding sections. Further, we feature the work of several real-life photography students as they respond to these challenges themselves. As they discuss and I review their work, we hope to make the material all the more approachable and achievable.

For you, the reader, this series provides, I hope, a thorough education in photography, not just allowing you to shoot better pictures, but also to gain the same in-depth knowledge that degree students and professionals have, and all achieved through exercises that are at the same time fun and educational. That is why we’ve also built a website for this series, to which I encourage you to post your responses to the shooting challenges for feedback from your peers. You’ll find the website at: www.mfphotoschool.com
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Student Profiles

 

Brittany Chretien
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Brittany is a Louisiana native who was born on 14 March, 1992. Despite her young age, Brittany’s interest in photography was first piqued at the age of eleven after receiving her first digital camera. She concentrates primarily on portraiture, oftentimes with dark and whimsical additions.

Since upgrading to a DSLR in 2007, Brittany works with a Nikon D40x and D90, and the 50mm AF-S G Nikkor lens. With the encouragement of family, friends, and mentors, Brittany has thoroughly advanced her photography skills and is currently pursuing a multidisciplinary BFA in photography, drawing, and sculpture at McNeese State University in Lake Charles, Louisiana. It is there that she fell in love with film photography and various alternative processes such as cyanotypes, pinholes, and platinum palladium, using a combination of traditional and digital techniques. Brittany’s desire to learn and create something new grows stronger everyday. When not working on personal projects or classwork, Brittany enjoys reading and researching different artistic mediums and techniques.

You can find more of Brittany’s work at:
www.brittanychretien.com



Faith Kashefska-Lefever
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On top of being a mother and a wife, Faith is a freelance photographer and photo restorer, and very passionate about both. Her restoration work includes repairing and coloring old photographs. “It is my way of helping old memories stay alive, and preserving pieces of family history,” she says. “I love to use my photography as a way to show a different point of view, as well as to show the beauty in everything and everyone. I am always asking, ‘If a photo is worth a thousand words, what would you like yours to say?’”

Faith’s education comes from two places: NYIP (New York Institute of Photography) and herself. If she is not snapping pictures or working on a restoration, she usually has her face in a book learning something new. All of her post-processing and digital manipulation is self taught.

To see more of Faith’s work, check out www.fklgz.com



Robert Bieber
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A software engineer by trade, Robert practices photography as a long-time hobby and occasional weekend job. He began his photographic journey in high school as a yearbook staffer, struggling at first with the basics of exposure and composition, but slowly becoming comfortable juggling camera settings and framing. He later learned to work video cameras as well, picking up occasional concert and event videography jobs.

As his comfort with the camera grew, Robert stumbled upon the Strobist Lighting 101 guides and began to learn photographic lighting. He augmented his meager camera and lens collection with some old Nikon speedlights and radio triggers, and discovered an entirely new photographic realm. As his lighting competency grew, he began to evolve his own style, focusing primarily on simple, striking portraits and still-life scenes.

Now Robert works a full-time day job, but still shoots when he can find the time, working with a handful of lenses, some radio triggers, hand-modified flashes, a pair of light stands, a shoot-through umbrella, and a few hand-made light mods. From time to time he blogs about technique and occasionally hardware modifications on his photo blog at bieberphoto.com. You can view his assorted collection of images, ranging from portfolio-grade portraits to personal snapshots, at: www.flickr.com/photos/tehbieber



Mikko Palosaari
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Mikko has been snapping photos ever since the first digital point-and-shoots came around. After his daughter was born three years ago, he got his first DSLR and photography soon become his main hobby. A self-taught amateur photographer from Finland, Mikko’s main areas of interest are landscape and portrait photography. He shoot mainly with manual primes and recently moved to the full-frame format. In the future, he would like to get better with his portrait work and especially with how he interacts with the model. He certainly doesn’t mind the occasional paid photography gig, but never wants to be a professional photographer—he just doesn’t want to ruin all the fun.

You can go and check out his work at: www.flickr.com/photos/palosaari


Introduction

 

Portraiture is one of the oldest and most enduring themes in human art. For millennia, the need to capture an individual’s physical likeness, character, mood or personality—or to portray their social status, wealth, and moral influence—has compelled artists to create human portraits through a huge variety of media.

Photography, of course, has brought portraiture to the masses and, more recently, digital photography has not only put the ability to create amazing digital portraits into the hands of the majority, it has also ushered in a new and exciting time for the portrait photographer. Classical, staid poses are being usurped by dramatic camera angles, tight framing, unusual lighting, and dynamic posing.

Until relatively recently, a portrait sitting was a privilege granted only to those few individuals deemed to have high moral, religious, financial, or social standing. This need to portray authority, power, and austerity has dictated the style of portraits since the ancient Greeks, whose classical posing and lighting rules have directly influenced sculptors and painters throughout the ages, as well as the early photographers. Of course, these poses were to some extent dictated by the technology in use. Early photographs, in particular, needed an exposure time of 30 seconds or more, again dictating the need for very stiff and static poses.

The photographic boom of the last century and the growing ubiquity of digital cameras means that we have become a sophisticated and demanding audience when it comes to viewing portraiture in all its forms. Portrait photography is now deeply rooted in our cultural and social iconography, from glamorous editorial and fashion imagery to marketing, advertising, and even photojournalism.

At the same time, the constant, artistic urge to remain innovative and unique means that the boundaries are being pushed by photographers eager to stand out from the crowd. As a result, the classical rules that have influenced portrait styles through the ages are being deconstructed, reconstructed, and even thrown out altogether. Framing, cropping, eye contact (or lack thereof), stance, pose, composition, lighting, and every other aspect that comes together to create the final look and feel of each portrait, are now up for interpretation, ushering in an exciting new era for portrait photography and photographers. Today’s photographer is more likely to break as many formal posing rules as adhere to them, in order to create drama, tension, energy, mood, or uniqueness in a portrait.

But here is the important point: How does a photographer know how to break the rules, without knowing what the rules are in the first place? The classical rules have evolved over centuries, adopted and refined by some of the finest artists that have ever lived—so who are we to ignore them? Understanding and mastering the classical rules, like so many subjects, provides the foundation on which we can build and refine our own style and techniques. Traditional techniques can still very much be applied today to create elegant and sophisticated portraits.
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Modern style

Modern portraiture frequently adopts a high-fashion, glamor approach, with unconventional posing and dynamic colors.

One thing is for sure, today’s professional photographer has to be an accomplished portraitist, regardless of specialization. Photojournalism, commercial, fashion, war, or wedding photography, to name a few—all have portraiture as a significant component. Indeed, there can be few photographers in the world who will not at some point be asked, or compelled, to create a portrait of friends, family, colleagues, clients, celebrities, or even strangers.

It is more important than ever to create something unique and individual. In order to create eye-catching portraits, we have to master technique. We have to learn how to control a portrait sitting and exude confidence, and understand how a certain pose or lighting arrangement will influence the final look and feel.

Having a solid grasp of both classical and contemporary portrait techniques is therefore more vital than ever. This book will not only provide an exciting insight into the classical styles of portrait photography, but also highlight the contemporary trends that are being used to create some of the most enigmatic, charismatic and original portraits yet produced.
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Classic & timeless

Compared to the portrait on the page opposite, this traditional head-and-shoulders shot is different, but not better in any objective sense. Both types of portraiture have their place, and understanding how to go about achieving both looks is essential.
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