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Foreword

By David Edmonson

I absolutely love Roberto Valenzuela like an adopted son, and I am so proud of him! He
has challenged me and my way of thinking about photography. He has loved me and my
family in times of need. Getting to know Roberto on a personal level has shown me that
practice has been his life story. I wasn’t sure myself of what I valued more as an artist—
practice or talent. Growing up, my talent alone had taken me to great heights and provided
well for my family. It wasn’t until I had a stroke and had to relearn some of my skills that I
realized the two most important things to me now are passion and practice.

If you want to be truly great at something you have to practice your craft. Life is full of



many failures, mistakes, and plateaus that you have grown through in order to reach great
heights. It takes discipline, a compass for knowing where you want to go, and wisdom to
know what to do once you get there. We all know photographers who break out their
camera only for paying gigs, and they will go only as far as their talent takes them. When
you look at great artists, athletes, and musicians who have achieved a high level of
success, one thing is a common thread: They have spent and continue to spend countless
hours perfecting their craft. They learn and have applied the discipline of practice.

Just think of Vincent van Gogh, one of the most influential artists of the nineteenth
century. He spent a year drawing and redrawing The Sower just to get the feeling that was
in his head expressed correctly to match his vision. As soon as he finished, he then
decided to take something as simple as a sunflower to study how to best visually
communicate it in its simplicity. In his future paintings, he would incorporate whole parts
and portions of the lessons he had learned. Near the end of his life, his passion and
discipline led him to produce 60 paintings in 60 days. A painting a day! By comparison,
Paul Gauguin would take up to five years to finish his works, and he happened to be van
Gogh’s mentor!

Roberto lives a disciplined and passionate life that extends far beyond his love for
photography. He learned how to play classical guitar well enough to not only teach but
also perform concerts. He pursued his wife with persistence, asking her out over 500 times
before she ever agreed to their first date! He saw a need among photographers looking for
the “quick fix” and sat down and wrote his first book, Picture Perfect Practice. Can you
start to see the pattern here?

Photography was originally known as a scientific art that didn’t have the flexibility of
other media, where one can, for example, rework paint and clay to refine subtle details
like posing until the artist is completely content. Once it filled that void, it allowed
painters and sculptors to evolve beyond the formal styles of the day, leading to more
freedom and expression first seen in impressionism. Suddenly, you had to pose your
subject as a photographer with all the refinement done in camera. With this book, Roberto
has taken his systematic approach to studying the various aesthetic ways you can refine
your posing, applying it to body parts such as heads and hands in order to visually
problem solve any shooting situation. It’s not posing that’s bad—it’s bad posing that’s bad.

Here’s where your practice and the lessons in this book will pay huge dividends. When
someone is in front of your lens, you have all of their personal and external issues going
on inside of them. Knowing what to do in any given posing scenario will give you the
confidence to quickly rework a scene through posing and use the power of your voice to
connect, disarm, and direct your clients. If your insecurity comes out because you haven’t
learned the art of posing, and you are relying only on your talent as I did, you will not
always serve your clients or yourself well.

What I love about Roberto’s work is how he handles some of the toughest challenges in
posing while leaving room for serendipity. In the end, whatever the pose is, it only serves
to reinforce and not distract from the emotion and believability of the impact of your
image.

I encourage you to devour this book and apply what you learn by putting it into practice.



That’s the only way you will grow beyond your talent and elevate your work to a new and
higher level. Credit goes to my friends Roberto Valenzuela and Jerry Ghionis, who
reminded me that if you want to be a better photographer, it starts with being a better
person. Passion and discipline are the fruits of a person moving in the right direction!



PICTURE PERFECT POSING SYSTEM (P3S) DECISION POINTS




Read This First: The Picture Perfect Posing System (P3S)

Posing is energy. There’s more to a pose than how it looks. Posing is a form of body
language, and therefore, it emits a certain energy to the viewer. Just as words can be
inviting or defensive, so can the energy produced by any pose.

I designed the P3S method to clear out the guessing and the madness that has dominated
many photographers’ approaches to posing. Photographers, including myself, have posed
our subjects by shouting out numerous directions to them, without really knowing the why
behind our posing commands. We have tried to remedy the situation by browsing through
fashion magazine ads and dispatching as many poses into our brain as possible, in the
hope that we can recall them perfectly during a photo session. We also often expect the
people we are photographing to move and pose as experienced models. It’s like shooting
darts in the dark, hoping that one in a hundred will score a success. This is no way to
manage a career or a business. Even if you are a hobbyist, you will find it very frustrating
that you must rely on luck to achieve a good pose. This book proposes a different
approach, an approach with which you can make conscious decisions and be in complete
control of every aspect of the posing process. Here’s how the P3S method works.

Each square in the illustration on page xiv represents a decision point you must make
when posing people. The chart includes a total of 15 points, representing each of the
chapters in this book. Three of the squares are pink, because they denote decision points
that only relate to posing couples or groups. In other words, when posing individuals, you
have only 12 points to consider. When posing couples or groups, you have to consider all
15 points. Implementing the P3S method, you start your decision-making process with the
spine, mainly ensuring that the spine is not hunched. The spine is the foundation of all
poses, so making sure that your subjects have great posture is paramount. At the end of the
decision process is posing with movement, feeling, and expression. I recommend saving
this decision for last—hence their positions on the P3S diagram. Other than the first and
last posing points, the 13 points in the middle can be decided in any order you wish. In the
illustration, the decision squares are placed in the order that the chapters appear in the
book, but you can shift them around as you see fit while posing individuals or groups. As
you read and understand the photographic issues, oversights, and styling options in each of
the chapters, you will learn the look and energy of the poses, and you will become well
equipped to go through each of these points and make decisions based on your own vision
for a particular photograph.

Depending on the style of shoot, you will make different decisions at each point. For
example, if you were shooting a boudoir session, you might make a choice at each of the
decision points that would result in a glamorous, elegant, and perhaps a seductive,
feminine look. However, if you were shooting a fashion spread, the P3S decisions would
change to provide you with higher energy angles and a more overall dynamic look. During
a wedding, you could make decisions that yield a romantic pose that also says something
about the couple. Each of these points not only helps you with your styling choices but
also serves as a guide for spotting potential issues that will definitely come up during the
posing process and could potentially ruin your photo. For example, imagine that you are
working with a couple, and as you pose them, you notice the man’s fingers are awkwardly



peeking out from behind the female’s waist. That topic is covered in Chapter 8, which is
the eighth decision point in the illustration. Another example would be if you are on a
shoot, and you see that your subject’s hands and arms are creating a distraction rather than
having a purpose. This is covered in Chapter 6, regarding the Hand/Arm Context System
(HCS) decision point on the chart. To review, the P3S posing method serves two main
purposes:

1. To create the style you envision through purposeful posing
2. To spot and fix posing oversights that are distracting and damaging to the pose

Think of the P3S method as 15 individual parts where choices must be made and which
make up a single pose. All decision points must be considered for every pose.

This means that you make the call. It is up to you how and what you decide to do at every
point, as long as you consider all of them.

Although it may seem complicated to think of 12 or 15 points during the posing process,
you will be surprised how easy they are to remember. Eventually, the decision points will
present themselves to you over and over during every pose you create. You can’t help but
memorize them. My recommendation is to read and follow along with the book the way it
was intended. Try to re-create the posing lessons as you read them. Go back through your
old work and analyze the photos using the P3S system. Combining different learning
methods in addition to just reading through the chapter will be the key to how much you
get out of this book.

I am well aware that if people see a high school senior photo or a wedding photo in a
book, they automatically jump to conclusions that this book is not for them, since they
don’t photograph seniors or weddings. Rest assured that this book is about posing human
beings, regardless of the event or the style of their clothes. Although I am primarily a
wedding photographer, I have spent years photographing for magazines, fashion editorials,
commercial photography, high school seniors, and celebrities. My training is very diverse,
but I do have an unexplainable passion for wedding photography, due to the unique
location, posing, and psychological challenges that weddings present. Therefore, I
purposely limited the number of wedding photos used as examples in this book and
replaced them with photographs from a variety of genres. However, for Part 2 of the book
(Posing Couples with the Picture Perfect Posing System), I did include, for the most part,
photos of couples during their weddings or engagement sessions. As I said, couples are
couples, regardless of what they are wearing, so focus on the posing lessons being taught.

Why Are Some Photos Used Repetitively?

Throughout the book, you will notice some photos are shown over and over. The reason is
simple: If I felt that a particular photo would help clarify a point, I used it. This book is
divided into 15 sections that discuss various aspects of posing. Some of the photo
examples contain teaching material from several points of view that correspond to more
than one chapter. For example, in one chapter, I might be referring to a photo that focuses
on the subject’s expression, but in a different chapter, I could use that same photo to
explain how the subject’s arms are posed. I spent countless hours looking for the right
photos to use for each point I was making.



Why the Amateur Photos?

The purpose of this book is to give you the very best written educational experience on the
topic of posing—not to use up valuable pages trying to impress you with my beautiful
photos. To demonstrate many of the points in the P3S, I used several photos from the first
couple of years of my career that do not represent my proudest moments as a
photographer. But depending on the lesson, I also show more recent work that I love. Both
types of photos are featured throughout the book. But, for the sake of education, I put my
ego aside to help you and to make the material in this book more memorable. After all, if I
only showed you my very best work, how are you supposed to learn what not to do?
People learn so much more from studying their mistakes than their successes. Therefore, if
it helps you, I want you to see my mistakes, learn from them, and grow as a photographer.
If you are interested in seeing more of my recent work, flip to Chapter 15, where the
majority of the photos are all recent work, or visit my website at
www.robertovalenzuela.com.

A Note to Models, Brides, and Anyone Else Interested in Posing

I wrote this book not only for photographers but also for models, brides, and anyone else
who wishes to know how to pose themselves and others in a flattering manner.
Understanding the principles of photography and their outcomes is both fascinating and
not that difficult. For the sake of language clarity, I address photographers directly, but I
wrote this book with all of you in mind. If you do not wish to read the entire book, I
recommend skimming through the chapters and focusing on the Flash Cards that appear
throughout the chapters. These Flash Cards give you a quick way to learn the essential
principles and techniques from each chapter.

For Brides

If you are a bride-to-be, this book will give you a head start for knowing how to pose
yourself well and what to avoid doing. Naturally, you have probably hired a photographer
and expect that person to be responsible for posing you well. But, trust me, judging from
experience, you do not want to rely completely on your photographer. During weddings,
photographers have to wear different hats and manage multiple challenges simultaneously;
therefore, the posing aspect of a photographer’s job could suffer. This is the reason it
would be worthwhile to know the principles of how to pose yourself for the most flattering
results. Even for what would seem a rudimentary task, such as putting on your wedding
dress or walking, you should be aware of good posture, hand/arm placement, and the
overall dynamics that yield the most beautiful photograph. A couple of years ago, I was
asked by a prominent dress designer to teach a few classes on posing for future brides. The
classes were packed, which indicated to me that there is a great need and desire for brides
to learn the principles of posing so that they look their best and do not always have to
depend on the photographer.

For Models

If you are a model, the concepts taught in this book will make you aware of the
importance of how you move, what angles you choose, how to create a strong versus a
passive pose, and much more. Not only will you be able to move with a purpose, you will
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also know the reasoning behind the way you pose for the camera. A knowledgeable model
is aware of his or her movements and, thus, the energy he or she emits through posing.
Learning and applying the skills taught in this book will result in an overall more positive
shooting experience for the client, the photographer, and yourself, not to mention giving
you an edge over your competition.

It is my hope that after reading this book, you will pose with the great confidence that can
come only from knowledge, not guesswork.



Introduction

Hands down, posing people is one of the most daunting skills that photographers struggle
with. At every convention or workshop around the world where I have taught, I always
ask my students to share what the most difficult aspect of photography is for them. Nearly
80 percent of the time, the answer is posing! All aspects of posing have been pinpointed as
the source of their headaches and/or panic attacks—how to pose women, men, groups,
couples, and so forth. During my early career, I experienced similar difficulties with
posing. After years of frustration and despite my best efforts, I was accomplishing merely
a few good poses in an entire photo shoot. I decided to change my approach. A paradigm
shift in the study of posing was necessary and long overdue.

Why is it that both novice and veteran photographers become stumped by posing? I
believe the reason is the method we use to study this topic. We have relied mainly on two
types of techniques to tackle this posing issue. The first is that we turn to our comfort zone
poses. These are poses we always rely on when our brain betrays us, and we don’t want to
enter panic mode. Most photographers have five or so of these types of poses, and
regardless of whom we are photographing, we just force our clients to fit into those five
poses, so we don’t lose face.

The second technique is simply to force ourselves to memorize poses. I would like to
share with you an analogy from my classical guitar days. If a guitar instructor is trying to
teach students how to play chords on a guitar, the instructor could download a chart of
popular guitar chords that work well in most situations and ask the students to simply
memorize the chart and practice their finger placement on the strings. Or, the instructor
could teach the students the theory and structure behind chords, so that the students can
build any chord their heart desires. Now, the students can jam right alongside any popular
song by building the correct chords, instead of being limited to only the three or four
chords they memorized. We must stop relying on memorization of poses. Instead, I
suggest we begin to understand the structure of how a successful pose is built from
scratch!

The purpose of this book is, therefore, to teach you how to correctly create a pose, instead
of memorizing poses. I strongly believe you will feel a great relief when you no longer
have to use a memory flash card system. Instead, we will build poses using the 15-point
system called the Picture Perfect Posing System (P3S) that I have created to simplify the
posing process.

What This 15-Point Picture Perfect Posing System (P3S) Is and Is Not
I would like to quickly highlight just a couple of points about this book and the P3S.

What It Is

Like all art, photography is subjective. It is part science and part art. Every photographer
is entitled to his or her opinion. The challenge when writing a book on posing is that the
topic of posing is one of the most subjective aspects of photography. The human body can
be shaped, bent, and contoured in countless ways that can yield some pretty interesting
visual results. Fine-art photographers such as Sylvie Blum have focused much of their



work on contouring the human body in ways I never thought possible. Yet the end result is
pretty amazing to see. So, if posing is so subjective, how is it possible to be able to wrap it
up in a neat little package that I call a “system”? The reason is that there are some
universal techniques that make the human body look more relaxed and pleasant. This book
is not for the photographer trying to bend the human body in bizarre ways for the sake of
art. This book is for the photographer posing normal people—men, women, family
members, children, couples, high school seniors, and so on.

The 15-point P3S method came about after years of research, keen observation, and much
frustration along the way. I wanted to know how it was possible to create poses that look
effortless, pleasing to the eye, and comfortable for the client, whether that client is sitting,
standing, or lying down. I wanted to know what to do with a person’s arms to focus
attention on his or her face and not the arms, and what to do with a person’s legs so that
the body looks more relaxed. These are just a couple of examples of what I was seeking.
After much observation and trial and error, I slowly began to see patterns that seemed to
work. I began to study these patterns and to apply them to my clients. The results were
pretty amazing! I was building a pose from scratch instead of just memorizing poses and
copying them piecemeal.

One pattern after another began to emerge, and little by little the P3S approach was
organically created. I use this system as a guide to remember when I pose my clients. The
system has also helped me understand why a pose does not work or why it looks awkward.
Most importantly, it has helped me understand how to keep visual emphasis on my
subject’s face, regardless of the pose. This is important because one of the main challenges
we have as people photographers is to avoid letting the arms, waist, legs, knees, or
shoulders take attention away from the subject’s face. Even though these parts of the body
can potentially draw attention away from the face, they can also be used to frame the face
or create an inviting portrait instead of a defensive one. Careful positioning of the arms
can also be a great help in slimming a subject’s body.

What It Is Not

By no means do I claim that that the P3S method is the be-all and end-all of posing
techniques. It is very important to set expectations from the beginning. There is no right or
wrong way in photography or posing. Both you and your clients have to like the
photographs, and if you have achieved that much, then you have met your primary goal.
This system is not meant to be a set of “must-follow” rules or the commandments of
posing. Each point of the P3S approach can be broken, and you can still achieve a great
image. One thing is for certain: This posing system has helped me tremendously
throughout my career. Because I constantly practice the P3S method, I know all 15 points
by heart; therefore, I know when it is best to break them, and how to get the most out of
each point based on my vision. It all comes from situational experience and trial and error.
For example, in certain high-fashion or fine-art photography, the poses can be avant garde;
therefore, there are no rules or logic to any of it. But for the most part, in portrait and
wedding photography, knowing the 15 points of the P3S method will definitely serve you
well.

My goal for this book is to help dispel your fear of posing in a way that is practical and
easy to implement, without hampering your creativity or personal style. I believe that a



person’s fear of posing is rooted in self-doubt. You doubt your posing skills, you doubt
yourself, and you compare yourself to other photographers. Let’s remove these doubts
once and for all! Read on...



The Picture Perfect Posing System
(P3S)




1. Understanding and Posing the Spine

The combinations that a photographer can choose from when posing a subject are endless.
Literally. But the one thing that is constant is that your subject’s spine must be straight.
The spine is the cornerstone of any pose. Ignore the spine and the whole pose will fly out
the window. So, if I can help you with one thing in this book, let it be this statement: The
spine must always be straight and as tall as possible. Now, there are times when we must
push the spine into positions that it is not used to.

For example, to make a person look more confident, we must stretch the spine to make it
as long as possible. However, as we take the spine to its limits, we must also keep in mind
what I call the “posing threshold.” Every moving part of the body has its threshold. If we
exceed that threshold by manipulating a part of the spine or body too far, it looks
extremely uncomfortable. This can happen with any part of the body, but it happens more
often with the placement of a subject’s head.

Spine tip: Study what good and comfortable postures look like for both men and women.
For live interactions with other people, this is good enough. But in photography, we must
take that acceptable posture a step further into a slightly uncomfortable state. It is much
easier to look good to others when there is movement. The angles others see you from are
always changing.

So if someone happens to catch a glimpse of you from a bad angle, it will be just a
glimpse. That’s it! But in a photograph, that glimpse of time becomes permanent—which
is why it takes effort to make sure we look our best in a photograph.

Parts of the Spine You Must Know, and How They Affect Posing

Although the anatomy of a person’s spine is obviously incredibly complicated (Figure
1.1), a photographer who wants to master posing should take the time to understand the
basics. There are three main sections of the spine of interest to photographers:

The cervical spine
The thoracic spine

The lumbar spine
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The Cervical Spine

The cervical spine begins at the base of the skull. This may sound simple enough, but
careful analysis of this part of the spine is critical for solving many posing problems and
challenges. For instance, when one person is much taller than the other and you are trying
to pose them so that they appear to be closer in height, it is the cervical spine that comes to
the rescue.

The key is to use the bottom of the cervical spine as the pivot point to tilt the head down.
This will point the head to where you want to focus your viewer’s attention. Here’s the
general guideline I follow when dealing with the cervical spine: When photographing one
person, I use the cervical spine to lift the back of the subject’s head as high as possible
above the collarbone. When photographing two people together, such as a couple, the
cervical spine can be pivoted toward the other person to create a feeling of romance and
interest.

Remember that the cervical spine should only be pivoted from the bottom of the neck
(Figure 1.1). Imagine having a ball bearing at the base of the neck from which the head
can pivot. The rest of the cervical spine should always be as long as possible. If you
position it up or down correctly, only the chin—and nothing else—should move.



The Thoracic Spine

The thoracic spine runs from just below the neck to above your waist. It is usually the
culprit for most of the problems with a pose, because it is the part of the spine responsible
for hunching and slouching. If you ever wonder why your subject’s pose appears awkward
but can’t put your finger on it, look at the thoracic spine.

If you see someone hunching, check the thoracic spine. If your parents ever yelled at you
to stand up straight, it was your thoracic spine getting you into trouble. Thanks to the
hours we spend sitting improperly in front of our computers, we have developed a terrible
habit of slouching when we sit and hunching when we stand. As photographers, we must
realize that people do this habitually. It’s our job to be aware of it and correct it.

Before any photo session, I assume that my subject has bad posture. The assumption has
served me well, because I know that no matter what, I can improve my subject’s posture
by paying attention to the thoracic section of the spine. While it seems as though I am
giving the thoracic spine a bad reputation, just realize that while many things can look
wrong with this part of the spine, it can also be corrected and result in very flattering and

polished poses (Figure 1.2).
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I make my corrections by imagining that the thoracic spine is a stick that must be stretched



as tall as possible but never shrunk. People with attractive postures walk and move with
their spines straight. But for a photographic pose, that is not enough. Proper posing
requires us to take that straight spine and stretch it even higher. There are three techniques
I use to stretch the spine for posing:

I ask my subjects to try to raise the back of their heads as close as they can to the
ceiling, or to the sky if we are outdoors. Specifying the back of the head is
important, because if you specify the front of the head, most subjects will tilt their
chins up. We don’t want that—we want the back of their head higher without
affecting the position of the chin. This technique also works well when you are
trying to elongate the cervical spine.

Breathe in as much as you can, and you will feel yourself straighten up and stretch.
Breathing out usually creates the opposite effect. I always ask my subjects to breathe
“in” deeply, and when they are past the halfway point of their breathing-in
capability, that’s when I take the photo. The reason for this is to get that confident,
inflated look that breathing in provides. However, it must be within a person’s
breathing comfort zone. Making the effort to gasp for a bit more air to breathe in
does not look very flattering. So don’t wait until the top of their breath to take the
photo.

I ask my subjects to simply drop their shoulders down toward the ground and back
by a couple of inches. Moving the shoulders two inches or so back is important to
expand the chest. Not only does it place more emphasis on the head, but it also
makes your subjects appear confident and strong.

Let’s take a look at some examples of how our discussion of the thoracic spine affects the
look of our poses (Figure 1.3). This photo exemplifies many violations of the principles
described above. I’m not going to discuss the position of her arms just yet. To keep things
simple and to the point, we will only look at the parts of the pose that we have already
discussed. First, if you look carefully, her head is not being stretched toward the ceiling; in
fact, her neck is actually shortened. Second, the shoulders are not being pushed back a
couple of inches as described in technique 3. This is causing her to look sluggish and
disinterested. Third, her thoracic spine is pretty straight but not stretched. It must be
stretched!
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Don’t be satisfied with a straight spine; take the extra effort and ask your clients to stretch
their backs to make themselves taller. There are many more issues with this pose that we
will discuss in later chapters.

Proper Posture

Stand up and try to imagine something pulling the back of your head toward the
ceiling. Drop your shoulders toward the ground and, finally, breathe in. You felt
good doing it, didn’t you? That’s proper posture for a photograph. Do this every
time you point your camera to a person’s face and the quality of your posing will
change forever!

This next example (Figure 1.4) has rectified many of the issues with Figure 1.3. Here, her
shoulders were dropped toward the ground, the thoracic spine has been stretched, and the
back of her head has been pulled up toward the ceiling. However, her shoulders are still
not two inches back. This oversight is causing her upper body to compete for attention
with her head. The pose is good, but not good enough. Let’s just make that small
correction of the shoulders, positioning them two inches back.
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Even though it’s subtle here (Figure 1.5), you can see that by her pulling her shoulders
back just a bit, this adjustment automatically puts more emphasis on her face. Her
shoulders, especially her right shoulder, are no longer competing for attention.



The Lumbar Spine

The lumbar spine is located behind the hips. Photographically speaking, it is a very
interesting part of the spine due to its exaggerated curvature. The location of the lumbar
spine is of particular interest when we are posing people, because it works with the
hipbones.

The hips are largely responsible for making a woman look elegant and sexy. I call the
lumbar spine “sexy central.” If you want to make a woman look beautiful and sexy, you
must pay special attention to what this part of the spine is doing.

Look at Figure 1.6 and notice the curvature of the lumbar. It resembles a sideways happy
face—or it will help you to remember, “If it looks happy it’s sexy; if it looks flat it’s bad.”
At a minimum, the lumbar should always be curved at its natural position. For posing,
however, we need to exaggerate this curvature a bit more to bring the best out of our
subject. This is why posing is hard work. If your subject is not getting tired, you are
probably not posing him/her correctly.
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As photographers, it’s tough for us to pay attention to everything that is going on to make
a great photograph. Usually we focus on the light, as we should, or other photography
techniques. But even if you plan everything else right, if you forget to pay attention to the
lumbar spine, no one is going to like the photo. The photo will fail.

The lumbar spine gives the body shape, and it plays an important role in making a person
look thinner, regardless of the body type you are working with. Figure 1.7 is a great
example of how the lumbar looks when it is flat. As you can see in Figure 1.7, that small
part of the spine flattens the whole body, and it greatly reduces our ability to give the body
curves. As you recall from Figure 1.6, always remember that this part of the spine should
look like a sideways happy face.



Let’s take a look at two examples of two beautiful women sitting. One will have her
lumbar curved properly; the other will have it straight. Figure 1.8 shows a candid photo of
a workshop model sitting flawlessly on a bed. She looks glamorous and elegant because of
the way her spine has been posed. Although you can’t see her spine from this angle, her
lumbar is curved beautifully. This is giving her the curves necessary to create a well-posed
sitting photo.
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Now compare that to image Figure 1.9. This is a beautiful woman photographed
incorrectly. She doesn’t look nearly as elegant or glamorous because of the way she was



posed. Her lumbar is straight, and therefore, she looks sluggish with bad posture.

1.9

For sitting and lying down poses, it’s a bit trickier to check the lumbar curvature, but if the
subject is standing it’s quite easy, especially if the subject is posing in front of a wall.
There should be a clear gap between the wall and the lower spine. This is true for men and
women. A good way to check if the gap is right is to make sure that your arm fits nicely
between the wall and the lower back. I don’t recommend that you try this unless you have
permission, but you can still eyeball it.

Let’s take a minute to examine why a photo is working. Figure 1.10 clearly shows the gap
test you should make when posing a subject against a wall. This gap is easy to see, since it
is against a flat surface; the lumbar should be just as curved regardless of the
circumstances. Also notice how nicely this lumbar gap defines her waistline. This is
essential for creating a slimmer look. In Figure 1.10, the subject is standing up, but this
technique is equally effective at making someone look their best whether they are sitting,
standing, or lying down. Figure 1.11 clearly shows the importance of curving that lumbar
to create a sexy and pleasing body shape. Try to imagine what this pose would have
looked like had I not asked my client to curve her lumbar at all.
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Flash Card
To remember how each part of the spine affects poses, think of it this way:

Cervical Spine: Directs the head to where you want to focus the viewer’s attention.
It should be stretched as much as possible to elongate the head.

Thoracic Spine: Responsible for posture. It also should be elongated as much as
possible. Creates confidence and strength. Subjects should breathe in to achieve a
more confident look.

Lumbar Spine: Responsible for slimming someone down. It should always be
curved. It creates a sexy quality to a pose.

Pose Analysis

Becoming more and more aware of your posing strengths and weaknesses will and should
be part of your weekly routine. It is essential for your growth as a photographer to become
very familiar and comfortable when posing your subjects. To get to this comfort point, I
recommend you do a weekly posing analysis of your latest photo shoots. Pay special
attention to the photos where you tried to create a good pose but for some reason it did not
work out. Below is an example of some analysis I did to give you an idea of how to go
about this weekly reinforcement.

Developing an Eye for Details

Based on the material covered in this chapter, there doesn’t seem to be anything wrong
with the pose in Figure 1.12. But it’s easy to recognize that she is not filled with
confidence. Her face is absolutely beautiful, and so it demands your attention. Putting her
beauty aside, however, the pose is not accentuating her beauty.
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The first thing to notice is that her thoracic spine is not as tall as it should be. I know this,
because the pose is lacking confidence and strength. Second, the back of her head should
be farther from her collarbone. Third, she is clearly not breathing in. If she were, her body
would be more stretched and her chest would be more inflated.

I chose this photo for the pose analysis, because it’s easy to become distracted by
someone’s beauty and miss the details of the pose that are working—or not working. This
photo also makes you realize that although the pose looks fine, it is not great. It has much
room for improvement.

Just as it is important to develop a keen eye for pose issues, it’s equally important not to
create issues where there aren’t any. In Figure 1.13, you can see how the cervical spine
was used to tilt the head of the bride in the proper way. It also draws your attention to her
mother putting on her shoes. The tilt of her head is well done because she could have
easily hunched her back to bend over, but she didn’t. Her posture here is impeccable,
which is why she looks so tall and glamorous. Her lumbar is curved beautifully and her
thoracic spine is as straight as an arrow.
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In Figure 1.14, the subject has every section of the spine properly posed. It appears to be a
simple portrait of my client. But now that you have read this chapter, you can appreciate
all that goes into properly posing someone. Not only does she look elegant and flattering,
but the pose seems effortless.



Focus Your Attention

It goes without saying that there is quite a bit to keep track of when creating a pose.
Don’t let this overwhelm you. When I was learning about posing, I focused on one
or two aspects at a time. On your first shoot, try focusing on curving only the
lumbar. Next, make it a point to pay close attention to the thoracic spine and keep it
absolutely straight. Then, shoot work on the cervical spine, and so forth....

Beginning with her lumbar, it is clearly curved, because her lower back is not touching the
blinds. Look down her thoracic spine and you can see that it is perfectly straight. Her
shoulders have been dropped to put less attention on the shoulder and more attention on
the face. Her cervical spine has been pulled up toward the ceiling, exposing as much of
her neck as possible. And, at the same time, the cervical spine was used to pivot her
forehead toward the camera to give the face a stronger presence. Last but not least, the
photo was taken as she was breathing in. This ensures further stretching of her body and
gives the overall pose a more engaged feel.



On Your Own

Now that you’ve finished reading the chapter, try to analyze the following poses
completely on your own (Figures 1.15-1.18). I will not discuss these photos or give you
the answers. The purpose of this “On Your Own” exercise is for you to learn to look at an
image analytically. Separate yourself from any self-doubts, and just do it. Review the
chapter if you have to. Use the space provided or a notebook to write down what you see
that looks right or wrong about the poses. Your answers should be based only on the
material covered in this chapter—don’t worry about anything else. If you belong to a
photography group, take this book with you and create a discussion group to share your
answers and listen to what everyone else says. Have fun and enjoy the process.
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2. Weight Distribution and Its Effect on Posing

Like everything else in photography, posing is quite subjective. People pose their clients
or family members based on ideas they have or photographs they have seen. But for most
people, understanding why some poses work and others don’t is a different thing
altogether.

We instinctively want our subjects to look relaxed, and when something about a pose
triggers a warning flag, our brains will reject it. This happens more often than you think.
We want to see poses that simply flow, and if they look static or flat, we subconsciously
reject them. If the pose flows, however, we feel at ease when looking at the photograph.
One of the secrets of posing people is creating a weight distribution that produces an
aesthetically pleasing, flattering photograph.

Shifting the Body Weight and Crossing the Feet

By shifting the body weight of your subjects, you automatically create more curves and
enhance those that already exist. A second benefit of such shifting is the stance’s resulting
look of relaxation. When a person’s weight is distributed equally between both feet, either
they can look stiff or they can look childlike, innocent, or playful.

Children like to stand squarely on both feet, because they feel comfortable in that position.
So if you are photographing kids, asking them to spread their weight equally between both
feet might be a good idea. That’s not as true for adults. Adults often worry about their
weight, and in photographs, they want to look as glamorous and as thin as possible.
Shifting the body weight to one foot, usually the back foot, achieves just that.

Figure 2.1 is an example of equally distributed body weight on both feet. It’s easy to see
that the pose looks stiff. Even though the body’s natural curves are all there, the photo
takes on a block-like feel, which minimizes those curves. Compare photo Figure 2.1 to
Figure 2.2. As a result of simply asking the subject to put her body weight on her back
foot and cross the other foot in front, her body takes on a very different look.
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I purposely asked her to keep everything else stiff and let her arms hang down by her sides
to highlight the effect that shifting the body weight to the back foot has on the pose. Pay
special attention to the hips. Notice how her right hipbone moved higher than her left. This
shift is responsible for bringing out the curves in her body.

A good reference point is to imagine two straight lines emanating from each foot (Figure
2.3). If those two imaginary lines eventually cross paths, then you are distributing weight
correctly. During a workshop, I wanted to demonstrate the same technique of focusing just
on this body weight shift and keeping everything else normal. The portrait of Jessica
(Figure 2.4) is as simple as it can be. The only element making this portrait work is
nothing more than shifting her body weight to her back foot and crossing her other foot.



As you study this photo, notice how there is zero tension in her body language and that



she appears relaxed and in her element. She does not look as if she was trying too hard,
nor does she appear uncomfortable. This technique works equally well for men.

Take a look at Figure 2.5 and imagine what this photo would have looked like had the
groom been standing with equal weight on both feet. To me, it would look as if someone
had told him what to do, and he was just following instructions. But when he follows my
instruction to cross one leg over the weight-bearing leg, the feeling of the pose changes
completely. Now his body language matches the relaxed Hawaiian landscape around him.
Simple, very effective, and my favorite!

2.5

One thing to keep in mind is that these techniques work for posing everyone. Some
readers might point out that these examples involve weddings, and that they do not
photograph weddings. My answer is always the same: People are people whether they are
wearing a tuxedo or a leather jacket and jeans.

To prove this point, take a look at image Figure 2.6 of my good friend Mike Colon during
a trip to Italy. So that he would appear relaxed and in his comfort zone, I quickly asked
him to cross one leg over the other. That was it. Even if he had stood there for two hours,
he would have still felt comfortable in that pose. Remember, the clothes someone wears or



the occasion do not change or affect the posing principles discussed in this book.

2.6

Shifting the Body Weight and Not Crossing the Feet

This technique is effective when posing men or when you want a woman to look strong. It
has a fashion flair to it, and you’ll find it useful when photographing high school seniors
or while on a fashion shoot. To execute this technique properly, the body weight is shifted
to the back foot and the toes point in a direction where the imaginary lines will never
Cross.

The most important aspect is to bend the knee of the front leg in the same direction as the
toe. If you forget this last step, the pose will look contrived. As the knee bends forward,
the stiff pose automatically transforms into a relaxed and comfortable look. To help
visualize the toe direction, look at Figure 2.7 and notice the red lines you must visualize.
Those two lines should never cross paths. Also, although my knee is not 100 percent
visible, it is still clear that my knee is bent toward the toe on my right leg.
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If you happen to find a prop on which you can rest a foot, such as the one in Figure 2.8,
the general feel of the pose will stay relaxed but will have a more assertive undertone. You
can use this assertive pose to your advantage to make someone who looks weak appear
strong or someone strong appear even stronger and self-reliant. It is a great tip for portraits
with a fashion flair!
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2.8

In Figure 2.9, I decided to use this technique for Arden. Her clothes look well fitted and
fashionable, so this was a perfect opportunity to give her an even higher boost using
posing techniques. Notice how the body flows and radiates confidence. All this is
possible, because there is a prop under her right leg lifting her knee. The pose depends on
this weight distribution to be effective. Without the prop, she probably wouldn’t be able to
bend her body this way, and if she tried, it would look very uncomfortable.






Flash Card

When using this technique of lifting the knee with a prop, be sure not to exceed a
45-degree angle from the thigh to the ground. For example, in Figure 2.10 the line
of the thigh creates a 45-degree angle with the floor. To keep the pose effective, 45
degrees would be the maximum you would want to use. If you pose someone with
his/her foot on a prop so high that the angle exceeds 45 degrees, you will discover
how awkward this looks. Note in photo Figure 2.9 how her knee is bent at less than
45 degrees.

Here is an example of my analysis of a pose based on this particular technique. Figure
2.11 at first glance looks normal—just a group of guys hanging out and posing for a quick
photo. But with more careful analysis, you will begin to pick up on small nuances.
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For example, notice how the second guy from the left looks great. His pose is strong and
he looks relaxed. Now turn your attention to the first guy from the left. He appears a bit
awkward, and there is tension in his pose. Compare that pose to the sixth guy from the
left. His body language is quite different. Here’s the key step: We know that the body
language of these three men differs, but why? By asking yourself this question and
looking for answers in the photograph’s clues, your understanding will drastically
improve. Trust me.

Look again at the man on the far left (Figure 2.12, callout #1). His toes are actually
pointed toward each other, so if you were to draw that invisible line extending from the
toes of each foot, the two lines would eventually cross. This is a big no-no when posing
men. Although his torso looks fine, as with the rest of the group, his foot position tells us
another story. He seems timid and shy instead of assertive.
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The second man has the best pose of the group. He is doing everything right. First of all,
his toes are not pointed toward each other (callout #2), so the invisible lines from his toes
would never cross. Second, his body weight rests mostly on his back leg, allowing the
right leg to relax. Third, his knee on the relaxed leg (callout #3) not only is bent, but is
pointed toward his toes. Put all of these clues together and you have a great pose.

The sixth guy from the left is pointing his toes correctly, but his body weight is distributed
equally between both feet. This puts more emphasis on the stomach, because it’s closer to
the camera, as you can see in the photograph. Go back to the second man from the left,
and you will see clearly how shifting the body weight to the back foot forces the hips
away from the camera. This puts more emphasis on his chest and not on his stomach.
Returning to the sixth guy, notice how the pose (callout #4) forces his knees to be
perfectly straight. It doesn’t look nearly as relaxed as the second man.

For a group portrait, it is perfectly normal, if not preferable, that everyone have a different
stance. The portrait is more interesting to look at, because a bit of their personalities shows
through in the way they stand. But keep in mind how the way the weight is distributed and
the direction the toes are pointing; this information can completely change how a person is
perceived in the photograph.



Review Your Images

I realize it can be difficult to keep track of so much while you are in the
photographic hot seat. One of the best ways to take a concept and store it in your
long-term memory is to take the time to go over your photos and look for the
concept you just learned. Be specific, focusing only on that one posing element.
Let’s say, for example, that I’m trying to memorize this technique of shifting the
body weight but not crossing the feet. Take a look at a photo that shows many feet,
such as a wedding party photo or a family photo. Become a keen observer of the
small details that make a pose work and, more importantly, learn to quickly notice
why a pose fails. I do this every week for every single wedding I shoot.

Weight Distribution Sitting Down

The principles discussed regarding weight distribution do not change for subjects who are
sitting down. The major difference is that when a subject is standing, the body weight is
on the feet, and when the subject is seated, body weight is distributed to the buttocks. One
major advantage of placing the body weight on the buttocks is that it deemphasizes the
stomach region and instead emphasizes the legs and torso. When the subject is seated with
good posture, the legs and torso are actually closer to the camera than the hips. This
advantage is evident in Figure 2.13. You also notice that even though she is seated, her
back is perfectly straight, her lumbar is curved, and her legs are crossed. Crossing the legs
this way showcases her right leg, making the photo very feminine, beautiful and sexy.



7 A8
2.13

For Figure 2.14 I applied the same technique as Figure 2.13 but in a more exaggerated
way. I knew that placing body weight on the back leg is preferable due to the relaxed look
it yields, so why not try the pose sitting down? Notice that I had Brittany sit on the edge of
the step with most of her body weight on her left buttock. This makes her thigh visible as
in Figure 2.13, but it is more exaggerated. Again, this move emphasizes her femininity.
You would not want to bring the leg over like this when posing a man.



On Your Own

While writing this book, I scheduled countless photo shoots to provide relevant
photographs for each chapter’s learning objectives. I did not care about making each shoot
into a production, nor did I bother using an amazing landscape for each shoot. I simply
wanted to create posing problems for you to find (Figures 2.15-2.20). As I previously
suggested, get together with a photographer or a group and discuss the photos based on the
material taught in this chapter and the preceding chapter. Remember that sometimes I
include photos that do not really have anything wrong with them. Don’t fix it if it’s not
broken, right? Have fun!
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3. Joints and 90-Degree Angles

It’s often said that the first step in resolving a problem is knowing what the problem is.
For some years, I was frustrated not understanding the problem with my posing technique.
Photo shoot after photo shoot, I could not figure out why my subjects looked tense instead
of relaxed. And why did I feel uneasy when viewing my photographs?

The culprit was my lack of knowledge about how 90-degree angles affect a pose. I never
paid attention to this, and it took me many photo shoots to figure it out.

By their nature, 90-degree angles create great strength. Think about Greek or Roman
architecture; all the columns stand at 90-degree angles relative to the ground. That’s
because 90-degree angles can support the most weight, and it’s by far the strongest angle
in architecture. In this chapter, we will explore how we can use this information to our
advantage when posing our subjects.

Stiff Joints

It is unnatural for your joints to be perfectly straight. To prove this, try a quick
experiment. Stand up straight and just let your arms dangle naturally. Notice how
your elbow is slightly bent. Now move your arms to make sure they are perfectly
straight. Do you notice how much effort that takes? If the body doesn’t want to be
in a particular position, it will take great effort to force it, and it will appear very
unnatural on your photos. Remember: Don’t fight the body; instead, go with it.
When people get nervous, they stiffen their joints. Don’t let them!

That said, there are occasions when creating stiffness in the joints might not be a
bad idea—for example, when photographing an avant-garde style photo or a strong
fashion pose. When viewers see such a photo, the pose’s unnatural feel triggers a
subconscious sense of discomfort, causing them to stop and take a look at the photo
and, therefore, see the clothes.

Bending Joints to Avoid Stiffness

Fluidity lies at the core of a good pose. Fluidity is achieved when the viewer’s eye can
travel through a pose without interruption. In Figure 3.1, for example, everything is fluid
starting at the top. But as you work your way down the pose, you bump into the arm of the
girl on the right. Her arm is stretched out as far as possible in front of the rest of the girls
in the photo. As a result, the arm acts as a barrier. Her arm is completely stiff and it creates
a serious break in the fluidity of the photograph.
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Compare Figure 3.1 to Figure 3.2. Here, I took the time to very gently bend every joint
from head to toe. Even though her arms are in front of her body, they are not a distraction
because her joints are elegantly bent. Most importantly, her arms are not positioned at a
90-degree angle but are closer to 45 degrees, making the photo even more fluid. We will
look into this later in the chapter.






90-Degree Angles on Arms

In a pose, a person’s torso should be open to the viewer and free of distractions. This
allows for an inviting photograph. Block this area or distract from it, and the result will be
a defensive pose. Any distracting elements in the torso region also will take away attention
from your subject’s face. Because 90-degree angles command our attention, the
photographer must be aware of them when posing the arms, since they are at the same
level as the torso region. Bending your subject’s arms at a 90-degree angle is a tool you
need to understand. It’s neither good nor bad; it creates a specific look, that’s all.

There’s one consistent “rule”: If either of your subject’s arms is bent at a 90-degree angle,
it must be resting on something. It should not be bearing its own weight or, even worse,
holding something that adds to that weight. Otherwise, the pose will simply not look very
elegant.

Consider Figure 3.3. Although it is quite normal for a bride to hold flowers, the arm angle
is too abrasive. The flowers also are blocking much of her waistline. This creates the
impression that the flowers are more important than the bride. Compare Figure 3.3 to
Figure 3.4. By asking the subject to lower the flowers, we get rid of the abrasive 90-
degree angle of the arms and display her waistline beautifully.
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3.4

Arms at 90-Degree Angles with Couples

When posing two people together, such as a couple, keep their faces and torso regions free
of distractions. Arms can be tricky in such situations. If posed wrong, they create a barrier
between the viewer and the couple, and the photograph will suffer.

Figure 3.5 clearly exemplifies this issue. Here, the arms of the bride and the groom are
positioned at 90-degree angles. The result creates a barrier across their bodies. This strong
horizontal line cross their bodies right in the middle. The result vertically splits the pose,
as you can see in Figure 3.6.
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To correct this visual split, we bring the woman’s elbow in between the two so that the
arm creates a V (Figure 3.7). This creates a frame around the upper chest area and their
faces. Notice how the elbow bends relative to their bodies and draws your attention to
their faces, as noted in Figure 3.8. This move corrected the barrier issue in Figure 3.5.
However, the bride’s arm is still at a 90-degree angle, introducing a strong visual element
in a pose meant to be romantic. Because 90-degree angles suggest strength, avoiding such
angles in a woman’s pose will convey a more traditional sense of femininity.
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As the photographer, you must know what you are looking for in a pose. If you want to
create a strong pose instead of a fluid one, then go ahead and bend the arms at 90-degrees.
But be aware that if you do this, the face of your subject(s) must be so attention-grabbing
that it commands more attention than the arms. Otherwise, your viewer’s attention will
wander to the wrong place. It’s a balancing act.

Using 90-Degree Angles to Sculpt Either a Strong or a Finessed Pose

I realize this technique can be difficult to visualize, so let’s look at an example. Figure 3.9
was taken during a stylized fashion shoot to showcase the white jacket. This is a situation
when you can use 90-degree angles to your advantage. I wanted to show strength, so I
bent the model’s arm at a 90-degree angle. In the spirit of keeping the entire pose strong, I
also arranged her hair on her face just above the nose to create a sense of mystery. The
result is a striking face combined with a strong and dominant torso region. With this
example you can see that if you know your angles and the attributes they bring to the pose,
you can use them to convey your vision perfectly.



3.9

Let’s compare Figure 3.9 to Figure 3.10. As with the previous image, I posed a single
female subject. But that’s where the similarities end. In one photo, the pose is powerful
and dynamic; in the other, the pose is elegant and soothing to the eye. In the wedding
photograph, the pose places much more emphasis on her face. The styles of the images are
polar opposites, and the way the arms have been bent is responsible for most of the
differences. Using skill to pose instead of the “hoping to get lucky” method will serve you
well.
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Flash Card

* If you place your subject’s arms at a 90-degree angle, make sure the arm is
resting on something. If he or she is holding an object without such support, it
will amplify the awkwardness of the pose.

* Ninety-degree angles convey strength and command attention. Use them if you
want the pose to look strong and to draw attention away from the face. Minimize
them if you want a fluid pose and want to make your subject’s face the focus of
attention.

* Acute angles (less than 90 degrees) are sharp, high-energy angles that are very
effective for fashion shoots or when a dynamic pose is desired.

* Obtuse angles (greater than 90-degrees) are peaceful and tranquil. When used in
a pose, they convey a romantic, flowing energy.




90-Degree Angles on the Wrists and Fingers

As photographers, we can feel overloaded by all the tasks we must keep track of during a
shoot. We don’t want to appear insecure or so obsessive-compulsive that we don’t get
anything done either. But as professionals, we should at least be aware of the potential
posing issues that can arise in any given shoot. If you spot problems in time, you can fix
them. If you don’t, they can cause you headaches later.

One of the issues that can sneak up on you is the angle of the wrists. In the heat of a shoot,
we photographers can become so locked on our subjects’ faces that we forget to look at
other key parts of the body. Simply put, 90-degree wrist angles look bad. Avoid them at all
cost. Figure 3.11 illustrates what happens when the wrists are bent at a 90-degree angle.

-

3.11

I didn’t notice this while I was taking the photo because I was focused more on the
subjects’ candid expressions. Their smiles were genuine for that split second. I took the
photo at that magical moment, and I am glad I did. Yes, her right wrist is bent at 90
degrees. It’s unfortunate, but it is far more important not to get so caught up with these
small details that you are not able to capture something special. Once we become aware of
such issues, we can do something about them if time allows. I would also like to call your
attention to her left hand: Her index finger and thumb are approaching a 90-degree angle.
This is another problem that sneaks up when posing subjects. The tip of the thumb should
always be closer to the index finger. They should not be touching, but an inch or two apart
will look natural. If the index finger and thumb are at a 90-degree angle, it will resemble a
gun.



The Natural Curvature of the Wrist and Hand

With one of your hands, make a fist. Keep that fist tight and hold your arm straight
out in front of you. Now release the fist and any pressure in your hand. Notice how
at the moment you released the pressure, your hand dropped and the fingers
relaxed. Take note of the natural curvature of your wrist when your hand is relaxed.
That’s the way your subject’s wrists and fingers should be posed.

Flash Card
* Avoid 90-degree angles on the wrists and fingers.

* The hands will direct the viewer’s attention, so do not place the hands in an area
where you do not want to draw attention.

 Be aware of these potential issues with the wrists, hands, fingers, etc., and do
your best to correct them quickly. But don’t let them keep you from doing your
job, which is to capture great moments and expressions.

Remember that hands direct a viewer’s attention, so pay close attention to them. If the
hands are posed badly, they can make a perfectly good photograph useless. Take a look at
Figure 3.12. For the most part, it is a beautiful photograph. But her hands are just a mess.
Look at callout #2. Not only is the bride’s left wrist bent at an awkward 90-degree angle,
but so are her fingers. I have a hard time enjoying this photograph, because the hands are
so distracting! In contrast, Figure 3.13 is a well-executed position for the wrist and
fingers. When the hands are well posed, it will bring great elegance to your photographs.
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3.13

On Your Own

Based on this chapter and the previous ones, do these exercises (Figures 3.14-3.19) by
yourself or have group discussions with other photographers. Be sure to take notes as you
discover what is wrong and what is right with each photograph. Remember, you should
only base your analyses on the material covered in this chapter and the ones preceding it.
Have fun!
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Analysis




4. Three-Point Check Combinations

Photographs cannot talk, but they can still communicate. You experience various emotions
depending on the energy the photograph casts on you. Some people can explain that
energy, and others cannot. It is undeniable, however, that there’s something we all feel
when looking at a photograph of a person. Why does that happen?

The reason we feel a connection or a lack of one when looking at a photo of a person is
because each of us has amassed an enormous database of human interactions since we
were born. We have all observed the body language of people when they speak to us. We
also have experienced that subtle gaze when someone is attracted to us, or the body
language of someone interviewing us for a job. We learn to associate different feelings
with different body languages.

As we grow up, we learn to differentiate a strong and confident body language from a
flirtatious one. Photographers can create very distinct energies and looks in a photo by
focusing specifically on the head and torso. They only need to use three parts of the body:
the collarbone, the chin, and the eyes.

To simplify the charts I have put together on the following pages, we will consider only
two options for posing these three parts of the body: facing you, or not facing you. By
combining these three with the two posing options, you will be able to create any feeling
you desire. Later in this chapter, we will also introduce the option of moving your
subject’s chin up or down, and tilting the head toward the higher or lower shoulder.

As photographers, we must be conscious of the body language of our subjects. Yes, we
could take hundreds of photos of our subject, until we find a particular result we like. But
why not be conscious of what type of responses we want from our viewers and simply
execute? In this chapter, we will explore every combination we can create using only the
collarbone, the chin, and the eyes, along with whether they face the viewer.

3-Point Combination Charts

The charts that follow might appear a bit complicated, but they aren’t. They simply
represent the various posing combinations that you should be aware of. Don’t force
yourself to memorize these charts. It is far more effective to identify the combinations
using your own work and become aware of the energy you feel with certain combinations.
The process is similar to learning a language.

You can force yourself to learn French at home on your own, or you can move to France
and immerse yourself in the language. Which approach do you think would be more
effective at helping you become fluent in French? The goal is to be able to think in the
language you are speaking so that the sentences flow smoothly and the language becomes
second nature to you. The same principle applies to these charts.



Flash Card

Visual emphasis is always given to the point facing the camera. For example, if the
collarbone and chin are not facing the camera but the eyes are, then greater
emphasis is given to the eyes and less emphasis to the body and chin. This is a great
combination for beauty or boudoir.

Depending on your angle, if you tilt your subject’s chin to any direction you will
expose the jawline. This should automatically cause you to adjust your lighting to
chisel the jawline as much as possible. Do so by using lighting to create as much
separation as possible of the jawline and the neck.

To help you visualize, look at Figure 4.1. There should be a distinct shadow line
where the jawline meets the neck. This photo of me was taken by my great friend
Jerry Ghionis at his house in Beverly Hills. Notice that by turning my chin to my
left and turning my eyes toward the camera, greater emphasis was placed on my
eyes, but it left my jawline exposed. Jerry then made adjustments to my position
relative to the light to create that perfect shadow where the jawline meets the neck.
The final result is a portrait where the eyes of the subject are emphasized and the
jawline looks chiseled.

4.1

Another point to keep in mind is your subject’s bone structure and whether he or she has a
double chin. This is important because different combinations with the right lighting can
drastically change, for the better, a person’s appearance. Always notice the direction of
light for all of these portrait combinations. With experience, you will develop a repertoire
of combinations you will be proud of.



Working with the 3-Point Charts

This section shows how I use the charts. By attaching a certain feeling or energy to a
specific combination, I begin to naturally memorize the results of each chart. First and
foremost, I associate the collarbone, chin, or eyes facing the camera with forming a strong
connection with the viewer. Those points not facing the camera form a weaker connection
with the viewer.

Flash Card
Tilting the head:

« If the subject tilts the head toward his/her higher shoulder, it will appear more
feminine.

« If the subject tilts the head toward the lower shoulder, it will appear more
masculine.

I also think of posing the head perfectly straight as a tool to toughen character and a tilt of
the head as a tool to soften it. So, if the body is facing you and the chin and eyes aren’t, I
consider that body as having a strong connection but the eyes and face a weak one. You
probably will not find promotional photos of professional boxers tilting their heads. That
subtle tilt will make them appear less tough.

The strongest and most personal combination is when all three points are facing you and
the head is perfectly straight. These are quick reference words to help me memorize what
would happen if, for instance, I tilt the head or if I turn the collarbone away from the
camera. Assume for a second you would like to create a strong pose for your subject but
you want to soften it a little or make it less aggressive. In that case, you would turn the
collarbone, chin, and eyes toward the camera but ask the model to tilt her head to either
side.

Let’s go through some examples of how the charts work and how to best use them to
maximize our understanding of posing.

Figure 4.2:

Collarbone facing the camera (strong), chin facing the camera (strong), and eyes
facing the camera (strong).

Head is straight (tougher).

Energy: All three points are facing the camera in this portrait. Because of this, the
subject appears strong and very much in your face. She is connecting with you in a
very direct way. Her body, her face, and her eyes are all on you, the viewer. It is fair
to say that a pose like this would be normal if you were having a conversation with
her. Therefore, positioning all three points toward the camera makes the feel of this
portrait very personal. Children often pose themselves in a very symmetrical way,
giving this pose a possibly innocent energy. Because of the high connection level,
this could be a good choice for a senior portrait or for a fashion portrait.



Figure 4.3:

Collarbone facing away from the camera (weak), chin facing away from the camera
(weak), and eyes facing the camera (strong).

Head is straight (tougher).

Energy: Both her body and her chin/face are turned away from the camera, and only
her eyes are connecting with you. Because there is nothing else competing for
attention, her eyes dominate with a seductive undertone. Her chin is facing the same
direction as her collarbone, indicating that she could have been having a
conversation with someone else and she quickly turned to look at you. This pose is a
good choice for boudoir photography or when the subject wants to appear sexy and
seductive, yet elegant and classy.
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Figure 4.4:
Collarbone facing the camera (strong), chin facing away from the camera (weak),
and eyes facing away from the camera (weak).

Head is straight (tougher).

Energy: With only her collarbone facing you, the attention is directed to what she is
wearing. There is not a great deal of personal connection here. But, compared to
other combinations, this one is much more dynamic and high energy because this
combination poses the collarbone and chin in opposing directions. If the collarbone
and chin had been facing the same direction, the energy would be much calmer and
harmonious, because she could easily have turned her eyes toward you and
acknowledged your presence. But she didn’t, so she appears illusive or aloof.
Therefore, this combination is great for a fashion shoot, where the connection with
the clothes is more important than with the person wearing them.



Figure 4.5:
Collarbone facing away from the camera (weak), chin facing away from the camera
(weak), and eyes facing away from the camera (weak).

Head is straight (tougher).

Energy: All three of the key points are turned away from you. This pose does not
feel personal at all, and there is no connection with the viewer. It does, however,
provide you with a quick glance of who she is and what she looks like, but her
personality is subject to interpretation. The lack of connection with the viewer
makes this combination a great choice to depict a powerful person or a leader. When
the collarbone is facing one way and the chin the other way, it creates a highly
dynamic pose. The pose feels energetic instead of passive. It resembles movement
instead of rest. This combination also elongates the neck, making the person tall and
elegant. Because of the impersonal nature of this combination, many ancient Roman
sculptors used this combination to sculpt the busts of their leaders.
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Figure 4.6:

Collarbone facing the camera (strong), chin facing the camera (strong), and eyes
facing the camera (strong).

Head is tilted toward lower shoulder (softer, but with a more masculine feel).

Energy: This is an example where all three points have a strong connection with the
viewer, but the simple act of tilting the head automatically softens the image.
However, this tilt is toward the lower shoulder, giving the photo a more masculine
and confrontational energy. Compare Figure 4.6 with the following photograph,
where the tilt is toward the higher shoulder.



Figure 4.7:

Collarbone facing the camera (strong), chin facing the camera (strong), and eyes
facing the camera (strong).

Head is tilted toward higher shoulder (softer and with a more feminine tender feel).

Energy: Not only is the energy in this photo strong, but you also connect with her
feminine side. The only change from Figure 4.6 was tilting the head toward the
higher shoulder. This is why I believe it is so important that photographers be aware
of what the results will be calling out posing directions to clients. You should know
the answers to such questions as how the energy of the pose changes by tilting the
head, turning the body to the side, and so forth. I know this is hard work, but it is
worth every ounce of energy when you have a client in front of you and you are a
master at what you do. That feeling is amazing!
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Collarbone, Chin, and Eye Combinations

The chart combinations on the following page provides you with every possible
combination of the three points: the collarbone, the chin, and the eyes. They are meant to
be used as a reference guide/study guide. They do not include head tilts or raising the chin
up or down; those optional tools can be used with the charts.

If, for example, light were coming from above, you would raise your subject’s chin toward
the light source. This would illuminate the face evenly, getting rid of unflattering shadows.
Keep in mind that opposing directions create energy, whereas same directions create
harmony. For example, if the collarbone is facing camera left, the chin is facing to the
right, and the eyes are looking back to the left, this would be a high-energy combination.
If all three points were facing the same direction, however, it would create a greater sense
of harmony and calmness.



FACING YOU  AWAY FACING YOU ~ AWAY

Collarbone X Collarbone X
Chin X Chin X
Eyes X Eyes X

FACING YOU  AWAY FACING YOU  AWAY
Collarbone X Collarbone X
Chin X Chin X
Eyes X Eyes X

FACING YOU  AWAY FACING YOU  AWAY
Collarbone X Collarbone X
Chin X Chin X
Eyes X Eyes X

FACING YOU  AWAY FACING YOU  AWAY
Collarbone X Collarbone X
Chin X Chin X
Eyes X Eyes X

FACING YOU  AWAY FACING YOU  AWAY
Collarbone X Collarbone X
Chin X Chin X
Eyes X Eyes X

FACING YOU  AWAY

Collarbone X
Chin X
Eyes X

Become familiar with how the combinations affect the energy of the poses. Do it naturally
and slowly so that you can remember each one. Once you have a good grasp of a few
combinations, start adding chin direction, up or down, and tilting the head toward one of
the shoulders. After becoming familiar with a few combinations, ask yourself what kind of
energy you want, and what part of your subject you would like to feature. Then come up
with a combination to give you exactly that. Remember to enjoy the process, and do not
force yourself to memorize the charts in one sitting.

Applying the 3-Point Combinations

This chapter’s previous photos were chosen to demonstrate various concepts. The
following photos come from actual photo shoots where I applied these techniques based
on the energy I wanted to portray in my photographs. I hope that after reading this book
you will pose with intent, instead of just guessing and throwing posing directions around
in hope that one looks good. I do not want to sound harsh, but if you intend to use
photography as a way of making a living, then you must photograph skillfully for the
survival of your photography business.

After considering Laura’s clothing and hairstyle (Figure 4.8), I thought an aggressive and



powerful pose would do the most justice to the overall styling. So I used the same
technique as Figure 4.5, where none of the three points face the camera, and the
collarbone and chin point in opposite directions. Although I label the points not facing the
camera as weak, I’m referring to a weak personal connection with the viewer, not weak as
in fragile. This distinction is important.

4.8

The fact that none of the three points face you makes this photo impersonal, so you
connect with her more as a statute than as a friend. I placed her hair over her eyes to add to
the mysterious nature of this pose. With her eyes hidden from the viewer, the photo leaves
more of her personality to your imagination.

The beautiful bride in Figure 4.9 had one of the most unique wedding dresses I’d ever
seen. There was no question in my mind that I needed a three-point combination to
showcase the dress without it competing with her face. The answer was for her collarbone
to be facing the camera and her chin and eyes facing away. This combination impels you
to admire her dress without her eyes “demanding” that you look back at her. You can
clearly see how turning her face away from the camera softens the connection with her
eyes. I added a subtle head-tilt toward the higher shoulder to make the pose appear more
feminine and elegant.



4.9

For the photo in Figure 4.10, I wanted the opposite effect of Figure 4.9. In this case, I still
wanted to feature the dress, but I also wanted to keep a strong personal connection with
the bride. The best three-point combination was easy to choose: All three points should
face the camera.
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This three-point combination in Figure 4.11 with the collarbone and the chin facing the
camera and the eyes turned away is rarely used, but it can be very effective. It’s one of my
favorite combinations when doing a boudoir photo shoot. The energy here is sensual yet
personal. Her eyes are not connecting with you, but she can feel your presence and accepts
it because her body and chin are directed toward you. To me, this is the perfect three-point
combination to create a balanced mix of aloofness and warmth. I know that sounds like a
contradiction, but that is the best way to describe the energy in this photo.
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On Your Own

Examine the following photos (Figures 4.12—4.15) with a group or another person and go
over the combinations used and the energy they project. Be specific, as I was in the
previous examples. Discuss, compare notes, and learn from each other.
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4.15

Analysis




5. Creating Gaps with the Lower Back and Elbows

In photography, paying attention to the little things can make a big difference. For
example, consider gaps, which are the spaces created by bending our elbows and arching
our lower backs. Gaps make people look thinner.

Moving our elbows away from our bodies creates a clear definition of where the waist
ends. If our subject’s arms are straight down and not engaged, the width of each arm is
visually added to the width of the body, making it appear much wider.

At the beginning of my career, I remember moving my subject’s arms and legs in different
combinations with no idea of what I was doing. But I felt like a photographer because I
was calling out a lot of posing directions. That approach, however, did not give me the
best results.

Out of 200 images taken at a portrait shoot, I would give my clients ten photographs, and
they would ask me to edit only three to five of them. That’s how few they liked, three to
five out of 200. If that sounds like what you do, it is happening because you are not posing
with a purpose.

For every direction you give your subjects, you must know how the body will look and
react to that direction. Work on this, and you will see a transformation in your work.
Attention to these little details makes all the difference!

The Gap Effect

Creating gaps when posing your subjects is one of the most important ways you can make
them appear slimmer. This holds true regardless of the body type. Both arms do not need
to be bent or engaged; only one is necessary to give the viewer of the photograph a
glimpse of the waist.

This becomes even more important when there are low-contrast colors between the arms
and the waistline. For example, if your subject is wearing a blue sweater with blue sleeves,
there will not be much contrast between them. If your subject’s sleeves are a different
color than the waist, however, then there’s a clear contrast. In such cases, bending the
elbow to show the waistline is still important, but not as crucial as when there is little
difference between them.

In Figure 5.1, Laura is wearing a blue sleeveless dress, which creates a clear contrast
between her arms and waistline. Despite this contrast, you can see how much wider she
appears with both of arms hanging down. Not only does she appear wider than she really
is, but she also looks disinterested, bored, and not connected with the photographer.



ACTUAL

WAISTLINE

Creating Gaps That Look Natural

As important as gaps are, especially when posing women, it is equally important to create
poses with gaps that look natural and effortless. In Chapter 3, we discussed the different
energies angles bring to a pose. With this in mind, you can harness the desired energy
from the angle of the arm to create natural-looking gaps.

The key is to give the hands something to do. Getting your subject’s hands involved
usually means bending the elbows, so make sure you choose angles based on the energy
you want. Then finish the pose by arranging the hands in a position that makes sense.
They could be holding an object, resting on something, or gently caressing a part of the
body, such as the heart, to bring attention to it. Any of these options will bend the elbow
and create a natural gap at the waistline. Here are some options I use to create such gaps
using the hands.

Figure 5.2 shows an example of what not to do. As you can see, the bride’s hands are not
engaged, and her arms hang straight down, giving her a stiff look. The biggest problem is
that the veil and the dress are the same color, reducing the contrast of where the waistline
ends. The pink wall helps create some contrast, but the layers of the white veil are
showing more white than pink. This creates a subtle illusion that she is wider than she
really is. To fix this, we need to increase the contrast between the pink wall and her white



veil.

5.2

In Figure 5.3 I asked the bride to face the camera, put her arms on each side, and gently
lift her hands up to get a subtle bend of the elbow. Because the angle of the arms is greater
than 90 degrees, the pose appears elegant. Having engaged her hands, I created that much
needed gap between the pink wall and her white dress, clearly defining her beautiful

waistline.



5.3

The photograph in Figure 5.4 has obvious challenges to consider, but the very solutions to
these problems created good results. I asked the bride to rotate her torso slightly toward
the camera, making the dress visible from the side as well as the front. That also exposed
her lower back. In such circumstances, remember to create the largest possible gap by
arching the lower back, as explained in Chapter 1.
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Her hands also needed to be engaged and the veil smoothed to better show the pink wall
through the mesh. To solve both problems, I used the veil to give her hands something to
do and to showcase her waistline through the gaps created by arching her back and
moving her arms away from her body.

Using Light to Aid the Gaps

Whether the gap is large or small, it will always improve the appearance of your subjects
by making them look thinner. However, by using precision lighting the photographer can
also emphasize the gap. You only need to show the waistline from one side of the torso. If
the other side is blocked by an arm or is too dark to see, our brains will visualize the entire
waistline based on the visible side.

Figure 5.5 is a perfect example. During a photo shoot with a martial artist in Los Angeles,
I envisioned the portrait with dramatic lighting. That usually means strong directional
light. If you look at this image, you can see how the lighted side provides your brain with
the information it needs to predict what the side in darkness looks like.



5.5

His swords were used as props, but they also gave me a reason to move his arms away
from his waistline in a natural way. The gap between his elbow and his body also shows
his fit waistline. If a viewer asks, “Why are his arms there?” the answer is, “Because they
are holding swords.” Such questions might seem silly, but anticipating them is an
important key to making a photo look natural.

During many photo competitions, I see photographs where there’s a gap between the
elbow and the waistline but the arms are floating around, doing nothing. Before you push
that shutter button, make sure you have a clear answer to the question, “What are the
arms/hands doing?”

Using Walls to Aid the Gaps

Figure 5.6 shows a similar technique as Figure 5.5, but this time the subject has a wall to
lean against. Walls are very important elements to keep in mind, because they make
creating clear gaps much easier. Remember to make sure that the waistline is not touching
the wall and that it is slightly turned away from the camera.



This is because any object that is closer to the camera will appear larger and any object
farther from the camera will appear smaller. So we always want to turn the waistline away
from the camera. The gap here is clearly defined because the subject is leaning against the
wall with his upper back. The two points close to the wall or making contact with it should
be the upper back and the buttocks. The lower back should be arched to stay clear of the
wall.



Flash Card

* Clearly define where your subject’s waistline ends without adding any extra
width with the arms.

* Move the arms away from the waistline, and place them in a position that makes
sense.

* Keep the arms engaged.
* Only one side of the waistline needs to be clearly visible.

* The amount of color contrast between the arms and torso should be considered
when determining the appropriate gap size in the pose.

* When posing a subject against a wall, bring the waistline or hips away from the
wall to create a defined curve in the body. Position them slightly away from the
camera to make the hip region appear more slender.

* When posing women, create an “S” curve with a big contrasting gap between the
lower back and the background. This is done by curving the lower back as much
as possible. The position of the upper torso can then be manipulated to determine
how aggressive the curves of the “S” curve will be.

The “S” Curve

Figure 5.7 is just another example of how to use a wall to maximize a woman’s elbow-
waistline gap. Although there are multiple points of contact or near contact with the wall
(knees, chest, elbows, and head), the key remains the same: The hips are turned away from
the wall as much as possible without looking awkward. This simple action gives her
bottom a very sexy and curvy look, as shown by the callout. The curve of the body created
when correctly executing this technique is known as an “S” curve. This is one of the most
influential and sought-after techniques when posing women.
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Analysis




6. The Hand/Arm Context System (HCS)

During a photo shoot, do you find yourself asking, “Now, what do I do with the hands?”
Throughout my career, I have had the pleasure and privilege of teaching fellow
photographers around the world about the art of people photography. I always ask my
students to name their major headaches when posing people, and the responses have been
overwhelmingly similar. The two most troublesome issues (and part of my motivation for
writing this book) are:

* What to do with the hands
* Facial expressions

With this chapter, I hope to put an end to the ongoing frustration of what to do with the
arms and hands.

Why Are Arms and Hands Such a Problem?

The root of the problem is the considerable meaning we give hands and arms. Arms can be
used to show love, but they can also be used to fight. We use our arms to convey a vast
variety of emotions. We have been trained since we were children to read the body
language of those around us. This gives us the subconscious ability to attach meaning to
arm and hand placement combinations, and react accordingly. Besides the face, no other
part of the body has as much influence on how we perceive others than hands and arms.
There are endless ways to pose them, and each movement, no matter how small, can
significantly change the look and feel of the portrait we are trying to create. Talk about
risky business!

The Hand/Arm Context System (HCS)

I created the Hand/Arm Context System, or HCS for short, to help me make sense of the
countless variations in which individuals can position their arms and hands. I found it hard
to remember all of the hand/arm positions I had seen in magazine and billboard
photographs. I would try to memorize every photo that inspired me, hoping I would be
able to recall them during a shoot. After a while, I ended up just as confused as when I
first started, and all the combinations just blended together.

My HCS consists of:
One common denominator (free the waistline)
Three key execution concepts to always keep in mind
Five ways in which the hands and arms can be used (context)

The HCS works by giving the hands/arms a context or purpose when considering a pose,
instead of memorizing hundreds of hand/arm placement combinations. We focus on how
the viewer will subconsciously perceive the image based on the five ways in which we can
give the hands and arms context. This method requires a shift in thinking because it forces
you to see the arms and hands of your subjects not as parts to pose, but as tools to
influence the viewer’s attention. The HCS method also gives the hands purpose and



context within the pose so that they complement rather than distract from your subject.

THE HAND/ARM CONTEXT SYSTEM
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Only one hand/arm needs to be posed.
Hands/arms can work together or balance each other.

Hands can be inviting or defensive.

Most importantly, remember that we must free the waistline to reveal our subjects’ true
shape. If you fail to do this, the width of your subject’s arms alongside the waist will make
your subject’s waistline appear much wider than it really is. By moving the arms away
from this area, we reveal the true width and curves of our subject’s waistline. But as soon
as we move the arms away from their naturally dangling position beside the torso, we
need to know the answer to the million-dollar question: “What do I do with the arms?”

The arms and hands need to have purpose in the image. If they don’t, the part of our brain
responsible for decoding what we see will detect the aimless hands and categorize them as
major distractions. So what do we do? Most photographers solve the issue with two
standard “go-to” poses: Ask men to put their hands in their pockets, and women to put
their hands on their waists.

To be fair, there is absolutely nothing wrong with either option. But why limit the hands
and arms—one of the most effective and versatile ways to communicate visually—to
merely two poses? Instead, you can combine any of five ways to give the hands context
within the pose. For example, a particular pose could use the arms to hold an object and to
frame another.

Breaking Down the HCS

Before we tackle the HCS approach, I want to first give you a quick explanation of its
parts. That will help you see the system’s big picture. As you read each description, try to
imagine an example and create a variation of it. Let’s start with the three Key Execution
Concepts; after that we will explore in greater detail each of the five options for giving the
hands context, as shown in the HCS diagram.

The Three HCS Key Execution Concepts
The three main concepts involved in this system are:
Only one hand/arm needs to be posed.
Hands/arms can work together or balance each other.

Hands can be inviting or defensive.



1. Only one hand/arm needs to be posed

While deciding on an appropriate position for your subject’s hands and arms, you won’t
find it necessary to pose both arms. You certainly can, and in fact it is recommended. But
as long as one hand is positioned with a purpose, the other is free to stray, or even better,
the arm can simply hang by the torso, and the pose will not suffer for it. This is great
news!

2. Hands/arms can work together or balance each other

Working together: I want you to visualize each arm as being one half of a frame. With
this in mind, you can arrange both arms to frame a person’s face. The purpose of framing
is to focus your viewer’s attention on a particular area within the photograph. Arms
working together in this manner will simulate a full frame around the subject’s face, or
any other part of the body, and strengthen the visual effect. This is a very effective
technique when used creatively. Be careful not to bring attention to the wrong part of the
body, and be aware of what you want to frame before you start posing your subject’s arms.

Balancing each other: Arms working together form a complete frame around a specific
area, but arms working in opposing directions can bring a sense of balance to a pose. This
technique is recommended when you wish to direct your viewer’s attention to two
different parts of the body. For example, one arm could frame the face, and the other could
frame the hips. One arm is up and the other arm is down, in perfect balance!

3. Hands can be inviting or defensive

The last of the HCS execution concepts deals with the energy hands emit based on their
position relative to the camera. Hand gestures are very important and universally
understood. When posing the hands, every detail matters.

Inviting: Generally speaking, if the person being photographed has the back of his/her
hands facing the camera (with the fingers pointing toward the person), we sense that as an
inviting gesture.

Defensive: On the other hand, if the person’s palms are facing the camera (with the
fingers pointed away from the person), we sense that as a defensive move.

The Five Options in the HCS
Now let’s explore the five options for giving the hands context:
1. Hands resting or resting part of the body on the hands

Resting the hands: One way to give the hands/arms context or purpose when they are
moved away from the waistline is to simply have them rest on something. Remember, for
the most part we have to worry about only one of the arms, not both. One arm could be
dangling freely while the other arm is resting easily on an object. The object you choose to
rest the arm on has to be at a comfortable height based on the context of the pose. Too
high and it will look awkward; too low and your subject will need to lean toward the
object to reach it. To put it simply, the resting arm must be resting on an object that makes
sense, appears effortless, and looks comfortable.

Resting part of your body on the hands: The other choice for this option is to rest part



of your subject’s body on the arms or hands. For example, the head could be resting on the
hands. Another way to think of this is to use the arms or hands to support your subject’s
weight when leaning past his/her center of gravity.

Figure 6.1: I chose this image first, because it required using the two techniques
mentioned above to create this pose. Clearly, Tiffany has a beautiful face and Tony Yanez,
the makeup artist, did a superb job. I knew instantly that I had to use framing to bring
attention to her face and stunning makeup. Inspired by the gorgeous sunlit grass, I thought
it would be a good choice to have her sit on the grass and use one of her arms as leverage
(a technique I’ll refer to as resting on). So, I asked Tiffany to sit and rest comfortably on
her right arm to relieve the tension from her core.

I still needed to use one arm to frame her face. To accomplish this, I asked her to lean
forward until her left hand could rest on her head, thus creating the frame. To put the final
touches on the pose, I had to lower her left elbow to a natural place where it would make
sense. Her left leg knee made a perfect resting place. I asked her to lean forward even
farther, until her elbow could rest on top of her knee. This move achieved two purposes: it
framed her face with one arm and she looked peaceful doing it.

Goal: Frame her face while sitting.

HCS methods used: Framing and resting on, and resting.



Execution: Hands balanced each other. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned
with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.2: For this assignment, the tone and strength of Daniel’s upper body clearly had
to be featured. But I did not want to use the typical “strong man” pose that I have seen too
many times. A candid approach seemed more suitable. After I work out, I often lean my
body against a wall while I catch my breath, so I thought this idea would work well for
this portrait.
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I asked Daniel to face the wall as if he was exhausted from a workout. To make the
exhaustion more believable, I asked him to rest some of his body weight on his right arm
above his head. From my angle, I did not want to cover his face with his other arm, also
up against the wall, so I just let it hang. This is a great example of posing only one arm.
Also notice how his back is perfectly straight and his head is pivoted from the top of the
spine, as explained in Chapter 1.

Goal: To feature his arms and upper body in a candid way.
HCS methods used: Resting on.

Execution: Hands balanced each other. Only one arm needed to be posed. Fingers



positioned with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.3: Moving the arms away from the torso to reveal the waistline can be done in
different ways. Here, one arm is crossing in front of the body with her left arm behind the
right arm. As you can see, both reveal the waistline. My goal for this photo of my wife
Kim was to create a flattering pose that appears not to have been posed at all. Both my
wife and I prefer relaxed, informal portraits, so to create this relaxed and candid type of
pose, I usually choose resting or resting on as my HCS choice. The pose looks
comfortable, because both arms are resting on a place that makes sense. The key to this
restful look is to raise the leg high enough to give the arm a convenient place to rest on, as
you can see here.

Goal: Candid but flattering portrait.
HCS methods used: Arms resting.

Execution: Hands working together. Both hands were posed. Although fingers are
not visible here, you can still determine that the fingers positioned are posed with an
inviting energy by looking at the position of the arms.

Figure 6.4: This photo illustrates an important point when posing a subject’s hands and



arms. Although most of her right arm is not visible in this photograph, it is actually
responsible for much of the pose. The reason this pose works is because she is resting part
of her body weight on my lighting case, as shown in Figure 6.5. This is why the HCS
works so well. Using the arms as leverage gives you the means to create interesting poses
that otherwise would not be possible. The posing options of the HCS are limited only by
your creativity and imagination.




2. Framing

Framing is a technique designed to draw the viewer’s attention to what’s inside the frame.
In photography, many objects can be used to create the illusion of a frame. When it comes
to the human body, the very shape of our arms allows us to frame something, with each
arm representing two halves of a picture frame and the elbows being the joining corners.
So, if you want to bring attention to your subject’s face, you can bring your subject’s arms
up and fold the forearms over the head to create an “arm” frame around the head. The
same technique could be used to frame a person’s torso, or any other part of the body, for
that matter. It’s simple to execute and evokes a strong response from the viewer to the area
you, the photographer, chose to enclose. Although one arm is enough to bring attention to
that part of the body, both arms working together to form a complete frame will make it
that much more riveting.

Figure 6.6: For this image, I asked model Sydney Bakich to frame her face with the palm
of her hands to the camera. My purpose was to create a visual contradiction. To make a
photo more interesting for the viewer, use visual contradictions. They will be your best
friends. Here’s what I did: I posed Sydney on the ground and used a Hasselblad 100mm
f/2.2 lens to give the image an intimate feel. But the hands framing her face tell a different
story. The fact that she is framing her face no doubt visually isolates her stunning eyes and
lips from the rest of the photo—as if she were telling you what she wanted you to notice
the most. The angle from where this portrait was taken is certainly inviting, but the hands
are posed in a defensive way, ready to protect her face if you get too close. That is the
contradiction. I encourage you to use the visual psychology taught in this book to create
contradictions in your work. It will make the most common photo much more intriguing to
see.
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Figure 6.7: This photo of Travis was taken for an actor headshot. Both arms were used
here to frame his face. Naturally, the arms in an up position couldn’t possibly be
comfortable. The arms also need an excuse to be up there, so I placed my background pole
over his head for him to have something to grab. It is interesting to notice how the frame
formed by his arms is higher above his head than it is beside it, unlike most frames. The
arms are quite versatile, and as long as there is a reasonable excuse for the arms to be
there, you could pretty much get away with anything.
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Goal: Strong but still relaxed pose with a powerful emphasis on the face.

HCS methods used: Framing.
Execution: Hands working together. Both hands were posed. Fingers not visible.

Figure 6.8: I had the pleasure of photographing model Iti during one of my workshops in
the beautiful city of Tallinn, Estonia. As soon as I met her, I was captivated by her
stunning facial features. Her angelic face and the elegant shape of her eyes propelled me
to create a soft and vulnerable pose that would celebrate her exceptional bone structure. To
do this, I knew I would use her arms to frame her face.
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The difference here is that although both hands are by her face, I placed one hand by her
lips and the other by her eyes. This forces you to pay attention to her entire face.
Remember that the viewer’s eyes will follow the hands, so by placing one hand on each
side of her face, the eyes will move from left to right. Furthermore, the hands placed one
higher than the other (as will be explained in further detail in Chapter 9) also force the
viewer’s eyes to travel up and down, giving the position of the hands a more elegant look.
Her fingers were posed pointing toward her to invite the viewer to glance at her face. Most
importantly, her elbows are kept down to ensure they do not create a distraction.

Goal: To showcase Iti’s striking facial bone structure and features.
HCS methods used: Framing.

Execution: Hands working together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned
with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.9: The HCS approach to posing people’s hands and arms is equally suited for
men and women. The purpose for this fashion shoot was to showcase the clothing and
jewelry pieces designed by the winners of the popular TV show “Project Runway.” By
studying the nature of the pieces involved, it is easy to see that the charm the model is
wearing on the right side of the vest did not need any help standing out. It is a large silver
charm placed over a black vest, so the contrast is already there. I thought it would be
better to focus on the necklaces.
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The solution was to position one hand by the unique car necklace to bring attention to it.
Next, the model had green eyes, an unusual trait, so I thought it would be effective to use
his left arm to frame his face. His fingers were angled down to point toward his eyes. To
keep the pose looking relaxed, I had him rest his left arm on his left leg. The two arms are
working in opposing directions and give the photo a great balanced feel.

Goal: To showcase the clothing, accessories, and his green eyes.
HCS methods used: Framing and pointing.

Execution: Hands balanced each other. Both arms were posed. Fingers positioned
with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.10: Making sure this pose would work required a bit more thought. Still, all the
key ingredients of the HCS approach are there. The challenge was that I wanted the arms
to frame her face but be above her head instead of next to it. Holding the weight of both
arms above the head requires much perceived effort, because there is nothing for the arms
to hold on to, as in Figure 6.7. To fix this issue, I used the high-energy/dance move
technique discussed in greater detail in the next section, “Holding.” For now I’ll keep it
simple.
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It is based on the idea that “perceived effort” in a pose can be counterbalanced by having
the model do a high-energy movement, as if caught in the middle of a dance move. This is
precisely what was done here. The model Tiffany moved her hips quite drastically to
simulate a dance move and thus gave the arms permission to be up over her head.

Goal: To frame her face with both arms over her head.
HCS methods used: Framing.

Execution: Hands working together. Both arms were posed. Fingers positioned with
a defensive energy.

Figure 6.11: Unlike in Figure 6.10 the arms in this photo were comfortably resting on the
hips. Because the arms had a place to rest, the high-energy pose technique mentioned
earlier was not necessary. The perceived effort required for the arms to be where they are
here is minimal. Therefore, the hips can be in a more normal position. Both arms are
working together to create a complete frame around her torso. A full frame brings the
viewer’s attention to her beautiful figure.
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Goal: To frame her body and dress with both arms.

HCS methods used: Framing.

Execution: Hands working together. Both arms were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.

Figure 6.12: In this case, the model is standing up with her arms tightly framing her face,
bringing your attention right to it. Because her eyes are closed, making her appear
vulnerable, I had her turn her hands (with her fingers pointed away from her) in a
defensive position. This creates an interesting energy, evokes emotion, and subconsciously
forces you to look at the image to investigate the overall feel of the portrait.
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Goal: Rigid, standing pose with a powerful emphasis on the face.
HCS methods used: Framing.

Execution: Hands working together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned
with a defensive energy.

3. Holding

In photography, having a subject hold an object is a powerful tool that we can use to our
advantage. Giving the hands something to hold automatically gives them permission to be
just about anywhere.

Let’s say, for example, we want our model to have her arms straight down. We have
already established that this would force the brain to see the dangling hands as useless and
a distraction. Now, put a purse in one of the model’s hands and everything changes. This
time, the brain will see the hands as a tool responsible for holding that purse. The hands
now have a purpose, and they are no longer a distraction.

Keep in mind that if your subject is holding an object, such as a purse, with the arm bent at
an angle greater than 90 degrees (obtuse angle), the object will not draw as much attention
away from the face. This angle will enable you to make the photo about your subject who
happens to be holding a purse. But if the arm holding the purse is bent less than 90 degrees
(acute angle), the energy of the photo will transfer more to the purse itself, instead of the



person holding it.

This is because of the “perceived effort.” Holding something with your arms sharply bent
(acute angle) requires much more effort than holding something with your arms straight
down. The viewer’s brain automatically wonders, “What is so important about that purse
or object that it is worth the effort to hold it up so high?” Such poses tend to force the
viewer to pay more attention to the object. However, there is one exception to this rule.

If the photo of the person holding the object is caught in the middle of a high-energy pose,
such as a dance move or a jovial jump, then the person can hold the purse or object pretty
much anywhere without the brain reacting to it. This is because the duration of any poses
in such high-energy moves is usually extremely short—and the brain doesn’t see it as a
position that would tire the arms. So if you want to have the purse over your subject’s
head without drawing attention to it, simply have your subject jump as she swings the
purse above her head.

Figure 6.13: Holding an object is a great way to give a model’s hands an excuse to be
where they are. Just remember when using the “holding” HCS method to keep in mind the
perceived effort of holding that object. For example, in this photograph featuring the
Chanel purse, I wanted to go for a candid feel when Tiffany held the purse. Her arms are
resting on her legs; this means the perceived effort to hold the purse is low. Low perceived
effort usually means less importance is given to the purse. To rectify this issue and
increase the viewer’s attention on the purse, I had Tiffany frame it with her right arm. The
result is a candid way of holding the purse, but it still places strong emphasis on the
product by combining holding with framing.
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Goal: Candid photo of Tiffany holding the Chanel purse.
HCS methods used: Holding and framing.

Execution: Hands working together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned
with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.14: Compare this photograph with Figure 6.13. In both photos, the model is
giving her hands context by holding the purse. The difference is the perceived effort
holding it. In this case, the model is not resting her hand on anything while holding the
Chanel. She is carrying the entire weight of the purse and her arm in that position. You can
imagine that this pose could become tiring. That is exactly why the viewer’s brain will
ask, “Why is that object worth that level of effort and discomfort?” To find the answer,
you must look at the purse. That is the goal of all advertising photography—for you to
look at the product!
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It is worth noticing that although the model is holding the purse with her fingers, they are
still soft and bent naturally. This is imperative! If the fingers were posed in a rigid manner,
or one finger was randomly sticking out, it would completely shift your attention to the
fingers, instead of the product.

Goal: High perceived effort photo of Tiffany holding the Chanel purse.
HCS methods used: Holding and framing.

Execution: Hands balanced each other. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned
with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.15: I had just purchased this beautiful Leica M6 camera from my wife’s
coworker. I have always been a big fan of the superb details that Leica builds into their M
series cameras, so my goal was to take a candid photograph featuring the exquisite design
of the Leica.
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To showcase the camera’s beauty, I combined holding and framing. To achieve this, I
asked Kim to hold the camera in a natural position, as if she were looking at the knobs and
dials on top of the camera. This gives the hands purpose and context. Both her arms are
working together to create a full frame around the camera. The final touch was to have
Kim looking at the camera to further focus the viewer’s attention on it. This works well,
because when people look at a photo of a person, they always want to know what that
person is looking at. Notice that even though the photo has bright colors and a beautiful
bright landscape—much brighter than the camera for that matter—your attention still
travels straight to the camera.

Goal: Candid photo of Kim holding and featuring the Leica M6 camera.
HCS methods used: Holding and framing.

Execution: Hands worked together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.

Figure 6.16: I needed a creative way to photograph the elaborate designs of Anita’s henna
art. In so many photos, the bride simply turns her arms and hands toward the camera to
show the artwork, so I was determined to display the henna designs in a candid way. First,
I needed to give the hands and arms context—an excuse to be where they were. What
better way than to have her hold her earrings? This forces her arms to be bent at the
perfect angle to show off the beautiful henna designs on her arms in natural way.
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Goal: Candid photo of Anita featuring the henna designs on her arms.

HCS methods used: Holding.

Execution: Hands worked together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.



Figure 6.17: This photo is a great example of one of the easiest and most common ways
to pose a woman wearing a dress. This happens to be a wedding dress, but the method
works just as well with any dress. To keep her hands from dangling, simply ask the subject
to slightly hold up her dress. This pose achieves two things: her elbows bend, and her
hands have something to do. As the saying goes, “two birds with one stone.” Be careful
about how high she holds up her dress, since this will affect the angle of the arm. Too
high, and her elbow will be bent at 90 degrees, creating a barrier and, consequently, a
distraction.

Goal: Give the bride something natural to do with her hands.
HCS methods used: Holding.

Execution: Hands worked together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.

Figure 6.18: This image was taken on the island of Kauai, Hawaii in a small hut in a tiny
village that no longer exists. The hut was too low to stand up in, which is why I had the
bride sit down. To engage the hands, I asked her to hold her long veil in front of her, close
to her heart. Then I adjusted the veil near the bride’s head to frame her face with it.
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Goal: To engage her hands by creating a frame around her face using the veil.




HCS methods used: Holding.

Execution: Hands worked together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.

Figure 6.19: I love this image because of its melancholic and romantic nature. The part
that I find interesting is that the hands are largely responsible for what makes this photo
work. First, the bride’s eyes, although closed, are pointed toward the hands. Second, the
hands are perfectly framed by the window curtain at the back of the room. These two
points give the hands great importance.
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My first concern was that this photo was going to be a partial silhouette, so creating gaps
between the parts of the body to give them definition was very important. I noticed that
she was wearing a bracelet, so I asked her to take it off and put it back on again. But I had
to be more specific than just “put it back on.” I positioned her arms myself to make sure
that one arm was lower than the other from the perspective of the camera. This would
ensure the clear definition of each arm in the silhouette. The hint of the dress on the right
gives the suggestion that she has a big day ahead of her, so I had her close her eyes while
she puts on the bracelet to show her reflecting on the meaning of the events that were
about to unfold. The lesson to be learned here is that the way you decide to pose hands has
to coincide with the overall feeling and energy you are looking for in the photographs you
take.

Goal: To engage her hands with an action that evokes emotion.
HCS methods used: Holding.



Execution: Hands worked together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.

4. Pointing

It is no surprise that we use our fingers to point at something we want people to notice. We
have been doing this since before we could walk. Our fingers have always been used as
pointing devices. Best of all, regardless of where you are in the world, people will
universally understand and know what to do when you point your finger. They will react
by looking at whatever is in that direction. This is a powerful piece of information when
posing people, because where the fingers go, the viewer’s attention will follow.

Remember that the face automatically commands the most attention, but the fingers are
always a close second. In a photo where both the face and the subject’s hands are showing,
people looking at your photo will always turn their attention to the face first, and then,
without a doubt, their attention goes to where the hands are. Equipped with this
knowledge, you can choose exactly what part of your subject’s body you want to
showcase.

If, for example, you are photographing a model with an emphasis on the makeup, bring
the hands up to the face. If you would like more of the viewer’s attention to be on just the
lips, have the model’s fingertips gently point toward the lips. People will follow the
fingertips like a dog chasing a cat. Fingertips can be used to subconsciously bring the
viewer’s attention to a model’s purse, simply by placing her hand near the purse with her
fingers softly pointing toward it. The best way to remember this is to think of hands as
having two distinct parts: the hand and the fingertips. Think of it this way: The position of
the hands will direct your viewer’s attention to a general area, and the fingertips will
pinpoint exactly where you want the viewer to look.

Figure 6.20: We all know that fingers have always been used for pointing. When a person
points at something, you can’t help but look in the direction of the finger. It’s an instant
reaction. This HCS technique is no different. During a shoot, I noticed Laura’s lips were
absolutely stunning. Out of the five available HCS choices to give the hands context, I
quickly picked pointing and framing to draw the viewer’s attention to her lips. I covered
her eyes with hair to ensure that her eyes would not distract people. I then used her
fingertips to do two jobs: to point and to frame her lips.
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Goal: To strongly feature Laura’s lips.
HCS methods used: Pointing and framing

Execution: Hands worked together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.

Figure 6.21: This is a powerful example of how the hands can engage viewers and have
them feel a connection with the subject in the photograph. Even though you probably
don’t know the model Tiffany, you feel as though she is inviting you into her life. The
reason for this is largely based on the way her hands are positioned. The hands are framing
the heart, the fingers are positioned toward her, giving and inviting energy, and her fingers
are also pointing toward the heart region softly and delicately.
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Any time you pose the female model’s hands around the heart region, you will be
rewarded with a similar result. In this case, one hand is posed higher than the other, but
both hands can also be at the same height. The trick is to position the hands to frame the
heart. The possible combinations to achieve this are endless, and I encourage you to take
this example and create 10 or more variations of the hands gently framing the heart. Try it
with the model standing, laying down, sitting, and so forth. Position the hands closer
together or farther apart from the heart. Just don’t block it. Use your imagination and
enjoy the process.

Goal: To frame the heart by gently pointing the fingers in the heart’s general
direction.

HCS methods used: Pointing and framing.

Execution: Hands worked together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.

Figures 6.22 and 6.23: I thoroughly enjoy using the hands and fingers to put the final
touches on this portrait. Hands are sensual and beautiful, and if posed right, they add a
tremendous amount of meaning to any image. Posed wrong, and your photo will fail.
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These two photographs are an example of how much the hands contribute to the feeling of
a photograph. Notice how the fingers are gently pointing toward the lips. The position of
the hands and fingertips evoke much of the emotion that you might feel when looking at
this image. Unlike in Figure 6.20, I didn’t use the model’s fingers to frame the lips. This is
pure pointing. You can see how powerful the pointing option of the HCS can be.

Goal: To evoke emotion and bring attention to the model’s lips.
HCS methods used: Pointing.

Execution: Hands worked together. Only one hand was posed. Fingers positioned
with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.24: Try to imagine what this portrait would look like without the hands in the
frame. You probably would notice her dress and earrings, as well as her beautiful eyes.
Now, turn your attention to the image as is. You immediately looked straight at her eyes,
right? You can’t help it, because she is framing and pointing directly at them. The makeup
artist, Tony, did a great job with the smoky eye makeup, so I wanted to feature them and
call all your attention to her eyes. As photographers, we decide where the viewer’s
attention will go. Be selective and execute that vision.
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Goal: To bring most of the viewer’s attention to Tiffany’s eyes.

HCS methods used: Pointing and framing.
Execution: Hands worked together. Both hands were posed. Fingers positioned with
an inviting energy.

5. Connecting

Touching is the act of connecting. When you gently touch another person’s shoulder, you
are connecting with that person. Connecting through touch is one of the most primitive
and instinctive human interactions. It is the way we bond with others.

When looking at a group photo where everyone is connected to each other through touch,
you will inadvertently feel a sense of strong camaraderie between them. The tool of choice



to show human connection through touch is... you guessed it, the hands and arms.

In many cases, a connection between men is made with the arms. One great aspect of
touch is that it can be effective between, for example, two guys, two friends, father and
daughter, siblings, lovers, etc. In other words, if connecting people through photography is
what you want to do, then touch can be used to connect anyone who is in front of your
camera, regardless of the relationship between them. Connecting can also be done with an
individual, but it is best suited for two or more people.

Figure 6.25: Few photos that I can think of portray the power of connection through touch
better than this photo. Knowing how strong telling a story through touch can be, you will
be more sensitive to these moments and compose the shot to focus the viewer’s attention
right on that connection.

-
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Remember what I said before. Know what you want to show and crop accordingly.
Creative cropping is one of the most underused yet most powerful tools in your arsenal.
Take a minute to study this photo.

Ask yourself what kind of bond you think these two people have. Judging only by the way
the bride is touching the little girl’s hand, what kind of person do you think this bride is?
By going through the process of answering these questions, it will make you more aware
of the variety of emotions different kinds of touch can communicate. The body language
of the touch itself can give you many hints about the connection between the people
involved.



Goal: To show the connection between the bride and the flower girl through the use
of touch.

HCS methods used: Connecting through touch.

Execution: Hands balanced each other. Only one hand was posed. Fingers
positioned with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.26: Here is a typical family photo during a wedding. It shows the faces of the
people in the group, but that’s as far it goes. This photo fails to communicate anything
about their relationships. What’s missing here? The hands! They are not engaged at all.
There is no connection between them through touch. Most of their hands are just kept to

themselves.

6.26

Compare this image with Figure 6.27. There’s a world of difference! Every person here is
connected to another by touch. You even get a sense of their personalities and relationship.

6.27

Goal: To create a connection to each family member.

HCS methods used: Connecting through touch.

Execution: Hands balanced each other. Only one of their hands was posed. Fingers



positioned with an inviting energy.

Figure 6.28: This group photo has to be one of my all-time favorite group shots and an
example I use when teaching students how to create a connection between people in a
group scenario. This technique of “connecting” is invaluable if you are a portrait or family
photographer. Parents buy photos that show not only what the family looks like but also
the connection between each of them.
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For this example, notice how much friendship and love shows between the people who are
connecting with others through touch. Notice the difference in perceived feeling in the
places where connections are being made. For example, the bride’s right hand is on the
bridesmaid’s arm, whereas her left hand is touching the other bridesmaid’s hand. Notice
how the woman on the right is creating the connection by wrapping her arms around the
man’s right arm, instead of holding his hand. Last but not least, look how the man in the
photo is making the connection with the woman to his left by gently placing his left hand
respectfully on her shoulder. Each of these different places where a connection is made
tells a different story. With time, dedication, and practice, you will become an expert at
what kinds of connections you want to create and how to achieve them.

Figure 6.29: This is a family photo of Italian friends I had the pleasure of photographing
in the old city of Cortona, Italy during my friend Kenny Kim’s wedding. The portrait was
taken very quickly, as we made our way to the car that would take us to the ceremony.
Because it was a family portrait, I immediately chose Connecting as my HCS tool of
choice. To make sure everyone had a connection to each other, I had Max (the father)
stand in the middle and wrap one arm around his wife Cristiana and his other arm around



his son Freddy. So far everything looked good, but there was no connection between
Freddy and his mother Cristiana. I asked Freddy to hold his mom’s hand to complete the
circle and create an enduring connection.
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Something to Think About

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the Hand/Arm Context System was one of
my biggest motivations for writing this book. After feeling the pain of numerous,
frustrated photographers worldwide, including myself, about how to for once and for all
tackle the concern of posing the hands and arms, I was extremely motivated to share with
you the HCS idea that I created to help myself deal with this never-ending issue.

HCS gives you five ways to give the hands context and purpose so that the brain sees them
as a complement to the image and not as a distraction. And there are only three execution
concepts that you need to learn. That is a total of eight items to master, which surpasses
trying to memorize thousands of hand and arm positions. The examples in this chapter are
only a representation of hundreds of combinations available. But the good news is that all
the combinations fall within the HCS.

I suggest that you take a closer took at fashion and portrait magazines. Notice the ads for
such items as makeup, watches, clothing, and jewelry. For every photo you see in the
magazine spreads, go through the HCS list in your head. Now that you have the HCS in
place, it is up to you to create amazing photos using your own vision. Enjoy the learning



journey, always keep pushing, and reap the benefits from knowing what you are doing
instead of guessing and hoping.

On Your Own
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7. Stylizing Hands and Fingers: Advanced Techniques

In the previous chapter, we discussed giving the arms and hands context so that our brains
do not see them as major diversions. This chapter will focus in depth on the positioning of
the hands and fingers for both genders. I will suggest poses that make a woman’s hand
appear more feminine and a man’s hand appear stronger and more masculine. Remember
that these are suggestions and not rules. You can follow them, change them, or break them
if the pose will benefit from your decision.

Fingers are such a small part of our body, yet in photography they can cause so much
trouble. The simple reason is that fingers posed wrong create such a distraction that it will
draw attention away from a subject’s face. Fingers often force us to look at wherever they
are pointing, and they also can tell the viewer whether the person in the photo is relaxed or
stressed. Hands can also make an ordinary headshot into something quite special. Figure
7.1 would not be such an impressive portrait if it weren’t for the model’s hands and fingers
gracefully framing her face.




Posing Male vs. Female Hands

Photographers need to take different approach when posing a woman’s hands and a man’s
hands. The differences are subtle, but you should know them. The photos above show you
some of the most common issues with hands for both men and women.

Figure 7.2: This shows the correct hand and thumb position. Notice that the gap between
the tip of the thumb and the index finger is about one inch. Two inches apart is still
reasonable, but any more and the width will begin to attract negative attention. The rest of
the fingers are curved naturally and the whole hand appears relaxed.

7.2

Figure 7.3: The thumb is too far from the index finger. The angle between the thumb and
the index finger is almost 90 degrees, which is never good. The fingers are rigid and tense.
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Figure 7.4: Again, the thumb is too far from the index finger. The hand is completely
tense. All the fingers are pointing in different directions, creating a distraction.



Female Hand Suggestions
Female hands should look elongated, graceful, and relaxed.

Fingers visible to the camera should be shown from knuckle to fingertip and should
be elegantly curved.

All fingers should point in the same direction, with a subtle gap equally spaced
between them.

Wrists should not appear broken. Wrists should be either straight or naturally
curved.

Whenever possible, it is preferable that the side of the subject’s hand face the
camera.

When posing a woman’s hand, try to avoid showing the back of the hand to the camera,
especially if the female subject’s fingers are not very visible. If the fingers are tucked into
the hand, it will resemble a fist, which is not very feminine or graceful. Compare Figure
7.1 to Figure 7.5. The body language portrayed in these two images is poles apart. Notice
that by showing the back of the hand to the camera and tucking in the fingers, the hand



appears to be tough and masculine. This is clearly not recommended for women, although
it could work in your favor if you are going for a masculine/powerful look. Because this
was an editorial fashion shoot, the so-called “rules” were broken to force you to pay
attention to the photo. The position of the hands helps create anticipation, and since you
can’t see her face, the pose gives you no choice but to wonder what she looks like. Be
aware that the smallest details will elevate your skill level from an amateur to a pro.

7.5

For example, turn your attention to Figure 7.6. Can you detect the problem? Take a
minute to study the image and go through the list of the five suggestions for posing
women’s hands listed above. Here is the breakdown of this image: Her right hand is
elongated, relaxed, and graceful. It is posed on its side and the fingers are perfectly
curved. All the fingers are pointing in the same direction, and the hand does not have any
visible tension.
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Now, look at her left hand. The hand is caressing her hair, so it is posed with context, as
described in the HCS in Chapter 6. But for this particular beauty portrait, the entire width
of her left hand is visible. Notice how much more you stare at her left hand than her right
hand, even though her right hand is next to her face. The issue can be easily fixed by
slightly turning her hand counterclockwise so that her pinky finger is the first to show, or
it is closest to the camera. Go through this process often with your photos. It will greatly
help you become aware of the little things while you are still shooting.

Figure 7.7 violates many of the five posing suggestions. The right hand looks tense, and
although the thumb should be visible, it is not. When a finger should be visible and it isn’t
there, it is a major irritation, because the viewer is trying to figure out where that finger
went. The fingers of her right hand are not elegantly curved; in fact, they are straight and
rigid. The thumb also does not show on the right hand, and there are no subtle gaps
between the fingers.



FINGERS ARE
STRAIGHT AND
THERE 15 NO 5PACE
BETWEEN THEM
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In the likely event that the woman’s hands are holding something to give them context, the
five suggestions can still be followed. Naturally, the object that the woman is holding
should be light enough so that it doesn’t cause visible tension in the fingers, since holding
something creates the potential for a lot of problems, such as awkwardly bent fingers. Go
through the list while you are posing your subject. Eventually, this list will become second
nature and you will be doing it without even thinking about it.

Figure 7.8 is an example of how hands holding something are correctly posed. At first
glance, the first thing you might notice is how elegant the portrait is. The pose, from the
body, head, expression, hips, arms, and hands, appears effortless, and nothing breaks that
harmony. As I was posing the bride for this portrait, I knew that the wrists were going to
be my greatest potential issue.
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I took great care that she hold the veil delicately, paying close attention to each and every
finger. I adjusted her wrists so that they would be bent just enough to keep her arm
continuous. Bent any farther, and the wrist would violate suggestion No. 4, that the wrists
should not appear broken. Now that you have seen an example of a correctly posed hand
holding something, let’s look at a similar photo in which the hand was posed incorrectly.

In Figure 7.9, the hand breaks the flow of the image. The fingers holding the veil are
posed similarly to Figure 7.8, but this time the fingers are curved inward too much,
creating the shape of a fist. Also, the wrist was bent upward past the point of comfort. Try
bending your wrist this way, and you will quickly find out how much effort it requires.
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One way to have the hands hold something skillfully is to have the model pinch it with the
thumb and middle finger, and let the other fingers relax. Although the thumb is doing the
pinching, the joints will still be gracefully curved. This technique works well when
holding a dress or a veil. It is unfortunate how a simple oversight with the hands can
completely destroy the flow of an otherwise beautiful photograph.

Male Hand Suggestions
A man’s hand should appear wide, strong, and relaxed. See Figure 7.2.

Having the back of the hand face the camera is preferable, but the hand seen from
the side also works well. See Figure 7.2.

Fingers can be curved more than a woman’s hand, and even making a relaxed fist is
acceptable. See Figure 7.2.

Fingers should all be pointing in the same direction, or it will create a distraction.
See Figure 7.4.

A small gap (similar in size between fingers) or no gap at all is acceptable for men.
See Figure 7.2.



When not holding onto an object, the thumb should not be more than three inches
from the index finger to avoid approaching a distracting 90-degree angle between
the thumb and index finger. See Figure 7.3.

When posing men’s hands, you can take more liberties than when posing women’s hands.
Men’s hands, for example, can be made into a fist and face the camera, as you can see in
Figure 7.10. This will show strength and will make the hand broad, which is desirable.
However, the hands should always be relaxed. No tension should be detected in any
finger, even when a hand is making a fist. A common issue you will find when posing men
is the likelihood of spreading their fingers too far apart. Be aware of this so you can
correct it when you see it, and trust me, you will see it.

7.10



Hand in the Pockets

The most common way to pose a man’s hand is to simply ask him to put it in his pocket.
When I entered photography competitions such as the Wedding and Portrait Photographers
International (WPPI) 16x20 print competition held in Las Vegas every year, judges would
keep pointing out the displacement of my subject’s fingers. I quickly made the decision
that I would take more time and effort to know exactly how I would pose the hands and
fingers.

I remembered asking my clients if they would just put their hand in their pocket. Then, I
realized that I was not being specific enough in my instructions. Most men have a
tendency to put four fingers in the pocket with the thumb hanging outside. Although the
viewer can assume that the reason why he/she doesn’t see the fingers is because they are
inside the pocket, the very fact that the brain has to question the pose makes it a
distraction. Leaving just the one finger outside the pocket looks very strange, as Figure
7.11 shows.

7.11

In my opinion, the best way to handle this situation is to simply put the whole hand in the
pocket, as shown in Figure 7.12. Putting all the fingers, including the thumb, inside the
pocket minimizes the risk of a finger peeking out. Figure 7.13 is a prime example of the
improvement we see when placing the whole hand in the pocket. The black tuxedo jacket
would create a high-contrast background for any fingers popping out of the pocket, so this
photo required specific directions on how to pose both hands.
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I encourage you to do the same. Don’t be complacent about giving general directions and
hoping it all works out. If you take the time to learn the material in this chapter and
carefully implement the suggested poses, you will substantially increase the number of
great photographs that you take.

Posing Couples’ Hands and Fingers

It is imperative that, as photographers, we arrange the hands and fingers of couples
correctly. Posing couples is about capturing a personal connection between them. The
photo is a candid moment that tells a story and speaks to the viewer about who they are.

Let’s begin by looking at Figure 7.14, a photo in which the hands are posed correctly. If
you recall my earlier suggestions on how pose the hands, you will quickly see why this
photo works. The serene, quiet moment the couple is experiencing is intact, even though
all of their hands and fingers are showing. The woman’s hand is elongated, and there is a
subtle gap between each finger. Their thumbs are close to the index fingers, and the
couple’s fingers are all pointing in the same direction. Most importantly, there is zero
tension present in both of their hands.
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Fingers Piled on Top of Each Other

If you decide to pose a couple, and one person is behind the other, it is most likely that the
couple will put their hands together. If this happens, you must make sure that you cannot
see every finger. They will form a cluster, and your brain will be distracted trying to count
all the fingers that are mingled together. To avoid this issue, use one hand to cover the
fingers of the other.

In Figure 7.15, although the couple’s hands are on top of each other, I placed the bride’s
hand in such a way that it blocks almost all of the groom’s fingers from view. Now that
you see the bride’s hand and very little of the groom’s hand, the viewer’s attention focuses
on their facial expressions. Let’s see what happens if you forget to block the other person’s
fingers.

7.15

Figure 7.16 is the worst-case scenario. One person’s fingers are actually in between the
other’s. The gap between each finger also is too wide. Be sure to keep this in mind the
next time you are working with a couple. Take your time to see every aspect of the pose
before you push the shutter button.
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Holding Hands

As I mentioned in the previous section, when one person’s fingers are next to the other
person’s fingers in a photo, it’s quite distracting. Yet when a couple is holding hands, it is
more than likely that they will interlock fingers.

Gripping the hand is another common problem when a couple holds hands. To keep the
hands looking soft, the photographer must make sure that they are together, without any
interlocking or gripping. The best way to determine whether the hands are well posed is if
one person moves gently away from the other, their hands should come apart effortlessly.
Any gripping or interlocking will create some tension, and the hands will not come apart
as easily as they should.

Figure 7.17 is an example of the fingers interlocking. Notice how the fingertips of each
person are curved until they touch the back of the other’s hand; particularly notice the
groom’s thumb. If this happens, it should be a red flag for the photographer. In this
scenario, not only are there interlocking fingers but gripping as well. If you were to
separate the couple gently, the tension in their interlocked fingers would prevent them
from smoothly breaking apart.
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Gripping can be easily detected in Figure 7.18. Notice the callout. The bride’s fingers and
thumb are actually wrapped around the bridesmaid’s arm. At this point you are probably
asking yourself, “So, why did Roberto take this photo?” I took the photo because, in my
opinion, the candid expressions on all the bridesmaids’ faces trump perfection in the hands
and arms.

7.18

Imagine that I had made the bridesmaids laugh and look beautiful, as they do in this photo,
and then, I had them stop laughing and reset the whole pose because I noticed an
imperfection in the fingers. Photographers must be aware of these posing issues so we
notice and fix them, if we can. But we should never let perfectionism about these little



details prevent us from doing our job. It’s a balance! Capturing a great moment or a
priceless expression is more important than anything else.

A proper hand-holding position can be seen in Figure 7.19. Notice how tenderly and
gracefully the couple is holding hands. There is no trace of tension in any of their fingers.
There is no gripping, because the fingers are not wrapped around the other person’s hand.
The groom’s thumb cannot complete the grip, because his thumb is placed gently on the
center of the back of her hand, nowhere near his other fingers. Compare Figure 7.19 to the
strong grip in Figure 7.20. You can see now how much tension is evident in their hands.
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Using the Hands to Block a Double Chin

For anyone, it can be dreadfully embarrassing to be seen in a photograph with a double
chin. Nobody wants that, yet many of us do have a double chin. When photographing a
single person, we can hide a double chin by raising his/her chin a little, shooting from a
higher angle, and using a long lens to compress the face.

But when photographing a couple, we cannot always use those techniques. This is when
the hands and fingers become important. We can use a woman'’s caress as a disguise to
hide a person’s double chin. But it must be done correctly, or it will backfire. Hands draw
attention to themselves, so when using this disguise technique, keep in mind that the hand
should be placed right under the chin with the fingers pointing toward the neck or the ears,
preferably the ears. Also remember these tips:

Follow all the finger-posing suggestions listed at the beginning of this chapter to
avoid bringing unwanted attention to hands.

The hand cannot be covering the man’s face, and the fingers should not be spread
too far apart.

Figure 7.21 is an example of the disguise technique done properly. Notice the woman’s
hand is in the perfect position to hide the man’s chin without blocking his face, and it
appears to be nothing more than an innocent caress. Her fingers are soft and spread just
wide enough. Clearly, this man does not have a double chin, but if he did, this technique
would conceal it in a very natural way.
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Figure 7.22 is another example of this technique but with a very different pose. In this
case, you can see how both hands are engaged in the pose. One hand is gently on top of
his, welcoming his touch, and the other hand is caressing his face and naturally blocking
his chin. Although this pose is well done, it would have been slightly better if her hand on
his face were a little farther down so that her fingers would be pointing to his ear and not
the back of his neck.
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8. Origin of Hands and Fingers

This chapter was written for those of you with a burning desire to fine-tune your images.
We will be discussing the issue of what I like to call the “creepy hand.” Whether you are
an amateur or a professional photographer, a model, a bride, a mom, or a dad, we have all
been inclined to place our hands around the shoulders or hips of others when posing for a
photo. It seems like a perfectly normal reaction, and it is, but it looks aesthetically
awkward in a photograph.

As a result of this action, you’ll see random hands or fingers coming from different places
with no clue as to their origin. To maximize the quality of your photograph, these
distractions must be minimized, and, if possible, eliminated. Use this chapter to become
aware of the “creepy hands” issue during photo shoots. It is a minor adjustment to make,
but pushing yourself to be tidier and more aware of these small details will have a
considerable impact on your work.

When the Origin of the Hands Is Visible

Take a minute to study Figure 8.1 carefully. Most likely, you are drawn to the active and
joyous pose and to the facial expressions of the bride and groom. You might also notice
the beautiful pattern of trees in the background, creating a perfect backdrop for the couple.
There is probably one aspect of this photograph that you did not notice or pay any

attention to: the hands.
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The hands are clearly visible, but they all make sense. Each visible hand has context and a
purpose for being there. Also, it is clear where each of the visible hands come from. There
is absolutely no doubt that the arm picking up the veil is the bride’s and the hand wrapped
around the bride’s waist is the groom’s. Pretty much every aspect of posing the hands/arms
and fingers covered in this book is well represented in this photograph. A well-executed
arm/hand position does not attract unwanted attention. The hands, arms, and fingers are
simply there. All the viewer’s interest is on the couple and the composition of the
photograph, as it should be.

Hands without clear origins can occur on either side of the subject’s body: the side facing
the camera and the side facing away from the camera. This chapter focuses primarily on
the side of the subject’s body facing away from the camera. That’s the side where most of
these problems originate.

In Figure 8.1, the hands issue was handled very well. It is easy to see why the side of the
body facing the camera is not a problem. You can quickly make the visual connection
between the groom’s right hand and his right arm. But the bride’s right hand could have
potentially wrapped too far around the groom’s left shoulder, making her hand, but not her
arm, visible to the camera. That would have introduced an unconnected hand coming out
of his back. Definitely not ideal!

Fortunately, I spoke to the bride about this issue before I took the photo to prevent it from
happening. Take a look at Figure 8.2. When I originally posed this couple, I saw the
groom’s hand, but his entire arm was hidden from the camera. His hand was all by itself,
without a clear origin. To solve this issue, I simply asked the couple to rotate their bodies
clockwise, until more of his arm was visible to the camera. That way, it was obvious that
the hand on the bride’s back belonged to the groom.
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There’s no need to show the whole arm; just show enough arm to make the connection
between the hand and the arm. Remember, the brain is very picky. If something is “off” or
it doesn’t make sense, the brain instinctively tries to figure out the strange situation. Then
all of the viewer’s attention focuses on the problem, rather than on the people in the
photograph.

Hands Placed Across Another Person on the Side Away from the Camera

The problem of hands without clear origins is so common in photography that we must be
constantly diligent to avoid it. It is human nature to wrap one’s arms around loved ones.
So let it happen—but make the necessary adjustments to ensure that it looks natural. And
just keep in mind that when a couple is hugging that there will be cases where, depending
on the photographer’s angle, there will inevitably be one hand without a clear origin. This
will be discussed in Chapter 9. For now, let’s take a look at two images. One image has the
“no origin” problem, and the other illustrates how to solve the issue.

First the problem image (Figure 8.3). The embrace between the bride and her niece is
candid and real. But this does not mean that you should ignore the issue with the hands.
Both the bride’s hand and the niece’s hand have no visible origin, because their own
bodies are blocking their arms from view. We need to see at least a portion of both arms to
make sense of the hands. In a situation like this, the solution is to simply move the hands
just enough so that they are completely blocked from the camera’s view.
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The other solution (Figure 8.4) to this problem is to create a gap between their bodies just
wide enough to show a portion of the arm of the hand in question. In this example, I made
a small adjustment to their pose to obtain a clear view of the bridesmaid’s arm. I know this
sounds strange, but now the hand wrapped around the bride has an arm attached to it. It
makes sense, so our brains do not see it as a red flag, and we can focus on the relationship
of these two women portrayed in the photograph.
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Flash Card

There are two solutions for the issue of disembodied hands on the side away from
the camera:

* To hide: Say you’re taking a photo of a person hugging another person. One
individual’s hand wrapped around the other person is visible to the camera. Ask

that individual to move the hand just enough behind the other person to hide it
from the camera’s view.

* To give the hand an origin: If a person’s hand wrapped around another person
is visible to the camera, create a small gap between the two people so that the
camera can see the arm that goes with the hand.

When done properly, the results can be very pleasing to the eye. Keep this in mind when
photographing anyone, from two people to a family portrait. Notice in Figure 8.5 how
only the hands on the side facing the camera are visible to the viewer. All the other hands
are neatly tucked away. Imagine that the woman on the right had put her right hand over
her dad’s shoulder farthest from the camera (his right shoulder). That would have



introduced a hand where there should be only faces. It would, in my opinion, ruin the
portrait.
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Figure 8.6 further illustrates how distracting the hand over the shoulder can be. There is
not enough separation between the couple or enough contrast between her left arm and the
wall to make sense of her left hand randomly appearing over his shoulder. In fact, even the
groom’s right-hand fingers should have been completely tucked behind her arm.



Figure 8.7 has the same issue as Figure 8.3. I am showing you this photo to emphasize
how frequently this issue occurs. Whether your subjects are children or adults, expect
them to put their hands over people’s shoulders or across waistlines with the fingers
seeming to appear from nowhere.



8.7

Okay, so now you are probably wondering how you’re supposed to capture a great
photograph without getting bogged down in the details of the pose. My approach has
always been the same: a good moment or expression always trumps posing perfection.
However, the more we are aware of these little mishaps, the better chance we have of
doing something about them. The issue of the creepy hands should not be ignored. If you
are on vacation and you ask a stranger to take a photo of you and your spouse, you
probably will appreciate and use this chapter’s techniques to improve the photo. After all,
the stranger’s not going to tell you to hide your hands behind your spouse. And at your
next shoot, be aware of creepy fingers and do something about it. Your photos will look
better!



On Your Own
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9. Avoid Mirroring

The photos that appear the most natural and believable are ones in which one of the
subject’s hands or feet is posed higher than the other. In other words, the arms or feet are
not “mirroring” each other. Chapter 6 discusses how a hand has the power to attract the
viewer’s attention more than most other parts of the body. If this happens with just one
hand, imagine both hands working together.

The purpose of this chapter is to fine-tune the position of hands when they are posed near
the same part of the body. For example, if your subject has his/her hands near the face,
consider placing one hand higher than the other. In most cases, if you place your subject’s
hands around his/her face and the hands are at the same height, the viewer will focus on
the hands rather than the face. You can use the same technique when posing a man and
woman hugging, since they’ll tend to rest their hands on their torsos. By being aware of
these issues, you can make more informed decisions when posing hands.

One Hand Higher than the Other with Individuals

In Chapter 6 we discussed framing as a way to give the hands context. But to create a
graceful or elegant frame around the face, we must position the hands at slightly different
heights. To compare, take a look at Figure 9.1. We’ve already discussed the finger
positions, so let’s just focus on the vertical positions of the hands framing her face.
Imagine her right hand (the lower one) at ear level, like the other hand. Not to sound
harsh, but it would look a bit like Dumbo ears, right? This is why it’s worthwhile to
consider lowering one hand or raising the other. It still creates a frame, but one that’s more
visually appealing.



9.1

When both hands are at the same level, it gives a very different feel to the photograph.
Most of the time, it appears as if the subject was just following directions from the
photographer. To demonstrate this point, in Figure 9.2 I had the model place her hands at
the same level near her neck. The pose appears forced, and the hands bring unwanted
attention to her neck instead of her face. Even worse, the model is expending so much
energy posing that it cheapens the photograph.



9.2

Figure 9.3 is an example of this technique applied to a bridal portrait taken at the Beverly
Hills Hotel. As I said earlier, the posing techniques discussed in this book are equally
effective with all types of people photography. The technique here is no different.



I lowered the bride’s right hand to give the image the elegance it deserves. Had I lowered
her left hand down to her lips like the other hand, it would now be a photo featuring her
lips and not her. By posing one hand higher than the other, it balances the frame around
her whole face, rather than just her mouth, ears, or eyes.

Study Figure 9.4. This photo was taken for the designers of the TV show “Project
Runway,” so the emphasis had to be on the model’s clothing. Notice how the model’s right
hand brings attention to the design of the shirt, and his left hand is resting candidly on his
leg about 8 inches lower than his right hand. This combination of hand positions creates
three main points of interest: his cropped face, the designer shirt, and finally his jeans. The
points of interest are spread vertically through the frame, giving the photograph balance.



9.4

Just to demonstrate the influence hands have on our attention, I created a quick composite
of the same image. I cloned his right hand and moved it to the same level to create a quick
composite (Figure 9.5). How did you react to this image compared to Figure 5.4?



9.5

Did you look down at his stomach, as I did, and wonder if he has a stomachache? I know
it sounds a bit comical, but that was my instinctive reaction. That’s precisely how I would
hold my stomach if it hurt. I was so concerned about his “pain,” I forgot to notice the shirt.
It is remarkable how much the energy of a photo changes with such a minute adjustment.

One Hand Higher than the Other with Couples (Mirroring)

Now that we’ve established how much impact different hand positions can make, let’s
explore this idea when posing couples.

Elbows Near the Shoulder

With individuals, this technique creates a better spread of the photo’s points of interest.
With couples, having one hand higher than the other will make a hug or an embrace look
believable, not posed.

When a person hugs a loved one, one hand is normally placed by the waist and the other
by the upper back. Doing this allows you to feel more of that person. It feels more
complete. But when a photographer asks a couple to hug, they shut down that intimate
embrace and replace it with a more artificial hug.



Figure 9.6 is the result of hugging on cue. Notice that both of their arms are at the same
level. Even though they are nice and tight and you can see that they love each other very
much, the energy still feels as if they were asked to hug by a photographer. This photo also
has other issues, such as the bride’s elbow being the closest object to the camera. But for
now, we are only focusing on the visual effect or feeling when the arms are at the same
height. Something appears off.

9.6

Figure 9.7 appears much more harmonious. The difference, of course, is that both the
bride and groom’s hands are at different heights. By lowering the bride’s left hand, we
cleaned up the image and lowered her elbow as well. Now you can see their faces clearly
without an elbow in the way. More importantly, though, their embrace no longer appears
to be an act for the camera. Instead, it feels as if they were having a moment alone, and a
loved one saw them and respectfully interrupted their moment to take a quick photo. The
embrace feels real.



Elbows Near the Stomach

The second most common position where couples put their hands when posing is with
their arms mirroring each other in front of their stomachs. This issue was discussed earlier

in the book, but for this chapter’s purposes we will address it in greater depth. Figure 9.8
showcases this exact action.



9.8

The couple’s camera-side arms are at the same height, creating a barrier across their
bodies. It also visually splits the upper body from the lower half. Neither of these two
consequences looks appealing. You’ll also notice that the groom’s right hand is popping
out of her lower back with no visual connection to his right arm.

To remedy these posing matters, I first moved them in front of a less distracting
background. I then asked the groom to turn his body toward hers. I placed her hand over
his left shoulder, making sure that her elbow faced the floor. Lastly, I repositioned the
groom’s left hand to gently rest on her waistline. With those corrections (Figure 9.9), I
created three points of interest that balance the photo beautifully. The first point of interest
is their faces (top and middle of the frame), the second is the bride’s right hand (middle
right of the frame), and the third is the groom’s left hand (bottom left of the frame).






Hugging

Hugging a person provides the perfect trap to fall into arm mirroring. If you simply hug
someone with your arms at the same height, you wind up mirroring each other. For a more
realistic hug, as shown in Figure 9.10, simply make sure that the visible hands are at
different heights. That subtle difference is all that’s needed to break the effect of
mirroring. The only problem in this photograph is that the bride’s left hand has no arm
visually attached to it. In cases like this, I don’t mind the floating hand. From many
camera angles, there’s no way around it. In my opinion, the advantages of having the
bride’s hands in different positions on the groom’s back create a more romantic-looking
hug and far outweigh the issue of the floating hand.

9.10

Why You Should Avoid Mirroring in Group Portraits

The appeal of a variety of hand positions is most apparent in group photographs. From
family portraits to wedding party photos, if you stay away from mirroring the hands and
feet, your portraits will look more natural and spontaneous. In fashion photography, of
course, you might deliberately call attention to the photo by mirroring every part of
subjects’ bodies. But aside from fashion or dance photography, you probably want to
avoid mirroring.

Figure 9.11 clearly displays the effects of mirroring in a group setting. The women in this
photo are all bending their arms at nearly the same angle. Even worse, that angle is 90
degrees. There is no denying that the photo appears staged. It is missing that spark that can
elevate your work above that of other photographers.



9.11

The concept of mirroring does not apply just to feet, hands, and arms. It includes heads
and torsos as well. Notice how all the bodies and heads of the guests face the same
direction. Except for their faces, they are almost replicas of each other. The bride is the
only person positioned a bit differently. Let’s compare the photo to one with no mirroring.

In Figure 9.12, I placed the flower arrangements at different heights and positioned each
body at a different angle. I also posed the subjects’ heads to point in different directions
instead of looking straight at the camera. Lastly, I said something to make them react with
a laugh or a candid smile. Even the way each is holding her bouquet is different. This
photo has more heart to it, evokes more emotion, and tells you something about their
relationships. Now that we have covered the benefits of avoiding mirroring in a small
group, let’s apply this technique to a larger group of people.



9.12

Figure 9.13 shows each individual from head to toe. So it was important to make sure that
the feet, bodies, arms, hands, heads, and expressions were all different from one another.
Hard work, but the results are well worth it. Naturally, issues surface with posing so many
people, each reacting differently to what I said to coax a response. For example, there is a
hand appearing out of the man’s shoulder on the left side of the photo. Don’t worry too
much about posing perfection. With a photo as fun and unique as this one, no one is going
to care much about that loose hand.

9.13

By being aware of the effects of mirroring or not mirroring parts of the body, you can push
yourself to create something different—something people notice and are willing to pay
for, such as Figure 9.14. If you do decide to mirror your subjects, at least you are doing it
intentionally and not from lack of knowledge. That makes all the difference!
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10. Interaction and Placement of Subjects

This chapter covers a topic that, to be honest, is difficult to explain. The reason is that
photography is very subjective, and what makes sense to some people might not make
sense to others. This chapter focuses on two related and subjective topics: where your
subjects are placed within the frame and their interactions in that position.

I’1l explain the reasons why I instantly reject a photograph or accept it as a truly captured
moment. Feel free to agree or disagree. In fact, I challenge you to explore the images in
detail and come up with your own opinions. I purposely chose photos for this chapter that
I once considered good but now find quite embarrassing.

These photos were taken during my first year as a photographer, and I had no concept of
what was believable with respect to how my subjects interacted with each other. By
believable, I mean an interaction that, at first sight, you accept as natural or possible. The
core of the interaction problem arises as soon as we create distance between people in a
frame. When a couple holds each other, for example, we accept that as a hug, a kiss, or an
embrace. But if the couple is not making physical contact, we can run into trouble in
creating a believable interaction.

No one taught me how to bring harmony to the positions or interactions of my subjects
within the frame. It took years of reflecting on my work, analyzing mainly foreign movies,
and constant researching to realize what I was doing made no sense. Only then could I do
something about it.

In the years I have served as a judge for photographic competitions worldwide, the
interaction and placement of subjects plays a major part in my initial reaction to an image.
Creating meaningful and believable interactions will also be the main reason why clients
hire you over someone else, regardless of your rates or where you live. Let’s dive in.

A First Look at the Impact of Interaction

Take a look at Figure 10.1 and Figure 10.2. What was your first impression? Both photos
involve a couple interacting, yet the two could not be further apart. In my opinion, Figure
10.1 draws you in where you feel and relate to the powerful moment between the couple.
It also makes you wonder what is happening that would warrant such a strong response.



10.1

10.2



The other looks corny and simply not natural (Figure 10.2). The interaction appears to be a
product of a photo shoot gone horribly wrong. From the artificial smiles to the way they
are looking at each other, I failed as a photographer to create an authentic interaction
between them.

Flash Card

In most cases when two people’s faces are so close together that they are invading
each other’s personal space, it will look phony and awkward if both are looking into
each other’s eyes. To make it believable, one person only has to look away, usually
downward. This is one of the reasons why Figure 10.2 looks so fake.

Reacting to Variations on Placement and Interaction

During a photography assignment, I constantly gauge how the subjects in front of my
camera are reacting to my directions. Then the day after the wedding or assignment, I
study the photographs I've taken. The key to getting the most out of your photo study is to
focus on only one aspect of your work. For example, many times I focus on the
believability of the interactions. This way I can block out lighting, hands, fingers, spine,
and so forth and ask my brain to concentrate on one area. Studying your images in this
way makes it much easier for your brain to handle the job with precision. To demonstrate
this, let’s look at four images.

Figure 10.3: This photograph was inspired by movie filming techniques. It works by
placing one person in the foreground (closer to the camera) and another in the background
(farther from the camera). The person in the background is in focus, reacting to the person
out of focus in the foreground. In this case, they are looking at each other. A more
emotional technique would have the out-of-focus person not look at the in-focus person.
That might create the feeling that the mother of the bride was reacting to how radiant her
daughter looks and perhaps reminiscing about her daughter when she was a little girl.
Whether one person is looking away or they are looking at each other, both interactions
are believable and packed with storytelling qualities.
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Figure 10.4: The purpose of this type of photo is to have a record of two people at an
event together. In these photos, which we all take, both parties stand side by side and look
straight at the camera. To bring more interaction to this type of photo, I placed the pair
very close with their hands touching and their heads together. This brings some interaction
to an otherwise standard, insignificant pose.
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Figure 10.5: This photo illustrates the core message of this chapter. To bring more
interaction between the bride and her mother, I asked the mother to close her eyes and
gently lean her forehead on the side of her daughter’s head and, once there, to breathe in.
However, I asked the bride to continue looking at the camera. This was my mistake.



10.5

In an unposed interaction of this sort, the bride would not be looking at the camera. She
would be connecting with her mother, not the photographer. If you take a second to study
the image, you will probably agree with me that it’s confusing. To understand the
mismatch, take another look.

The mother is sharing her feelings, in an ordinarily private moment, with a photographer
she has just met. She is very vulnerable. Imagine yourself crying right now. If someone
you had just met pointed a camera at your face, would you cry and look at the camera at
the same time? I don’t think so. Most likely, you would use your hand to cover your face.
Nobody wants to feel so exposed, let alone be photographed. Though the mother is not
crying in this photo, she is just as vulnerable. The bride would instinctively feel this
powerful emotion from her mother and react in kind. Instead, the bride is not connected to
her mother but to the photographer. That’s the mismatch and why this interaction fails.

Figure 10.6: Feeling that disconnect in Figure 10.5, I quickly adjusted their interaction. I
asked the bride to also lean her head gently toward her mother and close her eyes. Shutting
down the sense of sight triggers the other senses to kick into overdrive and allows us to be
more sensitive to our surroundings. This resulted in a candid and heartfelt smile from the
bride, reciprocating the loving energy from her mother. That is precisely the art of
interaction!
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Flash Card

When a person in front of your camera is vulnerable and emotional, the other
person in the photograph should be vulnerable as well. Otherwise, there will be a
broken link in their connection. Emotions should match.

When Both Subject Placement and Interaction Fail

There’s no better way to see the importance of this topic than to show you some
unfortunate photos I made for clients in my first year as a photographer. During that time,
the thought of subject placement and interaction did not cross my mind. I was too busy
posing and shouting out random ideas to stop and think about whether what I was doing
made any sense.

As painful as it is to show you these photographs, I do so with the hope that you do not
make the same mistakes. Let’s walk through my thoughts and questions as I try to make
sense of photos that failed in both interaction and subject placement. As you read my
questions, try to answer them yourself. If your answers feel too far-fetched or even
comical, then you will become more aware of the issues addressed in this chapter.

Figure 10.7: At first sight, the question that comes to mind is, “What’s going on here, and
why are they standing there?” My answer: I have no idea why they are standing there. It
doesn’t make sense.
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In terms of the subject placement, perhaps the groom is having a casual chat with his
bride. If that is the case, why is he so far away? Why not just go up to her and chat with
her at a normal distance like anyone else? Why is she hiding behind the door? Again, I
have no idea. Perhaps she is grounded by her parents and not allowed to go outside. No
matter how hard I try to come up with a credible story about this particular subject
placement, I fail. I could go on satirizing the photo, but you get the point.

A variation of this pose that I see again and again puts the groom in the background,
usually 5 to 10 feet behind the bride with his arms crossed, checking her out while the
bride is in the foreground looking at the camera. I am not sure why this pose caught on
and became so popular, because the subject placement and interaction doesn’t make any
sense. If the bride and groom are married, why is he checking her out from a distance?
That’s just creepy. He should be right behind her, embracing her with his arms. Remember
this is all subjective. So be aware of these scenarios and make sure that they work from a
logical standpoint.

Figure 10.8: I understand the woman’s placement in the frame. Her stance and body
language suggest she’s timid, maybe a bit insecure, and she is quietly admiring her
boyfriend. But the man’s position and, particularly, his interaction leave me almost
speechless.
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There’s no scenario that I could play in my head that can make sense of his interaction
with her. If they were having a conversation, why is his right hand up against the wall
above his head? There is no reason or purpose for this. With equal weight on both feet, his
stance is not as relaxed as hers. His facial expression is both silly and threatening. They
seem to like each other, yet he appears to have no intention of making physical contact
with her.

Judging by the lack of contact, the scenario that seems to make the most sense is they
actually don’t know each other. He sees her from a distance and decides to go up and talk



to her. She is flattered at first but quickly becomes guarded. With his dominant and
somewhat threatening stance, he is creeping her out. But she plays along with an artificial
smile to get this awkward situation over with as soon as possible. Is that the story you
want your photos to tell? I don’t think so.

Figure 10.9: Photographing groomsmen in the middle of the road is not uncommon. But
why on earth are they squatting like that? There’s no reasonable explanation that would
warrant normal people squatting in the middle of the road wearing tuxedos, unless nature
called and there were no restrooms in sight. [ am aware of how this sounds, but we must
think about the interaction of our photo subjects and ask ourselves if a logical explanation
exists for their placement and actions.
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Figure 10.10: Take a look at this wedding party and make a quick comparison to Figure
10.9. This photo is meant to be a portrait of the most important friends in the groom’s life.
The portrait is casual, some men are out of focus, and they are all smiling. But take a
closer look. The men are not just smiling, they are reacting in their own way to something
that I said. The key words here are “in their own way.” This means that their interactions
are real. Now look at subject placement.
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The men are scattered around, and they fill the frame nicely. That’s because I told them
where to stand. But the fact that they are scattered around at different angles, some with
their hands in their pockets and some not, gives this subject placement a casual feel.

The story for this photo could play out like this: A group of men are hanging around
having some good fun. Suddenly, the hired photographer interrupts their fun to take a
quick casual portrait. The men pretty much stay where they were, except that they all
crowd a bit closer together and turn to the camera. The photographer remarks about
something he overhead them laughing about earlier, and the men react with laughter. The
photographer takes the photo. Both the subject placement and interaction make complete
sense, and the story is easy to understand.

Flash Card

Here’s how to handle an invasion of personal space during a pose: When
individuals or a couple have their heads very close to each other, at least one of the
people involved should turn his or her head away to make the pose look authentic
and less awkward. Or you can exploit the awkwardness and wait for them to start
laughing before taking a photo of their genuine expressions.

Figure 10.11: I picked this photo because it screams cliché. The gazebo, the poses, and
their interaction are all corny. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Despite the overused
gazebo, this photo could be salvaged.
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The woman'’s stance suggests that she has been there for a few minutes, and she has found
a comfortable, relaxed position. But the man is only halfway up the gazebo steps. He
suddenly stops, plants his hands on the railing, and just starts staring at her in an unsettling
way. The fact that he is fixed at this midway point creates confusion from the viewer’s
point of view.

Perhaps he could be walking down the steps or up the steps toward her. Or he could be in
the gazebo standing next to her, admiring the view while having a casual conversation.
Any of these options would be better than what he’s doing and prevent this awkward
interaction. All I know is that it is unlikely that two people who love each other would
stand and look at each other like this. It simply looks like the cheesy result of an
inexperienced photographer trying to do something clever.

At the beginning of my career, I would ask couples with their heads close to each other to
either kiss or to look at each other. That was it! The results were tacky images, such as
Figure 10.2. If you forgot what that photo looks like, it is worth taking another look to
refresh your memory.

I am not sure why it took me so long to realize this, but when two people’s heads are so
close to each other, it is unnatural for them to stare into the eyes of the other person. Most
likely they will start laughing. In the years since, I’ve learned to use this reaction to my
advantage to create an honest and candid interaction when a couple enters each other’s
personal space.

Figure 10.12: This photograph was taken of my friends Angie and Darin in the beautiful



town of Savannah, Georgia. It feels real because she’s turned her face away from his. Most
people turn their heads and faces down, as they laugh at the awkwardness of the moment.
There are two main ways to handle this situation.
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Have one of them turn his/her head away and make them laugh, or have them get really
close to each other and stare into each other’s eyes. Don’t push the shutter button yet. Wait
for the awkwardness to get the better of them. When they react with genuine amusement,
take the photo. The result will look like this.

Storytelling through Subject Placement and Interaction

Next, let’s consider the photographic frame. We can pose people to the left, right, top, or
bottom of the frame, and in the foreground or background. Individuals or groups should be
joined together somehow, and their relative positions in the frame should be part of a
story.

For example, imagine a photo in which a father is buying tickets for a county fair ride
while looking to his right to keep an eye on his little daughter. The father is positioned in
the background of the frame. In the foreground, you see his little girl holding a giant
lollipop and staring with awe at the Ferris wheel. By the subject placement, we can
conclude that the man is the father of the little girl and he is buying tickets to go on the
Ferris wheel. The little girl is spellbound and ecstatic that she’ll soon be riding it with her
dad.

In this example, the subject placement tells one story. However, you can have two or three



stories happening simultaneously in a frame, as long as they are connected. In fact, the
connection linking all the stories together should be very clear. Viewers of the photograph
should not have to stretch their imagination to figure out the link between the stories.

Unfortunately, I often see photos from fellow photographers in which there is a story in
the background and an unrelated story happening in the foreground. The two stories are
not harmonized, so the subject placement and interaction are disjointed.

Before you place someone in the foreground or background, ask yourself if your subject
placement is helping to tell one cohesive story or is linking stories together. What is the
connection between the story in the foreground and the story in the background? How are
they interacting with each other within the frame? These kinds of questions will force you
to think about how all the players within your frame come together as part of the story.

On Your Own
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11. Point-of-Contact Check

After diligently examining my photographs, I realized that during portrait shoots I didn’t
consider from what angle my lens was striking my subjects and what part of the body was
emphasized as a result. For example, imagine that a person is sitting on a chair, and you,
the photographer, are kneeling on the floor directly in front of that person. If you were to
point your camera at your subject from your position on the floor and take a photo, the
first point of contact would be your subject’s knees.

This shooting angle relative to your subject’s position will give more importance to the
knees than any other part of your subject’s body. That’s because the knees are the closest
objects to the camera at that angle. Generally speaking, your subject’s eyes should be the
closest object to the camera, because the eyes are the soul of an image.

As you choose an angle from which to photograph, it helps to visualize this point of
contact. That way you can make corrections to ensure that your subject’s eyes remain the
closest part of the body to the camera. This is not always possible, but you can adjust the
pose or your shooting angle to reduce the distance between their eyes and that point of
first contact with your subject’s body.

Understanding the Point of Contact

We started with a concise written explanation of the point-of-contact concept. Now let’s
look at some illustrations to help you visualize the concept. The red dot that you see in the
illustrations represents the point of first contact. The blue line represents an invisible plane
meant to show you just how far that point of first contact is from the subject’s eyes.

Figure 11.1 illustrates a common mistake or problem that photographers make. Notice
that from the angle the photographer is shooting, the point of first contact is the subject’s
knees. Using the blue line, you can also determine how far the subject’s eyes are from that
point of first contact. If that blue line kept moving to the right, it would contact the
subject’s head next, after the knees. So, from this shooting angle, the model’s knees are the
most important part of the image, and the head is the second most important part. This
should not be the case, unless you are trying to bring more attention to the knees rather
than the eyes.
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Figure 11.2 is nearly the same image as Figure 11.1; the only difference here is that we
corrected the point of first contact. The photographer is in the same position, and the
shooting angle hasn’t changed. By having the person lean toward the camera, however, the
blue line now makes contact with the eyes, hands, and knees at the same time. That’s how
easy it is to correct for the point of first contact meeting the wrong part of the body.
Remember that the blue line is always perpendicular to the shooting angle. This is very
important, because it can help you adjust your shooting angle.

11.2

Figure 11.3 clarifies how you should choose your shooting angle. Knowing that the blue
line is always perfectly perpendicular to the shooting angle, you can use this concept to
position yourself in a way to ensure that it always includes the eyes. In this example, the
subject’s feet are the closest part of the body to the photographer, the hands second, and
the head third. To correct for this, the photographer is shooting down at the subject so that
the subject’s head, hands, and feet are on the same invisible plane of the blue line.
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If the photographer fails to see how the invisible plane of the blue line meets the subject,
the result will be a heavy emphasis on the subject’s feet (Figure 11.4). If your intention
was to emphasize the shoes or socks, then this angle is ideal. This will be very distracting,
however, if your photo was meant to be a portrait. All you need to remember is that in a
photograph, the part of the body closest to the camera will be given more visual
importance and emphasis.

o

11.4

Figure 11.5 is an example of something that’s more difficult to notice. When people hug,
their elbows often stick out as they place their arms around the other person. If a
photographer is shooting this hug from the subject’s side, the point of first contact will be
the elbow, making it too prominent. To remedy this, always ensure that the people hugging
have their elbows pointed toward the floor, not toward the camera. Because the elbow is
so small relative to the body, it can sneak up on you and slip by unnoticed. Do not let that
happen to you!
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Understanding Correct Subject Emphasis

At this point, we have established a good understanding of how we must alter our shooting
angle to emphasize the subject’s eyes. Let’s examine some troublesome areas that often
surface during photo shoots.

Elbows Emphasis

Because of our anatomy, elbows can easily be overemphasized. To move our arms and
hands, we usually use our elbows, so be alert when asking models, brides, or anyone else
to place their hands somewhere for a pose. Doing so may bring the elbow in front of the
face, giving the elbow primary emphasis.

For the example in Figure 11.6, I simply asked Laura to bring her hands up toward her
hair. Then, I waited for her to do what I had asked. Laura lifted her arms and reached for
her hair, just as I had asked. But what happened to her right elbow? The elbow is now
jutting far out toward the camera and dominates the photo. As the point of first contact,
Laura’s right elbow must have been extended at least 10 inches in front of her face. That is
far too much. The solution is to be more specific when giving posing direction. You can
say, “Laura, could you please bring your hands up toward your hair but keep your elbows
pointed toward the floor?” The result of these instructions can be seen in Figure 11.7.
What a difference, right? Now we have a portrait of her face instead of a portrait of her
elbow.
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During one of my first weddings, I remember asking the bride to put her arms around her
husband. Directions such as this are simply not specific enough, and your clients will fall
into a posing problem, as happened in Figure 11.8. This is a common problem when a
person hugs another. The elbows always seem to stick out toward the camera. There is
probably a good 12-15 inches between the bride’s right elbow and her eyes. I try to
minimize this distance as much as possible. Usually 68 inches is as far as I’'m willing to
go. I should have asked the bride to keep her elbow down, or to tuck her arm inside the
groom’s arm so that the palm of her hand was touching his upper back.
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Photos that fail hold a treasure trove of information. Pull out the rejects from any photo
shoot and study them. Why is it a reject? What could you have done better? What did you
say to your subjects that resulted in a failed pose? It takes time and dedication to extract
this information. But if you do, you will be much better prepared to deal with issues on the
fly and under pressure.

For example, during an engagement photo shoot, I asked the couple to tenderly embrace.
Before I even finished my sentence, I remembered what I had learned from Figure 11.8.
Sure enough, my clients embraced, and their elbows protruded everywhere. In fact, you
could see very little of the woman’s face, because their arms dominated the photo. I took
the photo to keep the flow going, but knew I had to be more careful about the tricky
elbow. A few minutes later, I stopped them to take another portrait photo. This time, I was
ready to deal with this difficult part of the body. The result is Figure 11.9.
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Flash Card

Become familiar with how people respond to certain posing instructions. Doing so
allows you to predict potential problems before they happen. Remember that your
clients are just following your directions. It is up to you to anticipate the results of
those directions. Be specific, and your clients will respect you more for it. It will
also create confidence between you and your subjects.

Shoulders Emphasis

In a contest as to whether elbows or shoulders cause greater problems, elbows win by a
landslide. Shoulders are pretty much fixed in their position and cannot become wider than
they are. Elbows, on the other hand, can move out from an adult’s body by more than 12
inches, making them more of a threat in keeping the emphasis on a subject’s eyes. Still,
shoulders do cause problems, so they are worth a short mention.

Looking at Figure 11.10, you can easily see how shoulder position can be a bit of an
issue. Even though Arden’s face is the brightest part of the image and in focus, her
shoulder is about 7-9 inches closer to the camera than her eyes. In addition, her eyes are



tilted away from the camera, and her face is leading with her chin. This puts the emphasis
on her shoulder first, her chin second, and her eyes third. The eyes could have claimed
second place if I had asked her to pivot her forehead toward to the camera. I could have

also addressed the shoulder issue by asking her to lean her upper body toward the camera,
leading with her head.

11.10

This is precisely what I did for Figure 11.11. Her shoulder is now a bit farther from
camera view, which reduces its emphasis. Her eyes are now leading her face toward the
camera, and she leans her upper body toward the camera. These small movements can
make all the difference. Practice these movements by photographing members of your
family. Start with poses that emphasize the wrong parts of the body, and, little by little,

address one issue at a time until it is perfect. With practice, you will do it without having
to think about it.
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Legs Emphasis

Like elbows, the legs can pose a great challenge when you want to emphasize a subject’s
face. Legs can stretch out far from the body. If not careful, you could end up with a photo
such as Figure 11.12. The subject emphasis here is decidedly off. Her sitting position, and
the angle from which I am photographing her, puts too much emphasis on her legs.
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This photo has several other problems. For example, her spine is not straight. For the
purpose of this chapter, however, try to focus only on how the angle from which I’m
shooting could have been better and how her pose could have minimized the distance from
the point of first contact to her eyes.

Because I love learning from my earlier mistakes, I am now better equipped to handle
these challenging situations. For instance, a month before writing this chapter, I had a
similar situation with a seated model. This time, I handled it a bit differently. The result is

Figure 11.13.



Keeping in mind the importance of proper subject emphasis, I made sure that her knees
pointed up and not toward the camera. Also, I kept her upper body straight as an arrow,
and I asked her to rotate her left shoulder more toward the camera. This allows you to see
more of her chest and less of her right arm. Then I had her lean her entire upper body just
a touch toward the camera. Finally, I raised my shooting angle enough to ensure that the
invisible plane perpendicular to my lens would encounter her face first and her body
second.

These are the kind of decisions you can expect to make if you keep yourself aware of
exactly where the point of first contact will be on your subjects. Figure 11.12 was taken
with no regard to the point of first contact, whereas in Figure 11.13 I paid close attention
to the effects of subject emphasis.



On Your Own
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Analysis







12. Balancing the Subject Ratio

This chapter deals more with posing couples than individuals or groups of people. Even if
you don’t pose couples, however, read the chapter carefully because its principles should
be on your mind whenever you are holding a camera.

Here’s the theory behind this chapter: When posing couples, the proportion of their torsos
visible to the camera should be somewhat similar. The key to remembering this is to ask
yourself, “How much of each of their torsos do you see from your particular camera
angle?” Is one person blocking 90 percent of the other person’s body? If so, adjust the
pose, or change your camera angle to create a more equal ratio. I always try to keep the
visibility ratios as similar as possible. When this is not possible or when I’'m trying for a
different look, I might allow a person to block 70 percent of the other person’s torso,
leaving 30 percent of the blocked body visible to the camera. In most cases, any more than
that means the photograph will suffer.

This balance becomes even more important when a man is blocking a woman. A woman’s
upper body is usually smaller than a man’s, so blocking part of her body accentuates the
problem. As you watch people interact and move around, the subject ratio can be difficult
to notice. But freeze the positions in a photograph, and the discrepancy becomes evident.
In short, whether a woman or a man has the smaller build, the larger person probably
should not be blocking the smaller individual. The proportion of their torsos visible to the
camera should be similar to keep the pose harmonious. For a visual reference of this issue,
look at the following illustrations.

Figure 12.1 is clearly off balance. The man is blocking most of the woman’s body, leaving
only a small percentage of her upper body visible to the camera. If you wish to pose the
woman behind the man, take a few steps to the left so that you can see more of the
woman’s body, or ask the couple to rotate (in this case, counterclockwise) so that more of
the woman'’s body is visible.
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Figure 12.2 is the same scenario, but this time the woman is blocking most of the man’s
upper body. This situation is more acceptable, because the man’s torso is usually larger
than a woman’s torso. Blocking this much of his body still creates a balance problem,
though it is better than the other way around. In either case, it is easy to ask the person
being blocked to move in a direction that allows the camera to see more of him or her.
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Figure 12.3 shows a balanced visual. Keep in mind with these illustrations that the couple
is facing the camera straight on, but you can have them rotate toward each other and still
keep the ratio similar. In this case, if the woman rotated her body toward the man, and the
man remained facing the camera, the result would be off balance. The entire width of the
man’s torso would be visible, and practically none of the woman’s would show since she
is posed sideways.
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12.3

The solution is to crop tightly to place more emphasis on their heads and less emphasis on
their bodies. Here’s an example. Figure 12.4 shows a man standing straight toward the
camera and a woman in profile. You can see by the silhouette how much of a discrepancy
this creates—not a bad thing, just a discrepancy. Remember that photography is
subjective. You may love that look, and if you do, then do it. To me, this example looks
like a photo of a man with a woman next to him who appears to be more of an
afterthought.
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Cropping tighter, as shown in Figure 12.5, reduces the amount of their bodies visible to
the camera and places more emphasis on their heads. This technique brings balance to an
otherwise off-balance pose. More often than you might think, creative cropping is the
ideal solution.
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12.5
Finding the Midpoint and Overlap Point

When photographing couples, I use the concept of the midpoint as a general guide to
choose my shooting angle. To understand the midpoint, see Figure 12.6. The red line is an
imaginary one I draw as I’m photographing to determine the midpoint of the combined
widths of my subjects. Once I have determined their total width, I eyeball the midpoint.



MIDPOINT OVERLAP POINT
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The next step is to find the overlap point, indicated by the light blue line. This line can be
determined by the point where you can begin to see the blocked person’s body. Based on
this photo, the overlap point is near the middle of her chest. Once I have these two
reference points, I simply try to keep them close to each other. If I do, the pose will be
well balanced between the two people. If I don’t, one person will be blocking most of the
other person’s body. It’s as simple as that.

Let’s look at an example where the midpoint and overlap point are too far apart. In Figure
12.7, the groom is blocking about 80 percent of the bride’s body. The midpoint between
the two is almost in the middle of his back. Notice how much distance there is from that
midpoint to the overlap point, where we can start to see the bride’s upper body. The blue
line is almost all the way to the right of their combined widths.



MIDFOINT OVERLAP
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12.7

To fix this, I could do two things. I could move to the right and get more of the bride’s
body in the shot, or I could have them rotate clockwise. Either option will bring more
balance between the two people. The ratio does not have to be 50-50, but in most cases, it
should not be 80-20 either.

Making Adjustments to the Pose Based on the Midpoint

Keep in mind that these reference points are only a guide to help you balance a pose
between two people. In fashion photography, which has no rules, you can pretty much do
whatever you wish as long as the clothes are well lit. But even then, it is important to keep
balance in mind.

Like most of you, I place my subjects in a pose, and then I begin to make adjustments to
it. Nowadays, I know what to look for, but very early in my career, I did not adjust my
poses much. I was afraid to interrupt my clients, and I lacked the confidence to stop
shooting, observe the details, and adjust the poses as necessary. The results were a
disaster, to say the least.

Figure 12.8 is an example of what my poses used to look like. Notice the midpoint and
overlap points, the stiffness in their bodies, and the hands. Just about everything about this
photo is wrong. Beyond the groom’s hands, it’s the unbalanced subject ratio that wrecks
this photograph. Take a moment to study the image and decide what you would do to fix
the subject ratio.



12.8

The first thing you probably notice is how intrusive the groom’s right shoulder is. The
groom should be rotated clockwise to bring the overlap point (blue line) to the right, closer
to the midpoint. This adjustment also gets the shoulder out of the way of the bride’s face
by rotating it farther from the camera. The bride should also be moved a bit to the left to
reveal more of her body.

You can see an example of these sorts of adjustments in Figure 12.9. The midpoint and
the overlap point are now much closer together. The pose in both photos is similar, but in
Figure 12.9 the pose has been corrected and it looks much better than Figure 12.8. In fact,
Figure 12.9 was taken only a couple of years before I began writing this book. Taking the
time to study failed photos gives you the opportunity to harness their learning potential.



MIDPOINT

12.9

Many times a pose looks pretty good but could be improved by using the information in
this chapter. Being aware of the midpoint and overlap point during the posing process will
help you to know exactly what can be done to get the most out of the pose.

For example, during a wedding in Hawaii I stood across a busy street with a long lens to
achieve the perspective I was looking for (Figure 12.10). The distance meant that I
couldn’t make adjustments to the pose very easily. As the couple moved, they ended up in
this pose and kept it for a while. Do you see the resemblance to Figure 12.8? It is almost
the same pose but reversed, with the bride blocking the groom and her shoulder in his
face.
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12.10

I decided to stop shooting, walk across the street, and make all the adjustments necessary
to make sure that I would not repeat Figure 12.8. Figure 12.11 is the result of the
adjustments. I kept the groom pretty much in the same place, but I rotated the bride’s body
clockwise. Much better!






Flash Card

Try to visualize the midpoint and the overlap point in Figures 12.10 and 12.11. Do
this often to make this visualizing process second nature to you. The subject ratio
will often come in handy. I am glad I thought about the subject ratio during one of
my engagement shoots. Figure 12.12 was a direct result of keeping the subject ratio
in mind and visualizing the two reference points quickly so that I could pose my
subjects properly as well as choose my shooting angle. When you feel as if you
don’t know where to stand during a shoot, often the subject ratio can help you to
decide.

12.12

Regardless of the pose or whether your clients are facing toward or away from you, use
the subject ratio reference points to help you execute the photograph. Figure 12.13
represents a very different pose, but as you can see, the principles still apply. The two
reference points explained in this chapter have been responsible for much of the success of
my images. I hope they’ll help you just as much.
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Analysis




13. The Nose X-Factor

Visual aids that are easy to remember are a lifesaver when photographing under pressure. I
have created simple and easy-to-remember visual aids to help me when I’'m working,
particularly on a photo shoot. This chapter deals with one of these visual aids. When
photographing couples, I find that whenever their noses point directly at each other or run
parallel to each other, the moment will appear phony.

To ensure that I keep my eye on this issue, I imagine a straight line projecting from the
noses of my subjects. If their noses are pointed toward each other or are parallel to each
other, I tilt the head of at least one person to make sure that those two lines intercept,
creating an “X”; hence, the name of this chapter. By creating an intersection between the
two noses, the pose will be well on its way to being candid and natural. The key concept is
to be aware of the energy placement between the couple. If the direction of their noses
cross each other, the energy will be directed toward the two of them; otherwise the energy
goes elsewhere.

Noses Pointed Toward Each Other

It is not often that a couple has a tender moment where their noses are pointed directly at
each other, especially when looking into each other’s eyes. It’s simply not natural. It
confuses me when I see photos in which the photographer has tried to create an authentic
moment but has mistakenly posed the clients with their noses pointed straight at each
other.

To show you what I mean, I posed two mannequins to enable you to focus purely on their
face positions, without the distraction of facial expressions. Figure 13.1 makes it clear
why this position appears awkward. There is no reason why two people would naturally
position their heads directly in front of each other when they are so close. If they were
about to kiss, then one or both of them would tilt their heads slightly. Otherwise, their
noses would collide.

13.1



Basically, the only reason two people would be positioned this way is because they were
posing for a photographer. When was the last time you stood so closely in front of
someone’s face that the tips of your noses almost collided? The best way to handle this
head position is to have at least one person, or both, tilt their chin down toward the floor.
Posed this way, their foreheads would be the point of contact, and not their noses.

The solution (Figure 13.2) to Figure 13.1 is to simply turn one head, or both, slightly so
that the direction of the noses intercept and form an “X” shape. For this example, I only
turned the female head to the left (counterclockwise). Keep in mind that if you do choose
to have your couples kiss, most men will try to position their heads behind the woman to
hide from the camera.

13.2

The example in Figure 13.3 is practically the same as Figure 13.2, the only difference
being that the female head has been turned to the right (clockwise). I wanted you to see
the difference in the energy emitted from both combinations. In the very rare instance that
I have my couples kiss, it would be done with the man’s face in front of the woman’s. But
that’s just my preference.



13.3

Figures 13.4-13.6 are examples of poor results. At first glance, your brain will
automatically presume that something is off and reject the idea that these are candid
photos. The energy emitted when the noses are in this position creates a sense of a fake
pose staged for a photographer.
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13.6

By having the invisible lines projected by their noses cross each other, as in Figure 13.7,
the photo now has the characteristics of a true moment happening between two people. I
had the groom kiss her on the cheek, while the bride tilted her head toward him as a sign



of acceptance. The kiss on the cheek serves as the excuse I needed to adjust their noses.
Coming up with an excuse that makes sense will make a big difference in the proper
execution of this technique.
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13.7

Nose X-Factor Variations

If the couple’s noses are pointed toward each other, as in the previous examples, the best
way to correct this and create a genuine pose is to have your couple point their noses down
at about a 45-degree angle. At least one of them should look elsewhere, usually downward
to lower the eyelids.

Moments before I took this photograph (Figure 13.8), the couple’s noses were pointed
directly at each other. I corrected the pose by asking them to tilt their heads down and for
the bride to look down toward the floor, instead of at the groom. The tilt of the heads
creates another variation of the Nose X-Factor. As long as both are not looking directly at
each other, the pose will have a candid feel to it.



13.8

Figure 13.9 is a very different photograph using the same technique. Whether strangers or
family members, people point their noses toward each other when chatting. By forming an
“X” with the direction of a couple’s noses and positioning their heads very close together,
we create a sense of romance instead of conversation. Notice the feel of Figure 13.10. To
create this romantic moment, all I had to do was tilt their heads so that their noses created
an “X.”




13.10

This concept of the Nose X-Factor can be applied in any scenario. Even when a couple is
simply walking, as in Figure 13.11, this pose can give the impression that it is staged. If
the directions of their noses cross while they are walking, as in Figure 13.12, then the
overall feel of the pose is that you caught them in a candid moment.




Noses Parallel to Each Other

More problematic than noses pointed at each other is when noses are actually parallel to
each other. Most photos that you would consider to be phony or old-fashioned are posed
this way. We have all seen photos of the man standing behind a woman with his arms
wrapped around her, while they both turn to the right looking into the distance. In that
pose, the couple’s noses run parallel to each other.

In photography, there are always exceptions. I have seen some photographers execute a
pose in which the noses are parallel to each other, and it looks quite nice and elegant. But
that’s rare. For that reason, I diligently avoid these types of poses. Looking at some
examples will help you see how the energy placement changes depending on the direction
of the noses.

Figure 13.13: In this position, the noses are clearly parallel, so the energy is placed more
on where they are looking, rather than on each other. A simple turn of the head toward the
other person would improve the image.
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Figure 13.14: Changing the camera angle does not change the energy placement. Though
the camera angle shows the mannequins in profile, their noses are still parallel. The energy
remains on whatever is going on in front of them, instead of on each other. Many old-
fashioned photographs use some variation of this example.

13.14

Figure 13.15: In this example, all I did was turn the female mannequin toward the male,
allowing their nose paths to cross. This may be a subtle movement, but it makes all the
difference. It puts the energy of the moment on them and nothing else. If the noses were
turned slightly away from each other, the energy emitted by this head position would be
more in tune with a photojournalistic undertone. Fashion photos of a man and a woman
often use this technique to make the pose look casual and keep your attention on the
clothes they are wearing.
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Figure 13.16: This photograph was taken at a destination wedding in Mexico. During the
posing process, the bride and groom’s noses approached being parallel to each other. The
very fact that their nose paths are even close to being parallel automatically makes this
image seem staged. This could have been fixed by rotating the groom counterclockwise
and allowing him to turn his head more toward the bride.

13.16

Flash Card

The direction of a couple’s noses should not be pointed straight toward each other,
nor should they be parallel to each other, regardless of the camera angle. By doing
so, you run the risk of making the photo appear inauthentic and old-fashioned.

Figure 13.17: This photograph has the same problem as Figure 13.6. Although the paths



of their noses are not exactly parallel, they are close enough to render the photo
inauthentic. Most of the energy is going toward the photographer, when it should have
been a nice moment in which the couple is engrossed with each other. Turning their noses
toward each other and posing the eyes carefully would have accomplished this.

13.17

Creating Spontaneous Group Portraits by Implementing the Nose X-
Factor

The X-Factor technique discussed in this chapter plays an essential role when you’re
trying to create a more dynamic group photo. You can implement this technique with any
group of people, from family portraits to wedding parties. Crossing the nose paths of the
people in the group photo in different directions will yield a much more stimulating
photograph than the traditional pyramid-style group pose in which everyone looks straight
at the camera.

In many cases, especially in traditional family portraits, the family might want to have
everyone point their head toward the camera so that each individual is equally visible. But
if I were taking the traditional family portrait, I would place everyone close together and
pose each person in a different way. Posing individuals in layers—where some people are
standing, some are sitting, and some are kneeling—will create interest, and the photo will
be intriguing, even though everyone’s nose is pointed straight at the camera.

Now that we have considered style, let’s focus on using the Nose X-Factor to create more
dynamic group photos. This technique works especially well when the individuals in the
group are posed very close to each other. If individuals are posed more apart, use your best
judgment to determine whether the photo looks natural. At the very least, this technique
will give you options when posing a group. The more tools in your toolbox, the better, so
let’s dive in.



Let’s begin with the hackneyed, traditional group pose that most photographers fall back
on. We’ve all seen Figures 13.18 and 13.19 before. Everyone stands next to each other,
turns to the camera, and smiles. This is a dependable way to take a clean photo of
everyone involved. Is it exciting? Not by a long shot.

13.19

Notice in both photos that everyone’s nose is pointed toward the camera. Let’s compare
these portraits to a few using the Nose X-Factor. In Figure 13.20, I drew the callouts so
that you can clearly see the direction of each subject’s nose and how my posing affects the
feel of the photograph. There’s more to this than meets the eye.
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I positioned each of their heads to draw your eye to where the bride and groom are
standing. I did this without being too obvious about the pattern. The key is to trick the
viewer into thinking there’s no pattern. There must be just enough randomness within the

pose to confuse the brain. And there must be enough intention and organization to draw
the viewer’s attention right to where you want it. It is a sensitive balancing act.

To best describe what happens if the nose direction pattern is too obvious, think about that
infamous and overdone photo where the photographer asks the bride and groom to kiss
while the wedding party looks on, pointing their fingers at them. The pose is not only a
cliché, but it uses a clear nose direction pattern the viewer’s brain will quickly pick up.
The result is not exciting and not unique.

You can see the solution to breaking the nose direction pattern in Figure 13.20. I asked the
people on the sides to point their noses at or look toward the camera. To draw the viewer’s
attention to the bride and groom, I began to cross the nose paths of the people surrounding
them. People subconsciously look where others are pointing or facing, so I’'m using this
fact to my advantage. Because the people at the edges of the photo are turned toward the
camera, the nose path crossings are confined to the middle where the bride and groom are
standing. This subtlety puts the viewer’s attention where you want it—on the bride and
groom.



Flash Card

The goal is simple: Bring attention to your main subjects by strategically pointing
the group’s noses toward them. This should be done without any telltale pattern.
The combinations possible to achieve this successfully are endless.

This concept may seem complicated, but it’s not. All I do is create a cluster of path
crossings zigzagging around my main subjects. Then I simply break that zigzag pattern,
usually at the edges. This technique can be used in many ways, and it allows a
photographer to be very creative.

How to Spot an X-Factor Oversight

Even with my best efforts, sometimes I make mistakes, and I did not notice this particular
one until it was too late. But by looking through my photos after the fact, I was able to
spot the issue and vowed not to let it happen again. Study Figure 13.21 and try not to look
at Figure 13.22. Can you spot the pattern quickly?

13.21
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13.22

Notice how everyone is turned toward the center with the nose paths of bridesmaids to the
right of the bride all crossing those of the bridesmaids on the left. The fact that I can easily
describe the pattern is the problem, and it’s precisely what we are trying to avoid.
Although the expressions of all the ladies are lovely and candid, the photo failed to add
that extra spark of spontaneity that separates the good from the great.

After evaluating the composition of this pose, I realized I should have turned the nose
direction of the bridesmaid standing behind the taller flower girl. See Figure 13.22. Had I
turned the lady’s head (identified by the callout), I would have successfully broken the
obvious pattern. The nose directions of the bridesmaids on the left and right of the bride
are crossing each other, framing the bride. That’s the good news, so we can leave them
alone.

But the bridesmaid identified by the callout is very visible and is not contributing anything
unique to the pose. However, she is in the perfect position to break the pattern of all the
bridesmaids looking toward the bride. And because she is standing next to last, she has
someone else to look at.

A good option would have been to turn the head of that bridesmaid toward the bridesmaid



on the end. But I failed to see this, and although the photo is quite good, it could have
been much better. If this is confusing, think of it this way. There’s a clear pattern in the
photo. I should have found a way to break that simple pattern by strategically turning
some of the bridesmaids’ heads away from the bride. That adjustment would have created
a more spontaneous-looking photograph.

A Word about Style

Photography is subjective and your photographic style is a personal choice. Keep in mind
that I wrote this chapter to help bring loving energy toward couples and spontaneity to
group portraits, instead of allowing that energy to dissipate. I have found that most people
react more warmly toward photos of couples and groups when the photographer carefully
applies the techniques taught in this chapter. However, feel free to experiment and see
what clicks for you and your clients.

On Your Own
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14. Subject Emphasis

Proper subject emphasis must work in conjunction with posing. Placing your subjects in a
great pose and then not drawing the viewer’s attention to them would be
counterproductive. In a successful photograph, the pose creates a sense of flow and
harmony with the main subject’s body, and proper subject emphasis draws the viewer’s
attention via lighting or composition directly to your subject. This will, in turn, make it
very clear that your well-posed subject is the most important element in the photographic
frame, regardless of the photograph’s other elements.

To help myself with this matter, I created a three-point reference guide for use during
photo shoots. This ensures that my main subject is always the most prominent element in
the frame. With so many distracting elements in our environment, it helps to have a go-to
system to isolate your subject:

» The subject should be at least as bright as the brightest point in the frame.
* The direction of light should influence part of the pose.

« Use framing, leading lines, isolation, contrasts, repetition, or size to make the
subject the most prominent element.

No doubt a photographer with a unique or creative vision could ignore any of these
guidelines and still achieve a spectacular photograph. For example, there are times when a
photographer could throw the main subject out of focus to create a certain story. Or
perhaps the main subject might be in silhouette and so not as bright as the brightest point
in the frame. In fine art or abstract photography, photographers can use their imagination
to create whatever they envision, and it is up to viewers to interpret the image however
they see fit. But outside of that realm, these three guidelines will help push photographers
to successfully emphasize their main subject(s) in new, exciting, and creative ways. Let’s
explore each of these reference points in detail.

The Subject Should Be at Least as Bright as the Brightest Point in the
Frame

Our attention is drawn to bright things. In any scene, the brightest areas always demand
more attention than the middle or darkest areas. What does this mean to a photographer?
Unless you want a full/partial silhouette or your clients in front of a white wall or the sky,
your main subject should be as bright as or brighter than the brightest points in the scene.
Otherwise, your main subject will not be able to compete with the brighter spots and
consequently will become lost in the frame.

This issue happens more often than you might expect, even among experienced
photographers. The reason is that there are countless decisions a photographer must make
for a single photograph. It is easy to miss the brightness levels occurring in the scene and
on your subject.

Figure 14.1 is an example of a common oversight. Although I am standing close to the
camera, your attention will most likely wander to the top left of the frame. The buildings
are illuminated by direct sunlight, and the sky is pure white. The fact that those bright



buildings are far away from me doesn’t make any difference. The emphasis in this photo is
still on the brightest part in the scene, and I am clearly not the brightest.

14.1

Many times, you can’t do much to compete with the bright sky. In those cases, find a
natural reflector, such as a wall or anything else reflecting light toward your subject for
fill. Or bring along an actual reflector. For example, in Figure 14.2 I was posing in front
of a bright sky in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. But there was a large white wall in front of me
acting as a natural reflector, providing some fill light. I also set my camera’s exposure to
retain detail in the bright sky. This keeps the emphasis on me, and the sky’s natural
brightness has been tamed.
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Matching the Brightness Levels to Keep Emphasis on the Pose

During a wedding assignment, I noticed the beautiful light outside coming into a relatively
dark room. In Figure 14.3, what makes this photo so elegant and beautiful is the quality of
light showering the bride posed in a photojournalistic style. Keep in mind that the bride is
wearing a white dress that could easily be overexposed. The bride is positioned at the
exact distance from the window to ensure that she is just as bright or slightly brighter than
the door to the right of the frame, but not so bright that her dress would be overexposed or,
worse, blown out. This is precisely why this chapter is so important. By keeping this
brightness level reference point in mind, her elegant pose becomes the crown jewel of this
photograph. A great pose with inferior lighting and minimal emphasis is pretty much
useless.
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Figure 14.4 presents a more challenging example. In this case, the sunlight peeked
through the trees and partially illuminated the fountain and the trees throughout the scene.
The gardens at the Beverly Hills Hotel almost make you feel as though you are lost in a
jungle. However, I realized that the spotty lighting would distract from my clients’ pose.
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Keeping in mind that I only had to match the luminosity or brightness levels, I positioned
an off-camera flash with just enough power to match the spots in the scene illuminated by
the sun. Had I not kept in mind this reference point, my clients would have been too dark

or far too bright. Either way, the pose would have suffered.

Figure 14.5 contains several items that affect the brightness level reference point. Before
pressing my shutter button, I always consider the three subject-emphasis reference points.



I noticed that the white orchid, white marble countertop, and the specular highlights of the
accessories on the shelves were all brighter than Kristen.

14.5

Originally, I was going to use only natural light for this portrait, but this would have
resulted in Kristen being darker than those items. This would, in turn, take emphasis away
from her and the pose we worked so hard to create. The solution was to use external light
strobes and a large umbrella to soften the light on her face. I needed only enough power on
that strobe to make Kristen’s brightness levels at least as bright as the orchid and the
marble countertop. The viewer can now appreciate the way her face, upper body, and




hands are posed.

The Direction of Light Should Influence Part of the Pose

I find this concept to be a great help when I can’t think of a pose. Paying close attention to
the direction of light can help you decide how part of the body should be posed. For
example, in a window light situation you would want to turn the subject’s body away from
the light source and the face toward the light. Not only will doing so give the body a more
flattering and slimming look, but it will also make the subject’s face the brightest point.

Other times, the light source could come from above, such as a skylight or lights placed
higher than your subject. In this case, you would also want to turn your subject’s face up
toward the light, and then pose the rest of the body. Let the light be your guide.

Even in midday sun, you could achieve gorgeous images by posing your subject’s face up
toward the sun to illuminate the face evenly and to eliminate the unflattering harsh
shadows that can occur in such portraits. Most photographers run toward the open shade in
midday sun. You, on the other hand, can use the harsh light to your advantage by allowing
the light to influence how you pose your subject.

In fact, around midday is my favorite time for shooting outdoor portraits. I love the high
intensity of the light because it gives you the most options. With some simple tools, such
as a reflector and a diffuser, you can soften the harsh sunlight and place the light exactly
where you want it. Who wouldn’t want to have these options? In the following examples, I
show you how I use the direction of light to influence part of the pose.

Figure 14.6: This photograph was taken in a tiny remote village on the island of Kauai.
The hut-like house had a tiny entrance about 3 to 4 feet high. You can see by the red
callouts how the light rays spread inside the hut. This told me that I had to pose my client
sitting or kneeling. Otherwise, her dress would be fully lit, but her face would be outside
of the light spread and so would be in darkness. I needed her entire body and face to be
within the spread of the light. Once this was done, I began posing the rest of her body. The
takeaway here is that the light became my guide for the pose.
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Figure 14.7: I purposely left this photo with my lighting assistant visible on the left so it
would be easy for you to see where the light was coming from. The sunlight coming
through the window on the left side of the building was not powerful enough to travel the
distance to the model. The solution was to pose the model as if the window light was the
main light source, and then add light using an LED continuous light source. You can see
how the model’s body was posed away from the light but her face was tilted up toward it.
The model tried to be a bit dramatic with her arms for fun, but the structure of the pose
still depended on the direction of the light.
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Figure 14.8: This is one of the best images I found to illustrate this point. Every part of
the pose here was pretty much based on the light coming from the left. I posed the male
model against the wall and closer to the light source. He was close enough that the light
falloff on his face was immediately based on the Inverse Square Law of Light, which
states that the intensity of light is equal to 1 over the distance squared. This falloff resulted
in a split lighting situation that looks great on a man but not always great on a woman.
Therefore, I posed the woman farther away from the wall, while making sure that the male
model would not block any of the light illuminating her. Then, I posed her head directly
toward the light so that the center of her face would be illuminated evenly.
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Figure 14.9: Sometimes the simplest of poses is the most effective. I chose this photo
because the quality of natural light was so impressive that I wanted nothing to detract from
it. I needed a pose that would allow the light to be the star of the show. The principles are
the same; the body is slightly turned away from the light and her face was turned toward
it. I often use this photo during my workshops and seminars to illustrate just how
important it is to prioritize light and to always search for the best quality of light before
anything else.
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Figure 14.10: It is also worth discussing what happens when the light source is high up,
as in this case. My client’s face was tilted way up to receive the proper illumination on the
different parts of his face. If I had posed his face with less of a tilt, the position of the light
would have created black circles under his eyes. For the most part, in a situation in which
the head is tilted sharply up, it is best to pose your subject with eyes closed. This photo
also would have worked well if I had kept his head up and pivoted his chin toward the
light. This technique works better when posing women than men, which is the reason I
kept his head perfectly centered in this photo.



14.10

Figure 14.11: Most photographers run the other way when they see an area illuminated by
harsh directional light. With experience, you will see how dealing with light just means
altering the pose so that the subject’s body and face are illuminated in a certain way. The
best thing to keep in mind is that harsh light can be used to create a unique look.
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Unlike soft light, harsh light will reward you with a dramatic look to your portraits that
cannot be replicated by any other quality of light. The gorgeous black and white portrait in
Figure 14.11 is a perfect example of this. In the late afternoon, the sun’s rays peeked
through the window, illuminating the steps with direct sunlight. I was walking with a
group of students during one of my workshops in Los Angeles (organized by Junebug
Weddings) when I spotted this hot spot on the marble steps.

Knowing that this was an opportunity, I quickly asked model Dylan Quigg to lie down on
the floor with her head to the right side and her feet facing left. The reason for this
position is that the rays of light were coming from the right side of the room, as shown by
the callout (Figure 14.12). At first glance, the light was so harsh on her that you would
think it would be a mistake to proceed. But that was not the case at all. All that was
necessary here was to adjust her pose to the light, instead of the light to the pose.
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I posed her arms so they would be illuminated by the sunlight. The excuse I used for this
arm pose was to ask her to gently move her veil away from her face to clear her neck and
cheeks. Then I asked her to arch her back, as explained in Chapter 1, to give her body
more curves. Lastly, and most importantly, I asked Dylan to tilt her chin toward the light
until the dark shadows under her eyes disappeared. Once all that was set, I pushed the
shutter button. This is a prime example of how natural light influences the way you pose a
person. When using strobes or any kind of controlled studio light, you can position clients
wherever you want, but with natural light, you must surrender to it, and pose accordingly.



Use Framing, Leading Lines, Isolation, Contrasts, Repetition or Size to
Make the Subject the Most Prominent Element

Subject emphasis is the main tool photojournalists use to tell their story. A skilled
photojournalist will use the objects in the environment to frame a moment, isolate
someone’s expression, or guide your eyes where they want you to look. Photojournalists
do this mostly with a hands-off approach. They don’t move the objects; instead, they move
themselves to create a frame.

Portrait photographers can use the same compositional elements as photojournalists, but
rather than bringing the viewer’s attention to a story, you use them to bring attention to
your well-posed subjects. Unlike photojournalists, a portrait photographer can move
things around to frame or isolate your main subject. Remember, there’s no purpose in
spending time and effort meticulously posing your subjects if nobody can see them
because they’re hidden among all the distractions in any given environment. Achieving
this is easier said than done.

The solution requires knowing what to look for to better isolate your subjects. It takes
proper and deliberate practice to develop an eye for subject emphasis through composition
techniques. You can also use various layers of subject emphasis through composition. For
example, you can use only contrasts, selective focus, and size to focus attention on your
subject. When there are three or fewer compositional elements to emphasize your subject,
I call it simple emphasis.

Other times, you may choose to combine more compositional elements—lighting,
framing, contrasts, leading lines, and size—to bring more emphasis to your subject. This
would be a much more complex photograph. Whenever four or more compositional
elements work together to emphasize the subject, I call it compound emphasis. Compound
emphasis is not necessarily better than simple emphasis—it’s just a different choice.

Depending on the photo and your vision, either one may be best to make that photo come
alive. However, compound emphasis requires much more skill and practice to execute
correctly than simple emphasis. To make this point clear, let’s take a look at a couple of
photos of the same person (model Monique Victoria) to compare the visual effects of both
techniques.

Simple Emphasis

For the photograph in Figure 14.13, I wanted complete emphasis on the intricate beading
detail of this stunning dress, designed by Armine Bespoke in Los Angeles. Therefore,
simple emphasis was the best choice. I posed Monique to radiate elegance and to
accentuate her curves to showcase the gown’s fit. Once I had the right pose, I used a clean,
single-color wall as a backdrop. This choice isolates Monique from any distracting
elements. Then, I used size to make sure that she was the largest element in my frame.
Finally, I used selective focus to emphasize Monique, not the wall. That’s all. Three
compositional elements (simple emphasis) beautifully showcased Monique, the pose, and
the dress.



Compound Emphasis

Now that we’ve seen how simple emphasis can be used to bring total focus to a pose or a
dress, let’s explore the visual effects of compound emphasis.

Figure 14.14: The goal for this photograph was to show how the dress looked during
natural movement. Although this particular photo uses a wedding dress, the technique
works the same way if you are shooting fashion. At first glance, it is clear that a lot is
going on here. Most likely, the first compositional element you may have noticed is the
use of framing. The handrail to the left of the image guides your eye straight to Monique.
This is using leading lines. The brighter portion of the image where Monique is standing
creates contrast with the darker arch surrounding the image. From where she is standing,
there’s nothing behind her competing for our attention. Therefore, we are using isolation.
Lastly, I used selective focus to bring critical focus only to Monique and nothing else. It
took five compositional elements to create that compound subject emphasis. Notice how
Monique is not the largest element in the frame; the dark arch is. This provides
information about the place and it works in harmony with Monique.
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I used two completely different approaches with the same person wearing the same dress,
and both were effective for different reasons. Push your creativity to create your own
versions of simple and compound subject emphasis. This will require you to slow down
and think before you shoot.

Other Variations for Isolating the Main Subject

Unless you are shooting in a studio environment where all the elements can be controlled,
you will have to pay considerable attention to subject emphasis before you click that
shutter button on location. Consider Figure 14.15. At first glance, you might ask yourself,
“Who is the main subject in this photo?” This photo represents a perfect example of why
subject emphasis is so important. The numerous colors, shapes, textures, objects, and
people depicted in this photo leave you completely confused about what you are supposed
to look at.
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Now turn your attention to Figure 14.16. By using selective focus, I was able to give you
some help about who my main subject is. Selective focus allows you to isolate your
subject—the woman with the gray sweater and red purse—from a busy environment with
many competing elements.

14.16

Figure 14.17 is a behind-the-scenes photo during a glamour shoot in New York City. I
wanted to isolate model Sydney Bakich from any plumbing pipes, wall textures, windows,
and so forth. To do this, I simply placed a black, foam board behind her. Now, I have
completely isolated Sydney from any distracting elements, and the resulting image is
Figure 14.18. This is a good example of using simple emphasis.
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For comparison, consider Figure 14.19. It was taken in Cancun, Mexico, during another
boudoir/glamour portrait shoot. This time, I wanted to use the elements in my



surroundings to creatively bring attention to Shevelle, despite the different textures and
objects in the room. A compound emphasis was necessary to achieve my goal. I moved the
mirror around to capture a reflection of Shevelle; the repeating flowers near the bottom of
the painting draw your eyes toward her. The mirror’s frame is also being used to form a
clear frame around her. I used an off-camera flash to make sure that she was the brightest
element in the entire frame.

14.19

I could go on using my photographs to show you the various ways to create a compound
or a simple subject emphasis, but I believe you have enough guidance to create your own.
Now that you are aware of the two choices and their effects on an image, you can decide
which options will best suit your vision or purpose. When you look at fashion ads, ask
yourself if the photographer used simple or compound subject emphasis to showcase the
clothing and whether it was effective at communicating what the brand is about. By doing
this, you will quickly develop an instinct about which options work best for any given
shoot.
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15. Posing with Movement, Feeling, and Expression

This chapter is about putting the finishing touches on a pose. Without the material covered
in this chapter, the people you pose run the risk of looking rigid, forced, and worst of all,
unnatural. I place photographs in which the photographer intervened to pose his/her
subjects in three main categories:

* Portraits in which the subjects are looking straight at the camera

* Portraits in which the photographer attempts to create a “photojournalistic” moment
but fails to create a natural look and the subjects appear to be just following the
photographer’s directions

* Portraits in which the photographer creates a portrait that appears so natural that you
totally connect with the moment without seeing a hint of the photographer’s
influence

Most photographs fall into the first and second categories. Why is that? It’s because
beginning portrait photographers find it much easier to have their subjects look straight at
the camera essentially all of the time. It is, after all, what we have been trained to do since
we were children. When someone points a camera at us, we subconsciously look at the
camera and smile. This smile has become well known as our “camera smile.”

Let me be clear: There’s nothing wrong with the first category. Having our subject look at
the camera is what creates a clean portrait, but doing so with a natural smile is another
matter. A natural expression requires people skills, a savvy sense of humor, and a great
sense of timing. Without these qualities, asking people to smile will yield a fake smile in
all your photographs.

As a photographer, you’ll encounter the second category when you venture beyond the
“look at the camera” stage, attempt to create a “photojournalistic” feeling in your
photographs, and fail. I put quotes around photojournalistic because the term is usually
reserved for photos where the photographer captured a moment without altering the scene,
expression, or any other part of the photograph. In its purest form, most people in a true
photojournalistic photo were never aware they were being photographed. This style strives
to capture the purest of human expressions and a wide range of emotions. Many true
photojournalists risk their lives to capture such photographs.

Naturally, as portrait photographers our clients are well aware of our presence. But we can
respectfully borrow the feeling of a photojournalistic photograph and apply it to our posed
portraits to achieve candid expressions. This is easier said than done. To do it well,
photographers must work on their people skills to break through the defensive barriers
people naturally put up. Our subjects need to feel completely at ease for them to project
their true selves when being photographed. For these reasons, and many more, once
photographers leave the comfort of having subjects always look at the camera, they often
gravitate to the second category.

I hope this chapter can shorten your learning curve and boost your photography from
category 2 to category 3, which I call posed photojournalism.



Posed Photojournalism

The term posed photojournalism is obviously an oxymoron. As I mentioned before, the
term photojournalism means that a photographer does not alter anything about the
photograph. I personally love the movement and real expressions of photojournalism.
Unfortunately, I cannot wait for my clients to fall into a perfect pose while having the
most beautiful expression on their faces at the exact moment I happen to click my shutter
button. When great moments happen naturally, I am perfectly capable of capturing them in
their purest form. But, when time is not on my side I pose everything. If you do it right,
you can combine the best of both worlds: a photojournalistic candid expression with
movement, and a beautifully crafted pose photographed in great light.

To begin, here’s a familiar scenario. During a photo shoot, as soon as we have our subjects
in front of our lens we are ready to begin directing the subject’s pose. We say things like
“Shift your body weight,” “Put your arms here,” or “Turn your chin a little to the left.”
After we finish issuing countless directions, the pose looks completely rigid. Our subjects
can barely hold on to all the pieces they were told to think about.

There’s no flow to the pose, and just looking at the photo makes you feel tense. I know
that feeling of frustration when you work so hard to pose someone correctly, and then
when you download the photos to your computer after the shoot, they all look completely
unnatural. Read this chapter carefully and apply my recommendations at your next shoot.
This is what has worked well for me and has given me the candid “photojournalistic” feel
I crave so much in my posed photographs.

The key is to have a general pose in mind, show your subjects what you envision, and
have them naturally move into that pose. By using movement to pose, you are
automatically bringing to it a sense of fluidity. This technique might be effective to break
the rigidness of a pose, but it also comes with its own set of challenges. Because you are
allowing your subjects to move themselves into a pose, you will find that parts of the body
settle into the wrong place and others fall into place just fine.

You must be able to anticipate which parts of the body are most likely to wreck your pose.
I call these troublesome parts of the body high-risk areas. The other parts of the body that
are important, but with naturally more forgiving poses, I call low-risk areas. Let me give
you two typical scenarios: one where I am photographing a female subject for her
modeling portfolio, and the other where I am photographing a bride.

Example 1: Posing a Model with Movement

During a workshop, I was photographing model Monique Victoria from “America’s Next
Top Model.” I wanted to pose her with glamour and finesse. The challenge was that we
had to pose Monique sitting down. So, I first analyzed the basic pose for high- and low-
risk areas. I know that when a person sits down, the risk of slouching is much higher than
if the person were standing, so the spine is a high-risk area.

In Figure 15.1 (on the following page) the red dots represent high-risk areas and the blue
dots represent low-risk areas. The red dot on her torso marks a high-risk area because as
she sits on the couch, her spine appears to be slouched. Remember in Chapter 1, I
mentioned that slouching is never okay unless you are purposely trying to get a reaction



from the viewer.
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The second biggest concern is the height of her left elbow. It is so high that it’s causing a
major distraction and does not look very elegant. The other two red dots are on the hands
because I need to make sure that her fingers are always soft and relaxed, as disc