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My daughter, Pascaline, and I on our first rock climbing adventure. Capturing all the firsts in your baby’s life is amazing—from first swim to first steps to even first rock climbing experience!

preface: my story

I didn’t find photography. Photography found me. And then it healed me.

I started as a writer. For ten years I worked on one book, Beauty Restored: Finding Life and Hope After Date Rape, based on my own painful experience of being date raped in college. The heart of this book was a message of hope to women and their husbands/boyfriends, parents, and friends. I wanted women to know they were not alone in their pain.

On March 20, 2001, the first day of spring, I birthed two babies: my beautiful firstborn, Pascaline, and my book, Beauty Restored. When Pascaline was three months old, we hit the road, and for the next eighteen months appeared on more than fifty national television shows and in radio interviews. While my little one slept in the back of conference centers, churches, and colleges, I was up front, sharing my story and hoping that my words would help even one woman feel hope again.

After two amazing years on the road, Brian and I were expecting our second child. His name was Aidan, our little fire. While in Tennessee, for a weeklong speaking tour, I started experiencing abdominal pains; weeks later, Aidan’s heartbeat stopped.

After Aidan died, I couldn’t speak or write for quite some time. My heart felt like it had been broken one too many times. I sought refuge in Brian and Pascaline’s love. During those times of grief, I bought my first SLR camera. I had no idea how to use this black, awkward thing; I wasn’t even sure I was capable of learning. Someone in high school had told me that you have to be good at math to understand photography, but I was horrible at math, so I assumed I could never learn photography. Twenty years later, none of that mattered to me. In the midst of not being able to hold on to Aidan’s life, I needed to find a way to preserve Pascaline’s.

Pascaline’s innocence seemed precious from every viewpoint. I found myself working to capture her story: the times she couldn’t stop giggling, the times she curled into the safety of her daddy’s arms, the asleep time, the fussy and frustrated times, the first time she played with a yellow balloon, and so many other events.

[image: ]

I took this photo of my daughter soon after buying my first camera. I was using film and had yet to even hear the word aperture. But I knew I wanted to capture Pascaline’s sheer delight and innocence as she played with a balloon for one of the first times. It was in everyday moments like this that I fell in love with the power of photography.

Friends and family started noticing the photos and asked me to photograph their children. Before long, brides were contacting me to shoot their weddings. I had gone from speaking at conferences with thousands of women and sharing my personal story of heartache, to finding healing behind a camera. Life had taken this unexpected turn, and now I was given the privilege of artistically capturing the stories of others.

Photography had found me.

In a short period of time, I went from being intimidated by the camera to having my photography featured on The Oprah Winfrey Show, VH1, and in exhibits in New York City. To say that life has been a whirlwind ever since is an understatement! In 2008, Sony invited me to be their first sponsored female wedding and portrait photographer. My husband, Brian, and I wrote and produced the award-winning instructional DVDs Refuse to Say Cheese and Beyond the Green Box, for moms who want to learn how to capture their kids. Together, we travel nationwide, speaking and teaching our popular CONFIDENCE Photography Workshops to an audience of women—and sell out in every city. But the best part of all is that during this time, we were blessed with the birth of Blaze, our baby boy.

All these honors and gifts have been amazing because I never imagined I’d be a photographer. I didn’t go to photography school, and in fact, did horribly in school.

When I got a C+ on a paper, my mom would post a note on the fridge saying that a C+ equaled an A+ in our home. Even so, on top of feeling inferior to my classmates, I had a tough childhood. Nothing has ever come easy for me, and photography is no exception. But sometimes, when life pushes us so hard, we surprise ourselves and push back just as hard and find ourselves achieving more than we expected.

As I worked to understand my new camera, I tried reading the manual that came with it, but none of it made sense. I tried visiting the local camera shop for guidance, but the man behind the counter often made me feel inferior, and yet I was determined to find a way, because capturing my baby in pictures was (and is) that important to me. So I created explanations that made sense to me. And, after meeting thousands of women during the last eight years, I know that I’m not the only mom who sees things this way. That is why I decided to write this book.
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On set with Sony while filming the Kids in Focus™ DVD.

Throughout this book, you will read many “Me Ra-style” explanations intended to demystify the technical side of photography, along with all the camera settings I used to create the images you see here. If you are like me, you just want to know the camera settings for every photo until you feel comfortable creating your own. This book isn’t about wowing you with my abilities. Rather, this book is about empowering you to capture the first year of your baby’s life, whether you have a digital single-lens reflex (DSLR) camera or a point-and shoot model. My goal is to remove as many obstacles as possible and inspire you with photographic ideas you may not have otherwise considered.
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Women are given the opportunity to practice with baby models at our CONFIDENCE Workshops. It is a weekend of demystifying the technical side of photography and unleashing inspiration.

If I can pick up a camera and teach myself how to capture my babies, you can, too. Prepare to find hundreds of photo secrets I have learned along the way, as well as easy explanations, written from one parent to another. And be encouraged that you can do this. Forget about the math, the fractions, and the technical jargon, and take my hand as we make this journey one step at a time. As one of my favorite writers, Julia Cameron, says, “Progress, not perfection, is what we should be asking of ourselves.” Photographing the first year of your baby’s life is about making progress, and trust me, you will capture amazing moments in the midst of your passion filled journey.

Much love,

Me Ra
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Our home in the jungle, Thailand 2009. Blaze sits with me as I begin drafting the creative outline for this book. Photo by Brian Tausend
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introduction: baby steps

As parents, we often feel overwhelmed, especially when our little one is a baby. We feel great love, mixed with insecurity about our ability to keep him or her alive, and for the women, let’s not forget our ever-changing hormones. The list goes on and on. But most of all we are overwhelmed by how quickly our little one is changing and growing with each new day.

When I had Pascaline, my little girl, a wise woman told me that motherhood is made up of celebrations and griefs. You celebrate every bit of growth and development your baby makes, and you grieve the sweetness of the stages they’ve now outgrown. So how do we hold onto life’s fleeting moments when they seem to be flying by? Storytelling through the camera has become my answer.

As a mother and then a professional photographer, I have had the privilege of photographing more babies than I can count. What tickles me most is the dynamic change that occurs in the first year. The developmental milestones to photograph in the first three to six months are totally different than the ones you will want to capture when they are nine to twelve months old. This is why I’ve broken this book up by age-group: zero to three months, three to six months, six to nine months, and nine to twelve months. Each chapter features five quick tips for photographing that age-group and then ten photo recipes to try with your baby. The photo recipe gives you not only the ingredients for taking the picture but all the secrets and steps behind the photos, too. Each photo recipe walks you through the following:


•  When to take it

•  How to prep for the shot

•  What settings to use for a point-and-shoot camera

•  What settings to use for a DSLR camera

•  Composition and framing tips

•  Where to focus before shooting

•  And everyone’s favorite, the DSLR settings, which tell you the exact aperture, shutter speed, and ISO I used so you can try to replicate them. In fact, you’ll start to discover the consistency within the camera settings I use so that you can branch off into your own experimentation. You may have only a point-and-shoot camera now, but this book will grow with you when you are ready to upgrade to a DSLR.



And don’t worry, moms. If you feel as though you are never in the picture, I’ve got a handful of photo exercises that are just for Dad or a helper to do. I show him what to do, when to do it, and how to make you look awesome!

All forty of the photo recipes can be followed with either a point-and-shoot or a DSLR camera. However, point-and-shoots can be incredibly limiting, and if you are sitting on the fence about upgrading to a DSLR, I encourage you to read chapter 1 to help you make your purchase decision.

Whether your baby is a newborn or nine months old, each photo recipe will help you capture the story of her first year. It will reveal all my secrets—whether I stood on a table and shot from above or bought black velvet for a backdrop at the fabric store. There are even website links tucked within some of the photo recipes so that you can watch video tutorials of me shooting the images in real time.

Are you ready to chronicle the first year of your baby’s life? Photography does take practice, but when you remember that all your practicing will be done with that bundle of love, how can you go wrong? Your baby’s first year will still go by quickly, but with this book as your guide, you will have a collection of beautiful stories to someday show your little one. Who knew parenthood could be so much fun?


[image: ]

DSLR USERS:
SHUTTER SPEED DISPLAY

Within the DSLR settings, you will notice that I have two versions for the shutter speeds; one is a fraction, and the other appears to be a whole number (1/60 sec., or 60). I did this because some cameras show you only the fraction as a whole number, and this can really confuse people. The two numbers mean the same thing, though, whether or not they are displayed as a fraction. Check your camera to see how it displays the shutter speed.

[image: ]




Chapter 1. 
getting started
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[image: ]ozens of questions arise when you are learning how to photograph your baby. It can feel so overwhelming that you may be tempted to stop shooting before you even get started. That’s when you should turn to this chapter for guidance. Here I discuss everything from what camera features to look for when making a new purchase, to common photography mistakes to avoid, to tips that will instantly improve your photos. The topics covered are designed to free your mind from stress so that you can enjoy the process of photographing your baby and not feel overwhelmed by the technical details involved.
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choosing a camera

The first thing you need to do before you can start clicking away is decide which camera to use. Of course, if you already have a camera that you are happy with you may just want to skim this section in case you want to get another one at some point. But if you’re looking to buy a camera, the type that you choose is a big decision that will impact your photography for years to come. So how do you know which type of camera is right for you? If your budget is flexible, do you purchase a point-and-shoot (P&S) model or invest in a DSLR? There are benefits to each type, and I’ve highlighted several of them below so that you can make an educated decision.
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Point-and-shoot and DSLR cameras are two different beasts. Carefully consider the pros and cons of each of before making a purchase.

THINGS TO CONSIDER WHEN BUYING A POINT-AND-SHOOT

In today’s market, there are advanced point-and-shoot models that allow you to control your aperture and shutter speed—to some degree. Point-and-shoot cameras are better than they’ve ever been in terms of performance, but they still hit a glass ceiling when it comes to their ability to control exposure, create soft-focus backgrounds, and, most of all, have enough speed to capture the moment. However, if a point-and-shoot is what your pocketbook can afford, look for these four features.
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A point-and-shoot will not take images as fast as a DSLR can but when set on Continuous Shooting mode will fire at a decent pace in order to catch all the variations of your baby’s movement and expressions.

FAST/CONTINUOUS SHOOTING MODE. Make sure you have the option of a fast or Continuous Shooting mode so that you can take multiple images per second. This may be referred to as FPS (frames per second) by the manufacturer.

ENOUGH MEGAPIXELS. A majority of point-and-shoot cameras now have nine-plus megapixels—that’s pretty amazing. But don’t be fooled into buying a point-and-shoot model because it has two more megapixels than another: It isn’t worth it. So how many megapixels should your camera have? If you plan to make 8 × 10 prints from any of your photos, you will want to make sure your camera has a minimum of seven megapixels. Anything higher than that is an added bonus.

CONVENIENT SIZE AND WEIGHT. Is the point-and-shoot easy to hold? Does it weigh enough for you to hold it steady in your hands? Believe it or not, some point-and-shoots are too lightweight to be kept steady. If you can, try handling the camera and see how it feels. You want your point-and-shoot to be a natural fit in your hands. And, let’s face it, point-and-shoots are super convenient for carrying in your purse or pocket when you don’t want to bring the big DSLR.

ZOOM AND WIDE-ANGLE FEATURES. Since you can’t switch lenses on a point-and-shoot, you’ll want one that has the ability to zoom in for close-ups or zoom out for wider shots. It is also important to look specifically for optical zoom rather than digital zoom, which leads to a lower-quality image.

THINGS TO CONSIDER WHEN BUYING A DSLR

Owning your own DSLR opens you up to a world that your point-and-shoot couldn’t reveal to you. As your comfort with and understanding of your DSLR grows, you will have the opportunity to control all the settings. Say goodbye to glass ceilings! But (and this is a big but), without understanding your camera’s features or settings, your DSLR can end up taking photos that look like those of a point-and-shoot. To avoid this expensive frustration, consider the tips below as well as the photo recipes throughout the book.

SAY “NO THANK YOU” TO THE KIT LENS. If possible, buy the camera body and pass on the lens that comes with it (called a “kit lens”). The kit lens
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5 tips for finding great light









10 common mistakes to avoid



























10 tips for getting great shots





















	Click on your “Display” feature to find out the shutter speed used for your image. Write it down.

	Switch to Manual mode.

	Set your aperture to the lowest setting again.

	If your image was too dark, adjust your shutter speed to a bit slower than what the camera chose for your first few shots (meaning, make the denominator a lower number). If, for example, the shutter speed was 1/200 sec. (200), try making it 1/125 sec. (125). If the image was too bright, speed up your shutter speed (make the denominator a higher number).

	Take the photo again. Still too dark? Keep slowing down your shutter speed, little by little, until you get enough brightness.

	What if you have adequate light but the image is now blurred from your hand motion? Try speeding up your shutter speed up a little, but this time, raise your ISO. What’s most likely happening is that your shutter is opening and closing too slowly. To avoid motion blur, you need to speed it up a little and raise your ISO to compensate for the difference.
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