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		FOREWORD

		
			I first met Elizabeth Messina at the wedding reception of Tori Spelling and Dean McDermott in Los Angeles. At the time, I was in the early stages of pregnancy with my first child, and apart from my husband, Elizabeth was the first person I told, despite her being a complete stranger to me. This is the immediate effect she has on people: You instantly get the feeling that this is a woman you can trust with your deepest secrets and your biggest joys. Many months later, I hired her to take my pregnancy photos, and since then she’s worked with me on several magazine shoots, has photographed my family repeatedly, and has become one of my closest friends.

		

		Beyond being a dear friend, Elizabeth is also an exceptional photographer, her success due partly to how well she relates and responds to others. She possesses an innate sense of how to work with natural light and expose film in a way that gives her images a uniquely luminous quality. By working with fixed lenses, she’s forced to work up close with her subjects—something she loves to do—and to physically move with and around them, creating truly intimate images. Because she’s working with film, she can create wonderful little breaks during the shoot while she or one of her assistants reloads the camera. This is a special time for Elizabeth, when she might happen upon an unguarded moment or an introspective glance from her subject that emerges naturally. All these elements are inherent in an Elizabeth Messina shoot, creating a sense of oneness between herself and her subject as they work together in a graceful collaboration that ultimately results in an image reflecting the subject’s innermost beauty and, more importantly, true self.

		Which brings me back to that first encounter with Elizabeth. Right then I knew that a very special person stood before me, someone who effortlessly brings out the beauty in other people. This is ultimately why Elizabeth’s photographs glow. When I look at the portraits she has taken of me over the years, I feel she’s captured a little piece of my heart. Her photographs convey what I look like when I’m living fully in the moment, when I’ve let go of all my sorrows and worries and there’s pure joy radiating from my soul. This is what Elizabeth creates with all her subjects and what, in addition to her exceptional use of natural light, sets her apart. Elizabeth’s images elicit a visceral response because they are created with love and light. This is the mark of a true artist.

		—Ulrica Wihlborg
West Coast Weddings Editor, People magazine
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		Sweet Ulrica with her newborn son. (Every mother has feet in her face at some point!) The bright warm light came in through a window on a sunny afternoon.

		Contax 645 with 80mm Zeiss lens, Fuji 800 NPZ film, f/2 for 1/60 sec.

	
		INTRODUCTION
PHOTOGRAPHY: A LOVE AFFAIR

		
			I fell in love with photography at the tender age of twelve. I was a tangle of awkward limbs and unspeakable shyness as my words often found it difficult to leave my mouth. Then my mother gave me a camera for Christmas, a Nikon FE2, and I was instantly intrigued. The moment I held that camera in my hand, I longed to be a photographer, though without the faintest idea what that entailed. Thus began an intense love affair that would unfold throughout the course of my life, and continues today, with no end in sight.

		

		Portraiture quickly became my genre of choice, as my first attempts at photo shoots were of my friends, whom I instinctively directed and styled without reserve, always in natural light. After applying copious amounts of makeup to their faces, I’d ask them to sit in certain places and turn their heads this way and that. At the time, I had no idea what I was doing, and I was taking just awful photos, but I loved every minute of it. Unfortunately, I didn’t have anyone I could turn to for guidance as my passion for photography grew deeper. My entire family (with the exception of a concert violinist grandfather) was made up of traditionally educated professionals, mostly lawyers. It wasn’t until my third year of college that I took an elective photography class—and when I did, it was as though the clouds had opened up and light poured into my heart. There was a name for what I wanted to be: a photographer. Although my plan had always been to go to law school, the trajectory of my life changed forever as I became more and more immersed in photography.

		I subsequently dropped out of college (unbeknownst to my parents) and applied to the San Francisco Art Institute (SFAI). I can still remember the day I drove by myself to San Francisco to drop off my application and portfolio, and then walked back to my car and burst into tears. I was so full of hope and so anxious to be a photographer, but I was certain I wouldn’t be accepted. I had jumped off a cliff, figuratively speaking, and did not know where I would end up.

		Luckily, I was accepted into SFAI’s photography program and the rest, as they say, is history. While in art school I earnestly developed my own film and prints under the glow of a red light while surrounded by other creative people who shared my passion. It was everything I’d longed for. The more I learned, the more I was enraptured with natural light and images. To this day I remember being inspired by legendary photographers like Henri Cartier-Bresson, Sally Mann, and Julie Margaret Cameron, as the language of photography opened my heart and made me hungry for more.

		[image: ]

		A room filled with floor-to-ceiling windows gave me the perfect light to capture this beautiful girl’s steady gaze. The ambient light lit up not only her face but also the lace detail of her dress.

		Contax 645 with 80mm Zeiss lens, Fuji 800 NPZ film, f/2 for 1/60 sec.

		[image: ]

		One of the best ways to learn about light and photography is to take self-portraits. I made many, many self-portraits during my time at the SFAI. When you are creating images of yourself, you can take your time figuring out the light and how you want to set your camera without a client waiting and wondering what you are doing. It is best to have a tripod, but you can also use a dresser to strategically support your camera. This image was taken the day before the birth of my third child. I cleared out my bedroom so all that was visible were my sheets, pillows, and a window. I had my nine-year-old daughter sit where I intended to be and focused on her (you can do the same thing with an inanimate object). After I had my focus where I wanted it to be, I set up my favorite camera (a Contax 645 with an 80mm Zeiss lens), mounted it on my tripod, set the exposure to f/2 for 1/60 sec., set the self-timer, made my way over to my bed with just enough time to pull the sheet around me, and voilà, a self-portrait at nine months’ pregnant. Self-portraits are a wonderful way to expand your knowledge about yourself, your camera, and the light all around you.

		Contax 645 with 80mm Zeiss lens, Kodak Portra 400CN black-and-white film (printed with a sepia tone), f/2 for 1/60 sec.

		After graduating from SFAI with honors, I still felt somewhat lost, afraid to become a full-fledged photographer. I was an adult, yet a bit of that shy, twelve-year-old girl remained inside and I didn’t know what to do next. I waited tables, saving my tip money to buy film and conduct photo shoots (again, of my friends in natural-light situations). In fact, I photographed all the time. I carried my Nikon FE2 on my shoulder everywhere, always prepared if I saw something I wanted to photograph. I think this helped develop my eye and my ability to frame shots and respond quickly. It was also during this time that I fell in love with a boy. He invited me to bicycle cross-country with him, so I did— I followed him across the country, camera and heart in tow. I cannot fully explain how much this contributed to my ability to see and to work in different natural-light situations and settings. I had a little bag attached to my handlebars that was just big enough to hold the camera my mom had given me.

		For the next three months, I photographed my way across the United States, developing my eye, my perspective, and an ability to respond to the ever-changing light along the way. When we reached our destination, I took a job as a staff photographer for a newspaper in Vermont. I can still recall being on assignment and having very little information or time to get a photo, yet it still had to be unique and tell a story. Eventually, my newspaper experience evolved as my relationship with the boy ended, but both were invaluable in getting me to where I am today.

		Working for the newspaper was a wonderful experience until I became a news story myself. One winter night, there was a loud banging on my door and I awoke to discover that our apartment was on fire. My roommate and I ran through a fiery hallway to safety. Everyone in the building survived, but we stood helplessly by as our home burned to the ground. I lost every piece of work, every photograph, every negative that I had created up to that point—more than ten years of work in all—and barely escaped with my life. Luckily, the coat I was wearing had two rolls of film in the pocket, and because I had fallen asleep with my camera (I literally had it with me all the time), I was able to photograph my house burning down, destroying everything I owned.

		There I was, at the ripe old age of twenty-five, with virtually nothing left. I journeyed to India—one of the most exotic, magical, faraway places I could think of at the time—with just me, my camera (still the one my mom had given me), and 150 rolls of film. I traveled through India for six months, and although I was at times afraid and uncertain, I was also inspired by and in awe of such a completely different environment. India took me outside my comfort zone, which is incredibly important for a photographer. The experience made me see differently, pay attention, and engage more with whatever I was shooting.

		At this point you may be wondering what any of this has to do with taking portraits using beautiful, natural light. My answer is this: absolutely everything. Everything I’ve experienced up to this point (dropping out of college, biking across the country, heartbreak, a devastating fire, traveling to India, and more) has helped define who I am as a woman and a photographer. The two constants since I first held my Nikon at age twelve have been natural light and photography, and all of my subsequent experiences have influenced my art. I think this is true for all photographers, whether they are aware of it or not.

		I like to push the boundaries of portrait photography, even “massage” the definition of what a portrait is. The literal definition of portrait is “to display the likeness, personality, and even mood of the person.” Every time I shoot a portrait, I strive to achieve an emotional response within both my subjects and my viewers. The first images I submitted to SFAI with my application were close-up portraits of a female friend as she acted out different facial expressions. I received an A in my first photography class for those images, and they helped me get into art school. (Sadly, those photos were destroyed in the fire.) My first love has always been portraiture, which I’ve incorporated into almost all my work in one way or another, whether editorial, weddings, or lifestyle and family.

		There are several components that make up a beautiful, luminous portrait, including how you interact with your subject, composition and balance, finding the perfect moment and location, and, of course, the light. When I create a photograph, I seek to capture that sweet space where art and life merge in a moment bathed in natural light.
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		This is what I see every day when I walk into my studio: a mélange of personal photos and inspiration. I think it is important for every photographer to create a special space to work in, even if it’s just a little desk in the corner. When I walk into my space and see my board of images, I feel happy; it is a place I always want to be.

		Contax 645 with 80mm Zeiss lens, Fuji 800 NPZ film, f/4 for 1/60 sec.
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		I have been working on a series of crown portraits for the past several years. This image of my daughter Mykela was the first crown portrait I ever made. I placed the crown that had been on my wedding cake upon her head and the series began. This photo was taken on a semicloudy day on the beach.

		Contax 645 with 80mm Zeiss lens, Kodak Portra 400CN film (printed sepia), f/2 for 1/60 sec.

		The lighting choices I make in every image help me convey a mood or feeling. I want my viewers to pause, catch their breath, reflect, remember, dream. When I fell in love with photography, I learned with film and natural light, so the two are irrevocably intertwined for me. To this day I remain a passionate film photographer who shoots primarily with available light (although I do own and am quite capable of photographing with digital cameras). Many budding young photographers today fall in love with photography while learning with digital cameras. Other photographers who learned with film still develop a love and affinity for digital cameras and images. I wholeheartedly support and respect all photographers. The light is all around us, ready to illuminate your final images, no matter what equipment you use.

		I tend to not use a lot of technical jargon when I talk about lighting, and my kit is very minimal. Quality portraiture is about seeing, first; equipment, second; and creativity, third—a philosophy I hope to convey in every page and image of this book. Almost every photo you will come across was shot with one camera, one lens, and, for the most part, very little variation of aperture and exposure. I almost always expose for the shadow, which results in the lighter parts of the image being even more illuminated and glowing.

		In the beginning chapters, I emphasize how important it is to know your equipment as well as to find your own style and vision to keep your images authentic. Once you discover the lighting choices that exist in nature and how they can be used within an image, then you can start experimenting, incorporating reflectors and scrims if you so choose to bounce or diffuse the light to create mood or tone. In later chapters, I apply what I’ve discussed to specific genres, including boudoir and maternity, children and babies, celebrities, and weddings. Once you develop a signature style, you will not only establish yourself as a certain type of photographer but also be able to define your success by building a client base, getting published, and marketing your imagery in your own unique way, which I explain in the marketing-oriented chapters near the end of the book.

		Our cameras are extensions of our eyes, and the light we choose is the heart of our images. My love affair with photography is passionate and ongoing, and while I still have hard days, with challenging shoots and images that don’t work, I also have moments of great joy and revelation. My devotion to photography will continue as long as I have eyes to see the beautiful qualities of life and light around me. I hope you find some inspiration throughout the pages of this book. May you be blessed in your pursuit of photography, may you always follow your dreams, wherever they may lead, and may your images be as luminous as your heart.
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		This portrait of Stephen Hahn is another image from my “Crown” series. It was a cloudy day, with gentle, even light surrounding his Santa Barbara home. To me he is, and will always be, a king.

		Contax 645 with 80mm Zeiss lens, Kodak Portra 400CN film (printed sepia), f/2 for 1/60 sec.

	
		CHAPTER 1
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		Photography is the language of memories. Its ability to capture a glimpse of time with a fragment of light is truly extraordinary. Every image is a tangible piece of history you can hold in your hands and reminisce over again and again. The art of photography has always moved and inspired me, and it is the combination of natural light and film photography that are the most powerful instruments for my creativity. The beauty of natural light within an image is sublime and full of possibility. Film allows me to slow down and be fully connected to my surroundings, to my subject, and to the light.

		With every portrait I create, my intention is to create stirring, meaningful, and luminous images that will linger with and inspire others. After I assess the light, I take into account everything else that can influence my craft—the color of the sky, a good meal, my children snuggling with me in the evenings. These are the unexpected inspirations that I express and share in my images. As you grow and develop as a photographer and look for inspiration, be sure to utilize the most important source of creativity: yourself. Do not limit yourself by only looking at other photographers. Instead, examine your own life: What are you drawn to? What light do you prefer? What is your personal style? The only truly unique element you can bring to your photographs is yourself.

		All photographers have a point a view that they can combine with natural light. The goal is to balance your own creativity with an awareness of the light and the presence of your subject. As you read through this book, you will discover time and time again that if you learn to use and expose natural light, master your equipment, and develop a good rapport on shoots, you can count on the light to wrap around your subjects and create truly stunning images every time. Your inspiration comes from what is in front of you as well as what is in your heart. Inspired images come from careful preparation and knowledge of light and equipment, combined with your artistic perspective. Let’s look at each of these elements and how they contribute to a creative, inspired vision.
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		This image was created with the late afternoon sun directly behind the model. Everything about her look and the feel of the image is soft—from the style of her dress to the gentle way her hands are lifting the hair off the nape of her neck. The light is slightly diffused by trees in the background and is also blocked by her left arm. I knelt down so that I could use her arm to block the brightest light from overwhelming my frame. I also exposed for the darkest point (the shadows on her face), resulting in a soft, ethereal image.

		Contax 645 with 80mm Zeiss lens, Kodak Portra 400CN black-and-white film (printed sepia), f/2 for 1/60 sec.

		Why Natural Light Is Best

		Over the years, I’ve been able to master the art of creating luminous portraits by merging the abundant natural light in our world with the light that exists within every human being. Keep in mind that whenever I talk about natural light I’m sharing a personal choice, discussing what works best for me. Ambient light has a softness and an ability to almost caress a subject and make anything and anyone more beautiful. When I’m taking photographs, I’m seeking out the natural beauty in everything around me: the light, the subject, a natural emotion. I always strive to capture something authentic, and to me natural light innately possesses that quality. It resonates with and envelopes its subjects, allowing their natural beauty to emerge, as opposed to bringing lights into a shooting situation to create the feel of what already may exist in an environment. When it comes to making beautiful images, I find it incredibly satisfying to use what is already there.

		One suggestion for using natural light during a shoot that may sound very elementary is to make sure any bright light source (i.e., the sun) is behind or to the side of your subject. This way you won’t have issues with your subject squinting or being unable to look at you. And more importantly, when you put the light behind (or to the side of) your subject and expose for the shadow (with her face in shadow, since the sun is behind her), you will get a luminous feel
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			FOR MY LOVING HUSBAND & OUR THREE BEAUTIFUL
CHILDREN, WHO MAKE MY LIFE SIMPLY LUMINOUS

			—ELIZABETH
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