Posing Basics
By J. T Guerrero
Photography by “J T”
One of the most often asked questions I’ve been asked or heard asked is “How do I pose my subjects?”  I will write about some basics of posing and composition.  Keep in mind these are only suggestions – you the photographer always have the privilege of altering and modifying these guidelines.  An old saying goes, “learn the rules, then break them.”
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My first recommendation is to look at classic or renaissance paintings, especially DaVinci, Rembrandt and even modern painters like Rockwell.  It really doesn’t matter which painter is your favorite or whom you choose, examine the painter’s style, composition of subjects and how they create highlights and shadows.  

1. Examine this self-portrait of Rembrandt 

2. Use of shadow/highlights on the face

3. The shadow behind the subject creates a ‘framing’ element

4. There is a triangle formed with the face and hands

5. The ‘rule of thirds’ is also in play.  The subject’s face occupies about 1/3 of the frame while the body takes up the remaining 2/3.

This is just one example.  I am always looking at other artist’s works.  If you are not into classic painters, look at some of your favorite magazines.  My personal favorites are Texas Monthly, INC. and Professional Photographer.  Use a critical eye whenever you see a photograph that catches your eye.  What make a good photograph is what you, the viewer, creates or decides what you like.  My personal opinion is that what makes photography an art is what you, the photographer ‘sees’ through the lens.
A general rule when photographing portraits is to look for the most flattering angle for your subject.  As a personal rule, I never photograph women ‘head-on’ that is, with their shoulders square to the camera.  I also call it the ‘football player’ pose.  Most women do not want to look large in the camera.  Pose women with their shoulders about 45° to the camera.  Look at some of my work on the web site and see how I photograph the women.  Ninety percent of the time, my female clients want to be photographed this way.  If you have a client that wants to look different, photograph them in multiple angles and height.  They can choose which one they want.  This photo was taken of a business woman.  The pose does not follow the 45° degree rule, yet it is flattering to her, in my opinion and hers.  She had the final say.  She wanted to make sure her diplomas and other credentials were in the photo.  Another tip I used was to use her chair to ‘minimize’ her.  The master photographer I learned this from called it ‘body balancing.’  You use people or things to hide or minimize the size of the subject.
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When photographing a family or group, I generally go for a geometrical flow for posing.  Think of it as creating triangles with the faces.  Use this as a guideline, if you wish.
It is easier on the eye and to me, it make a more interesting composition.  There are some family portraits on my web site that show this.  Also, you can use the body balance or minimizing on subjects that do not feel comfortable about their size.  Place the ‘fuller’ subjects on the back or top row using the front or foregrounds to minimize your fuller subject.
Finally, just look at different photos, drawings, paintings, etc. to see what you like and would like to create.  One of my favorites is Linda McCartney’s photos on the McCartney album from 1970, especially the one of Paul with the baby wrapped in his jacket.  Images, I’m beings general here, cannot do anything with out someone to look at them.  You, the viewer, make your own interpretation of whatever image you view.  You can be inspired by the image of a firefighter rescuing a baby, horrified at the image of a naked Vietnamese girl with napalm burning on her skin or awed at a Texas sunset in the Big Bend area.  Whatever you choose to photograph, I hope you can take this tips and be encouraged to find your own enjoyment in taking a photograph that you will cherish.  

In the next series, I will write about becoming a part-time professional photographer.  If you choose, you can take the steps to have someone hire you to photograph their special event or person. 
