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INTRODUCTION

Photographing people, in my opinion, is the most rewarding kind of photography. What could be a more fascinating, inspiring, and powerful subject than humanity itself? When you take a portrait of someone, you’re capturing a part of their unique story, a fleeting moment in a fleeting life. In ten years’ time, that person before you will be a different person entirely, from the way they look to their hopes and dreams. In a single snapshot, you’ve frozen time. I can’t think of anything cooler.

I’ve been obsessed with taking portraits since I was in high school, armed with a beat-up Pentax K1000 I bought at a flea market in Denver, Colorado. Being multiracial (black and white) and multinational (I was born in Germany and raised between Germany and the United States), I’d always suffered with a crisis of identity: I never felt a sense of belonging to any particular culture or country, and so I used portraiture—of myself, my friends and family, and the people around me—to work it out. Taking portraits helped me to see people. It gave me more empathy and compassion and allowed me to understand and celebrate our differences and commonalities.

Fast-forward to today, and I’ve spent more than a decade photographing people, from advertising campaigns and fashion editorials to magazine profiles and travel features. I’ve shot personal portrait series, featuring mainly individuals in the BIPOC and LGBTQ+ communities—underrepresented minorities whose voices and faces are still not seen or celebrated as widely as they should be. And through it all, I have only grown more curious about and inspired by humanity: how strong and fragile we are, how unique and yet how similar, how much each of us is capable of enduring. If there’s anything I want this book to leave you with, it’s not compositional techniques or how to properly light your subject (though I’ll get into that), but rather a curiosity, openness and empathy towards others. I think it’s impossible to truly capture another human being without taking the time to really see them.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

If you’re looking for a technical guidebook with step-by-step tutorials on how to take a portrait, this isn’t it. Anything you can find on YouTube is probably not going to be in here. Instead, I’ll share with you all the most important things I’ve learned from more than a decade of shooting people, from how to tell a visual story to cultivating a connection with your subject. Rather than ever telling you how to shoot a certain kind of portrait, I’ll simply share with you what worked for me, which I hope serves as inspiration rather than instruction.

In Chapter 1, I’ll go over all the basics that form a foundation for a beautiful portrait, from composition to setting a scene. In Chapter 2, I’ll take you through the different kinds of portrait photography because you’re not limited to just one! In Chapter 3, I’ll share with you all my tips and tricks for capturing powerful and unforgettable portraits. Then, finally, in Chapter 4, I’ll reveal how and where I find inspiration for my own photography, from social media to the masters whose work has influenced mine.

Though this book unfolds in a linear fashion, I certainly don’t expect you to read it that way. The best journeys—particularly those in art and photography—are never linear. I hope that you’ll pick up this book whenever you’re in need of some inspiration, open it to a random page and find something that lights a spark. Or flip through it until you come upon something that speaks to you—a style of photography you might want to try, a technique that sounds interesting, a cool idea. Or read it from cover-to-cover and use it like a textbook. Whatever works for you!

The bottom line: within these pages, you’ll find all the knowledge and advice I’ve acquired in my many years of photographing people. Sitting in your hands right now is everything I know, as of now. I humbly share all of this with you in the hopes that you’ll use it to take better pictures of people. But if I’m being completely honest, all you really need to know is this one thing: the secret to taking better pictures of people? Take more. And then more. And then more…
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