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This image was captured in a dark church with one small window high above and to the right of the subject. Aside from the small window light, the only other illumination was a funky little tungsten light. After placing the subject in a spot that combined these two light sources, the exposure was made with 800-speed film rated at 400, overexposed one stop with a widened aperture for a shallow depth of field. Contax 645, 80mm lens, ISO 400, f/2 at 1/30 sec. Fujifilm 800 NPZ film rated at 400




Preface

In today’s wedding market, design is paramount. Modern media have influenced the tastes of couples and created a sense that weddings are more than a ceremony and a party. Contemporary weddings are cohesive, thematically designed events that couples use as an expression of their personality.

Photography has become an increasingly vital part of the wedding design. Today’s most successful wedding photographers do more than merely document; they craft images artistically to fit a comprehensive design. A couple chooses a photographer based on how his or her style fits into the overall vision for the wedding and how well he or she can integrate the image creation into the theme of the event. To reach the upper tier in today’s wedding market, photographers must be well-rounded professionals who understand the many elements that need to come together at a wedding. They must have a sense of the grander scheme and be able to contribute to the overall look and feel of the event.

This is the reality of today’s wedding photography, especially high-end wedding photography. However, this role for the wedding photographer didn’t evolve overnight. For decades, wedding photography had a reputation—fair or not—for being static and overly posed. Far too often, wedding images were those stiff shots for which families lined up like they were facing a firing squad. Then, in the 1990s and early part of this century, photojournalism swept across the industry like a monsoon flood—slowly, surely changing the landscape of modern wedding photography. Photographers turned the paradigm on its head, eschewing the old approaches in favor of candid imagery created with limited photographer-subject interaction. The new school of documentary wedding photographers often ignored—or dramatically adapted—traditional posing rules and lighting techniques. These photographers didn’t look to wedding or portrait photographers as their heroes—rather they sought inspiration from photojournalist icons like Henri Cartier-Bresson, Robert Capa, Alfred Eisenstaedt, Margaret Bourke-White, and W. Eugene Smith. Concepts like “slice of life” and “moments in time” filled marketing language as photographers billed themselves as fly-on-the-wall documenters whose free-flowing approach appealed to the tastes of young couples.

The change in style also ushered in a change in perception about wedding photography. No longer seen as the vocation for conservative practitioners adhering to age-old guidelines, wedding photography was suddenly fun, adventurous, and creative. There was a freedom to the work that hadn’t been present in decades. As a wedding photographer, you didn’t have to spend all day snapping posed shots of extended families. You were free to roam, to document, to apply your unique eye to the event.

The pay improved as well. By bringing a new level of energy and motion to the work, industry leaders were able to demand five-figure rates while attracting clients from America’s most elite circles. Not surprising, when rates started to increase, so did the number of wedding photographers. It seemed easier than ever to make a living from photography, and shutterbugs from all walks of life started migrating to the wedding market.

The role of digital imaging can’t be underestimated in this process. Easy-to-use automated digital cameras significantly lowered the barrier to entry, as did Adobe Photoshop and a host of digital-imaging software that helped photographers skip the lab altogether. Digital workflow issues aside, it was simpler than ever to become a pro wedding photographer. As a result, thousands of new practitioners entered the field, and the market began to swell at the middle.

The influx of new photographers proved to be both good and bad. On the one hand, the new photographers brought a much-needed youth movement to the field. Fresh ideas, approaches, and energy poured into the marketplace. Styles, techniques, and technology changed more in a decade than in the entire previous century. On the other hand, competition for established pros went up while the industry’s overall standards of quality went down. Many of the new pros lacked any true photography training. Seeking a quick buck, they fired from the hip and hoped that their “spray and pray” shooting technique would yield enough lucky gems to earn them a happy payday. This wasn’t photojournalism—which involves careful consideration of where to place the camera, how to compose, and when to expose—it was snapshot photography, candid images that lacked any real sense of artistic planning or professional exposure principles.

Digital capture accelerated this trend. As digital SLRs became faster, better, and cheaper, photographers found it easier—and more affordable—to shoot thousands of frames per event. Documenting the life of a wedding became an exercise in rapid-fire capture as photographers clicked away in search of those defining moments.

The marketplace began to question the value of receiving thousands of randomly captured pictures instead of a focused, cohesive collection of photographs. As more and more wedding photographers offered base packages of simple candid imagery, clients began to grow disenchanted with the escalating prices of work they felt they could do themselves. These discerning customers started yearning for something more.

In this environment, a few progressive photographers started to expand their work into more consciously influenced styles. If photojournalism was a backlash against the meticulously posed, static wedding photography of previous generations, the newly developing styles were a backlash against the laissez-faire approach of photojournalism (and its many corrupted forms). These up-and-coming photographers considered themselves more than documenters. They wanted to affect the imagery with their unique styles. For some, this meant injecting fashion or editorial photography techniques. Others preferred to mix in environmental portraiture methods with their photojournalism. For a select few, wedding photography became the combination of fine art and real life, a stylized representation of their clients’ special day in carefully shaped imagery.

Perhaps no other wedding photographer personifies the “fine artist” label better than Jose Villa. Entering the field in 2003, during the heyday of photojournalism, Jose wanted to be more of an artist than the trends allowed. Standing back and snapping away felt unnatural. Jose wanted to step in, involve himself in the scenes, and make images with his unique vision. The images still had life, movement, and emotion—they weren’t statically posed, by any means—but they also had the subtle touch of the artist’s hand. Jose crafted images instead of taking them. He shot with wide-open apertures for a shallow depth of field and a warm glow from natural light. He overexposed his film to bring in more light and create a pastel palette of colors. Nothing in his portfolio looked like a snapshot. While most photographers were buying the fastest digital cameras they could find, Jose worked deliberately with a slow, loud Contax 645 and medium-format film. Everything had a natural feel, yet the images were enhanced, idealized in a way that clients found flattering.

[image: ]

Framed by a bridesmaid’s arms, the bride had her flower placed in her hair right before she walked down the aisle. Shallow depth of field blurred the arms and put focus on the bride’s face and hair. It also created a smooth backdrop so that the detail on the bride’s face and head stand out in the composition. Contax 645, 80mm lens, ISO 200, f/2 at 1/125 sec. Fujifilm Neopan 400 film rated at 200
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Good detail shots are essential for setting a scene. They’re also popular with editors of bridal magazines and blogs, who want to show the full experience of a wedding. If you want to get published, make sure to include these key scene-setters. Contax 645, 80mm lens, ISO 200, f/2 at 1/500 sec. Fujicolor Pro 400H film rated at 200

The approach was progressive for the time, and it established a toehold among a group of selective clients. As wedding photography slowly began to shift away from pure documentary styles to more comprehensively designed imagery, Jose was on the leading edge. In a field where professionals are constantly looking to distinguish themselves, Jose had carved a highly successful niche that appealed to progressive clients—artists, filmmakers, other photographers—all of whom were willing to pay a premium for his services.

The style played well in the media as well. In fact, it has become the defining look of editorial wedding coverage over the past several years. Jose’s fine art wedding photography portrays the easy, fun, lifestyle look that magazines want in their pages. The images are well crafted technically and appealing artistically, yet fluid enough to show the wild emotional component of a wedding. Jose thinks of a wedding as a cohesive event with a common design theme. His images capture more than just smiles and tears; they represent the colors, the details, the sense of place. It’s no wonder that bridal and photography magazines started lining up to publish his work. Publications like Martha Stewart Weddings, Brides, Grace Ormond Wedding Style, Elegant Bride, InStyle Weddings, Inside Weddings, Modern Bride, Town and Country Weddings, PDN, Professional Photographer, and American Photo have all come calling, as have wedding bloggers, photo websites, and a bastion of commercial clients. Before too long, Jose was earning accolades reserved for the most elite photographers in the field. In 2008, American Photo named him one of the top ten wedding photographers in the world. In 2010, PDN put him on its list of the thirty most influential photographers of the decade.
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This image shows a backlit scene shot during a midday wedding. Exposing for the shadow and using a relatively quick shutter speed help keep the detail in the image without washing it out with excessive light. Contax 645, 80mm lens, ISO 200, f/2 at 1/2000 sec. Fujicolor Pro 400H film rated at 200

When Jose approached me about coauthoring this book, the challenge of helping this artist tell his story was irresistible. As a longtime photography magazine editor and freelance writer, I’ve spoken with thousands of pro photographers. Few, if any, are as comfortable with their unique artistic vision as Jose is. That confidence, coupled with an undying dedication to his craft, is truly inspiring in a field where many practitioners are content to simply follow trends to a paycheck. Hopefully, this book offers a taste of that inspiration.

In the pages that follow, we present a progressive vision of wedding photography told from Jose’s distinctive perspective. Starting with the specifics of the fine art approach, we move through practical application and into the vital concerns of applying the approach to a profitable business. We outline how this artistic philosophy suffuses everything Jose does, and how a cohesive assemblage of artistry, personality, and service can help you create a successful wedding photography business. Ultimately, we offer a series of lessons for professional photographers seeking to improve their work and move to a more upscale level of clientele.

Enjoy the discussion. Try some of the techniques. Expand your viewpoint of what wedding photography is and what it could be. If the inspiration finds you, use these insights to develop your own brand of fine art. Inspiration isn’t easy, and it doesn’t come to those who aren’t looking for it. But it’s out there waiting to be discovered. We hope our book will help you find your personal inspiration and all the success that comes with it.

—Jeff Kent
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I asked the bride to jump into the groom’s arms and kiss him. Right before they kissed, I captured this photograph by exposing for 1/250 second. Light came from late-day sunlight. Contax 645, 80mm lens, ISO 200, f/2 at 1/250 sec. Fujicolor Pro 400H film rated at 200


Introduction

The roots of my fine art approach stretch back to my childhood. Born in Mexico and raised on a horse ranch in Santa Barbara County, California, I grew up in a world of warmth and light. My childhood is full of memories that color my work today. I remember the animals—horses, deer, cattle—roaming the fields as breezes washed up the valleys from the coast. I remember when a little creek on the ranch would turn into a rushing river just after a hard rain, and my friends and I would jump into makeshift canoes and brave the miniature rapids. And I remember color. Palettes upon palettes of color. There were deep green trees framed against backdrops of true blue skies. There were warm yellows of grain sewn across the fields. There were rich earth tones bathed in the nearly pastel hues of the Southern California sunshine. These are the scenes, the feelings, the pastoral images that I try to recreate in my work today.

After graduating from Brooks Institute of Photography, I took my traditional photographic training and applied a sense of freedom and natural ease that I based on these childhood images. I want my work to portray subjects enjoying genuine happiness, framed in compositions of vibrant color. This aesthetic has attracted a growing fan base among progressive couples who share my attraction to the outdoors and to a joyous injection of light.

The fine art approach is about creating a cohesive collection of artistic images. It’s more than documentation. It’s more than candid imagery. It’s about integrating the personalities of the subjects with the setting to craft distinctive images that illustrate the unique appeal of each event.

So much of the fine art approach lies in my use of light. The warm glow in my imagery comes from a specific set of exposure principles and a careful use of film. Yes, I shoot film—not as a throwback to a bygone era but as a way to create a hand-crafted look. By combining a calculated overexposure with specific composition methods and a careful selection of film, I can produce a color palette rich with pastel hues. Soft light wraps around my subjects and illuminates them in a flattering radiance. With black-and-white images, I adhere to the same basic principles but play with light and shadow, tones and motion, as opposed to color. Throughout the process, my foundation remains the same, although I may tweak the techniques to maintain a consistent look to the images.
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Style and emotion are consistent themes in the fine art approach. I want to create an idealized, romanticized world for my clients. In this image, I exposed for the shadow and clicked the shutter as the bride and groom leaned in and kissed each other. Contax 645, 80mm lens, ISO 200, f/2 at 1/125 sec. Fujicolor Pro 400H film rated at 200

This consistency is critical to the fine art approach, and it carries through everything—the images, the overall style, the products
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