


 PHOTO
GRAPHY
Q&A

Zack arias

Real Questions. Real Answers.



PhotograPhy Q&a
Real Questions. Real answeRs.

Zack arias

new Riders
1301 sansome street
san Francisco, Ca 94111
415/675-5100
Find us on the web at www.newriders.com
to report errors, please send a note to errata@peachpit.com
new Riders is an imprint of Peachpit, a division of Pearson education

Copyright © 2013 by Zack arias
all photography © Zack arias except where noted

editor: ted waitt
Production editor: lisa Brazieal
Cover and interior Design: Charlene Charles-will
layout and Composition: Kim scott, Bumpy Design
Copyeditor: Meghan arias
indexer: James Minkin

Notice of rights
all rights reserved. no part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any 
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written 
permission of the publisher. For information on getting permission reprints and excerpts, contact 
permissions@peachpit.com.

Notice of Liability
the information in this book is distributed on an “as is” basis without warranty. while every 
precaution has been taken in the preparation of the book, neither the author nor Peachpit shall 
have any liability to any person or entity with respect to any loss or damage caused or alleged to be 
caused directly or indirectly by the instructions contained in this book or by the computer software 
and hardware products described in it.

trademarks
Many of the designations used by manufacturers and sellers to distinguish their products are 
claimed as trademarks. where those designations appear in this book, and Peachpit was aware of 
a trademark claim, the designations appear as requested by the owner of the trademark. all other 
product names and services identified throughout this book are used in editorial fashion only and 
for the benefit of such companies with no intention of infringement of the trademark. no such use, 
or the use of any trade name, is intended to convey endorsement or other affiliation with this book.

isBn-13 978-0-321-92950-1
isBn-10 0-321-92950-0

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed and bound in the united states of america

http://www.newriders.com


This book is dedicated to my wife, Meghan, and our four boys: 
Caleb, Phoenix, Joshua, and Hawke Danger. Thank you for  

putting up with this weird job that I have. Meghan,  
I can’t do what I do without you.  

I love you more than dust loves sensors.



This page intentionally left blank 



i’d like to thank all of you crazy-ass photographers who hang out with me online and 
in real life. together we’ve made a pretty amazing community of people who share, 
laugh, troll, criticize, and make fun of me, ourselves, and this industry and craft that 
we love. there’s no other job in the world i’d rather have.

i also need to thank my editor, ted waitt, for believing in me a long, long, long time 
before anything with this project started. You have been a solid friend in this indus-
try, ted. thank you. i’d also like to thank Charlene Charles-will for her great work 
designing this book, and lisa Brazieal for making sure it looked great coming off 
the presses.

Marc Climie—You pulled me out of a ditch, and i’ll always be grateful.

Kevin abeyta—thanks, man. For everything. 

Many, many, many people have helped me and continue to help me along the way. 
i cannot publish this book without giving personal shoutouts to: Mr. & Mrs. Carnes, 
Kim Harkins, steve schaefer, sherri Finch, Michael weeman, the 7:30 Club, erik 
Dixon, Dan Depew, Hassel weems, Joe Mcnally, David Hobby, Chris Hurtt, Mohamed 
somji, Hala salhi, scott Kelby, Brad Moore, RC Concepcion, Jason Groupp, Jeremy 
Cowart, David duChemin, andrew thomas lee, David Jay, steve schwartz at B&H, 
Mark anderson, David nightingale, Craig swanson, Chase Jarvis, Mark adams, 
Dan Milnor, Michael schwarz, Phil skinner, Matthew & lani Martz, Rhonda Dixon, 
amanda Dyson, emily sistrunk, the Carters Crew, David e. Jackson, Cary norton, 
syl arena, and Joey l. to my family: Bob & Carey lynn, Caitlin, erin & Randy, 
Brett, Corey, Mom, Chris & andrea, Mitch & Ginger, elaine, and my late father, 
Martin arias. 

Dad, you gave me my first camera and set me on this path a long time ago. thanks.  
i miss you. 

Acknowledgments



x Foreword

xii  Introduction

2 Zack is a cynical bastard.

5 Feeling like a farce and a phony.

6 Exposure drills.

8 Which softbox—28" or 50"?

12 Quality of light between two lights and 
one box.

13 Who’s got the nicest glASS?

14 VISUAL INTERMISSION

16 Rebels need not apply.

18 Finding portrait subjects.

20 Good days and bad days.

21 Difference between the genres.

28 Is there always a photo to be made?

29 Seamless in a small room.

30 Film camera for sports.

31 Save and buy once.

32 VISUAL INTERMISSION 

34 Till dust do us part.

35 Best place for critique.

37 Best piece of gear under $100.

42 Photography competitions.

45 Not enough hours in the day.

48 How important is post-processing?

51 Full frame vs. crop factor.

53 Taking photos is 10%.

54 Talk to strangers, kids!

58 Previsualization and directing subjects.

61 Lightroom vs. Aperture.

62 VISUAL INTERMISSION

CONTENTS



66 lord help him. He’s working at goodwill.

67 UV filters are trash.

68 Asking about a street photo.

71 style over substance. 

72 shootin’ nekkid girls.

77 cheap eBay lights.

78 onelight for life.

81 All lenses are not created equal.

82 trade shows. 

84 Résumés for photographers.

85 things I’ve learned while learning others.

86 VIsUAl InteRmIssIon 

94 gear lust.

96 my shit ain’t sharp.

98 low light blues.

104 Blowin’ up some photos!

110 Asking strangers for photos.

113 stock or purge?

116 nudes, Bar mitzvahs, and wtF.

118 VIsUAl InteRmIssIon 

120 How do I sell stuff that people don’t buy?

121 don’t build a following.

123 going to school for photography.

125 Assisting and 2nd shooting.

129 comparing yourself to others.

130 noise reduction. not elimination.

131 drinking with friends.

133 small town fashionista.

137 Follow footballers foodchain.

139 the goal of personal projects.



viii  PH OTOGRAPHY  Q&A

174 VIsUAl InteRmIssIon 

176 Underpriced and working.

177 Posting pricing on your web site.

180 Finding your style.

182 Packing gear.

186 lenses and leds.

187 A company by any other name.

188 mixing work on web sites or splitting them.

190 VIsUAl InteRmIssIon 

194 marketing and self-promotion.

199 logos. to pay or not to pay.

201 what is a successful photographer?

202 Rare times I use Aperture Priority.

204 cropping & Blurring.

206 Beyond the bridal booth.

140 Feeling confident enough to start selling.

143 How do you charge a band?

147 gettin’ paid in cincinnati.

150 VIsUAl InteRmIssIon 

152 salon owner seeks slavery.

156 setting prices. the primer.

159 why grid a softbox?

161 Artist’s statements and the innocence  
of trees.

163 comparing PcB strobes.

164 Ain’t no money in live music.

167 kidnapped & dumped. How to start.

169 Band, label, or manager directing the shoot?

170 waves of anxiety.

171 the catch 22. Job or jump?

173 How photography can kill your relationships.

contents



ix

209 giving the files away.

211 giving the RAw files away.

212 Questions to ask when making a bid.

214 VIsUAl InteRmIssIon 

216 which of your children do you love more? 
Portfolios.

224 genre jumping.

227 what an art buyer wants to see in your book.

228 great photographers you should know.

230 Videos of girls putting make-up on.

231 great excuses for my crappy web galleries.

232 Using a light meter. know your shit.

238 delivering images you hate.

240 Basic checklist for permanent studio space.

242 Using a studio to your benefit.

243 ’merica!

244 what keeps me alive on the streets.

247 He shoots with sony. Hahahahaha! 

249 VIsUAl InteRmIssIon 

250 slow-paying clients.

251 when to charge for licensing usage.

254 can’t get no credit.

256 learning to sell. Hold this book.

259 gear porn.

269 cards & Battery system. 

270 do as I say. not as I do.

272 Personal Personal Projects.

280 one day you’re great. the next, you’re a hack.

282 Putting the camera down forever. 

286 worksheets

294 Index



x  PH OTOGRAPHY  Q&A

Zack,

Knowing what this book is—and its aim to demystify 
for beginning photographers certain aspects of what it 
means to be a working photographer—i really should have 
expected this very question. i hope i can do it justice.

Most publications have a list of preferred photographers who do regular work for 
them, and breaking into that lineup is not an easy thing to do. that being said, 
picture editors like myself are always looking at photography and for new (or new to 
them) talent. i try to stay engaged in this process as much as i can by checking out 
emailed and printed promos, photo books, magazines, blogs, and zines, as well as 
attending portfolio reviews, gallery shows, etc.

so, by the time i’ve picked up the phone to make that call to someone new to shoot 
for Rolling Stone (or even just for a meeting), more often than not i have probably 
been looking at their work for a while—basically stalking them. i might have been 
checking out their tumblr, instagram, blog, and/or web site from time to time; look-
ing at their latest shoots; or discussing them with coworkers and photo editors at 
other magazines. it isn’t always about seeing one amazing shot. it can help to see 

A:

HI sAcHA. tHAnks FoR tAkIng my QUestIon, And tHAnks 
FoR wRItIng tHIs FoRewoRd. As A senIoR PHoto edItoR At 

Rolling Stone, yoU mUst see A lot oF woRk FRom PHotogRAPHeRs. 
I’m A FAIRly new PHotogRAPHeR In tHe edItoRIAl woRld, And I’m 
wondeRIng wHAt cAtcHes yoUR AttentIon enoUgH to PIck UP tHe 
PHone And cAll A PHotogRAPHeR yoU HAVen’t woRked wItH BeFoRe.  
Is It tHe QUAlIty oF tHe woRk? Is It A gUt InstInct? yoUR neck cAn  
Be on tHe lIne wHen woRkIng wItH someone new. How do yoU know 
wHo Is oR wHo Is not goIng to woRk well wItH yoU?

Q :
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someone’s progression over time. that way, i get a better sense of their personal 
style, how they handled a particular situation, and what kind of subjects they seem to 
best connect with. watching their body of work evolve also helps to get to know them 
better, to get a sense of the kind of person they are.

More to your question…so what is it that makes me pay attention in the first place? 
You asked, “is it the quality of the work? is it a gut instinct?” Both are true. 

i’m surrounded by photography—my parents are both photographers, my twin sister 
is a visual artist, my wife is also a photo editor, i shoot a bit, and every day i work 
with photographers young and old—so i’m frequently fascinated with the processes 
they employ, the tools they use (cameras, lenses, film stock), how a shoot went, 
whatever. i totally nerd out on that. However, when i see an image that hits me hard 
and really connects with me, it’s as if all those details fall away and they’re the  
last thing i consider…if i consider them at all. the greatness of an image is in  
the intangibles.

i have my own tastes, which may differ from those of my coworkers, and since one 
of our tasks is to consider how someone’s work could be applied within the pages of 
Rolling Stone, some discussion may occur around the office about someone being 
the right fit for the magazine and/or for a particular assignment. 

if you are thinking about submitting work to us, i think it’s a great idea to be as 
familiar as possible with Rolling Stone (this would apply to any publication you’d 
like to work for). Know the different sections and the style of work used in each, the 
photographers that are employed and how. if you consider your work to be a good fit, 
then hit us up.

— sacha lecca 
senior Photo editor, Rolling Stone magazine
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i rarely, if ever, read the introductions to books. now i’m writing one. oh, the irony.

i have stuff to say about the stuff i have to say in this book.

this book was born from a Q&a tumblr blog that i started during the summer of 
2012. i began with a goal of answering 1,000 questions. i have since surpassed  
that goal. as questions come in from folks, the blog is a random brain dump of  
my thoughts and experiences as a photographer. My editor, ted waitt, and i have 
sifted through hundreds of pages of material to create this book. we started with the 
original blog posts and have edited and expanded that material for this book. the 
blog is the rough draft, the framework this book is built on.

i feel this book is going to be the grout in your photographic life. there are books on 
lighting. Books on marketing. Books on posing. i am not trying to write the definitive 
book on any one subject here. this book fills in the gaps. as much as i want to help 
explain what to do, i want to explain why you do it. i promise there is at least one 
sentence in this book that is going to impact your life as a photographer. at least  
one sentence is going to help you out and pay you back over and over and over for 
whatever you paid for this book.

Please do not think that i’m speaking from the mountain top of the photography 
industry like i’m some Grand Poobah of light or something. if there is a mountain 
top, then i just recently made it to base camp. after 16 years of pursuing photo-
graphy i feel i am just now getting ready to begin climbing. as i answer these ques-
tions, i’m doing so from the perspective of dealing with current issues in my own life, 
or i’m speaking to myself in the past. i’m saying things i wish i would have known 
“back then.”

Here’s the thing…i’m saying things to myself that, at times, i myself would not have 
wanted to hear back then. some folks think i’m sort of mean and cynical.

why am i doing this and why do people sometimes think i’m cynical?

well, let’s start with that question. 

IntRodUctIon
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These are different enough 
that some thought needs to 
go into this process of which 
one to buy.

The smaller the light source, 
the harder the light will be. The larger the light source, 
the softer the light will be. The rule of thumb when 
using a softbox is that the maximum working distance 
from the subject should be no more than twice the 
diagonal measurement of the face of the softbox.

Huh? Measure the diagonal dimension of the front of 
your softbox. The 28" Westcott has a diagonal mea-
surement of three feet. By this rule of thumb, the 
furthest you want to get that softbox from your subject 
is six feet. The 50" has a diagonal measurement of 
five feet. You have 10 feet to work with from subject 
to softbox with this light.

Why does this matter? It depends on how you shoot. 
Shoot a lot of full-length shots? Like to add a good bit 
of negative space to a photo? If so, then you’d first go 
to the 50" box because you can back that thang up 
10 feet from your subjects and still get a good qual-
ity of light from it. Like to shoot tighter? You do more 
headshot to 3/4-length shots? The 28" can work in that 
scenario since you are framing tighter to your subjects 
and the light can be closer in.

A:

ZAck, i’m lookinG At buyinG my FiRSt SoFtbox. i’m DEbAtinG 
bEtWEEn thE 28" WEStcott Apollo AnD thE 50" Apollo. not 

REAlly SuRE Which onE to Go With FiRSt. i mAinly Stick to poRtRAitS, 
hiGh School SEnioRS, AnD couplES. thouGhtS?

Q :

Also think about the light source you have. The further 
you back the light up from the subject the more power 
you’ll need from your light. Using a hotshoe flash in a 
50" softbox from 10 feet away? You’ll be living at full 
power on that light and still only get f4 or f5.6 at best. 
Inverse square law is a bitch. If I’m taking my 50" to a 
10-foot mark from the subject then I’m typically driv-
ing it with an Alien Bee or something more powerful 
than a hotshoe flash.

Now then, we’re just talking about a basic rule of 
thumb. Yes, you can put a 28" box 10 feet from your 
subject. You can. But you will begin to lose the quality 
of light that you got that box for in the first place. As 
you move the box further from your subject it becomes 
a smaller light source in relationship to them. Think 
about moving a 50" box to 100 feet away from your 
subject. It would be a pinpoint light source on them. 
Move it 10 inches from your subject and it’s massive 
on them now! A huge, soft, wrapping light source.

Another thing to think about is the spread of light 
from a softbox. Umbrellas and the like sort of wash 
an area with light. You can shoot one person or 10 
people with an umbrella. A softbox is more directional 
than an umbrella. The smaller the softbox, the smaller 
the spread. I typically use the 28" when I’m shooting 
one to two people. Those two people need to be close 
together. I’ll shoot one to four or five people with the 
50" box.



9

Pictured here are the two softboxes in question. They are 

two of my favorite modifiers. These two softboxes have been 

part of my regular kit of gear for nearly 10 years. They work 

great with both hotshoe flashes and larger strobes.
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You say you’re mainly shooting seniors and couples. 
The 28" will be a good starting point. The 50" can 
work, as well. It would allow you to put a little more 
room between couples when you are posing them. You 
can increase the spread from the softbox by backing 
it away from them, but remember that rule of thumb 
I mentioned: You’ll only want to take the 28" back to 
about six feet. Once you need to go beyond six feet 
then you’ll either sacrifice quality of light or you’ll jump 
up to the 50" box.

You could just about toss a coin and pick one. I guess 
I’d suggest the 28" to you first. Go with that and use 
it for six months. Get to know that light really, really 
well. Know what it will do and what it won’t do. After 
six months of shooting you’ll start to know if the 50" 
is the next step you need. You’ll know this if you con-
stantly find that you need a larger spread of light for 
couples, or if you always live at that six-foot range of 
the smaller box.

Another thing to think about is to get the 28" box and 
a 60" umbrella. The 28" is there for tight shots and 
single-person compositions. The umbrella gets pulled 
out when you are shooting more than two people or you 
need a wider spread of light for the situation you are 
in. A good umbrella can be had for $30 or so. It’s good 
to have one in your bag at all times. It’s the Swiss Army 
knife of modifiers.

The 28" Westcott Apollo was used here. It 

is just outside of the frame to camera left. 

It creates a beautiful soft light with more 

dramatic shadows, as it is smaller than the 

50". The 50" box would wrap more light 

around her face and open up the shadows. 

Maybe you want that in a photo. At that 

point, you then use the 50" instead of the 

28". :: Nikon D3 / 85mm / f1.8 @ 1/250th 

@ ISO 200 with a hotshoe flash in the box.



The 50" Westcott Apollo—or 

“Big Mama,” as I call it—

was used here. The face of 

the box was approximately 

four feet from the subject 

and was being powered with 

a Nikon SB-80DX flash that 

was somewhere around half 

power. :: Canon 5D Mk II / 

24–70mm L @ 40mm / f3.2 

@ 1/160th @ ISO 400.
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photography organizations, 82
photography representatives, 

224–225
photography schools, 123–124
photojournalism, 23
photos

cropping/blurring, 204–205
delivering disappointing, 

238–239
editing your portfolio of, 

216–223
finding in every situation, 28
honest critiques of, 35, 222–223

PhotoShelter service, 216
Phottix triggers, 243
pixel peeping, 104
Pocket Wizards, 243
Polaris light meter, 235
portfolios

building, 18, 167
editing/organizing, 216–223
reviews of, 35, 222–223

portraits
fashion photos and, 136
finding subjects for, 18–19
getting work shooting, 147–149
importance of loved ones in, 

62–65
perfect client worksheet for, 

290–291
pricing examples for, 210

Norton, Cary, 222
nude photos, 72, 116–117
NYC Photo Works, 35
Nylon magazine, 40, 86, 260

O
off-camera flash, 103
one-light setup, 78
organizations, photography, 82

P
paid work, 147–149
Palm Springs Photo Expo, 35
Parks, Gordon, 201, 228
paying your dues, 66
PDN magazine, 78
perceived sharpness, 100, 103
perfect client worksheet, 290–291
Perfido, Eolo, 241
personal projects, 139, 272–279
personal style, 48–49, 180
Phase One cameras, 105, 108, 

262, 268
photo credits, 254–255
Photo Mechanic program, 218
Photo Plus Expo, 35
Photoflex Pro-Duty Backdrop 

Support Kit, 182
photographers

genres for, 21–26
list of great, 228

photography business
bidding on jobs in, 212–213
deciding to start, 140–142, 

171–172
making connections for, 

167–168
marketing, 168, 177, 194–198
monthly expenses worksheet, 

288–289

McNally, Joe, 13, 20, 56, 121
medium format systems, 104–105, 

108
Meiselas, Susan, 228
memory card organizers, 269
Men’s Book magazine, 72
Messi, Lionel, 137–138
meters. See light meters
models

directing and posing, 58–60
fashion photography with, 

133–136
monthly expenses worksheet, 

288–289
Moo.com business cards, 197
motion blur, 99, 101, 204
moving subjects, 100
multiple exposure mode, 86
music photography, 25

author’s start in, 14–15
charging a band for, 143–146
cities for working in, 165–166
client involvement in, 169
connecting with artists in, 167
live music shoots in, 164–166
Living Things photo shoot, 86–93
T.I. photo shoot, 174–175
White Stripes concert, 118–119

n
Nachtwey, James, 228
naming your business, 187
National Press Photographers 

Association (NPPA), 157
newspaper jobs, 165
Nikon cameras/lenses, 13, 247
No Plastic Sleeves web site, 223
noise

high ISO settings and, 100
reducing in images, 130
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slow-paying clients, 250
Smith, Brian, 247
Smith, W. Eugene, 228
softboxes, 8–11

grids used on, 159–160
quality of light from, 12
umbrellas vs., 8, 10

Somji, Mohamed, 249
Sony cameras, 247
space considerations, 29, 240–241
sports photography

equipment for, 30
photos of players, 137–138

spot metering, 6, 7, 232
starting out, 131
stock photos, 113
street photography

candid, 68–70, 110
personal safety in, 244–246
portrait, 18–19, 110–111

Strobist.com blog, 249
studio space, 240–241, 242
style

finding your own, 48–49, 180
substance over, 71

substance over style, 71
success, definitions of, 201

T
talking to strangers, 54–57
teaching and learning, 85
technical mindset, 204–205
tenacity, 149
Testino, Mario, 228
thank you cards, 197
Think Tank gear bags, 184, 185
three-light setup, 80
T.I. photo shoot, 174–175
time considerations, 47, 53, 131

résumés/CVs, 84
Rhodes, James, 285
Richardson, Terry, 149
Ritts, Herb, 228
Robbins, Tony, 172
Rock-N-Roller folding cart, 184
room size considerations, 29, 

240–241
Roversi, Paulo, 204, 228

S
Salgado, Sebastiao, 228
sandbags, 182
schools, photography, 123–124
second shooter jobs, 127–128, 144
Sekonic light meters, 235–236
self-assignments, 150–151
self-criticism, 280–281
self-promotion, 194–198
Seliger, Mark, 228–229
Sellers, Bryan, 41
selling

unused equipment, 34
your services, 256–257

sensors
cropped, 51–52
medium format, 105

sharpness
focusing issues related to, 96–97
low light photography and, 

98–103
shoot-through umbrellas, 214
showing your work, 231
shutter speed

handheld cameras and, 96
sharpness related to, 99, 100, 

101
Silvin, Rene, 72–75
Sirota, Peggy, 228

providing files of, 209–210
self-assignment on, 150–151
street photos as, 18–19, 

110–111
posing models, 58
post-processing, 48–49
pre-shoot anxiety, 170
pre-visualization, 58–59
pricing

bidding and, 212–213
compromising on, 176
example of calculating, 152–155
guidelines for setting, 156–157
music photography, 143–146
portrait photography, 210
posting on your web site, 

177–179
prime lenses, 80, 268
printed book/portfolio/album, 195
Professional Photographers of 

America (PPA), 82
promo cards, 197

Q
quality of light, 12, 100
Quarles, Wes, 45–46, 47

R
Ramsay, Gordon, 158
rate setting. See pricing
rating photos, 219
RAW files, 211, 217
referrals, asking for, 168
reflective meters, 232–233
reflectors, 37–41
relationship stress, 173
release forms, 110
renting equipment, 30
reps, photography, 224–225
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Westcott
Apollo softboxes, 8–11
white cotton backdrop, 183

Weston, Edward, 228
White, Jack, 118–119
white cotton backdrop, 183
white seamless, 29
White Stripes concert, 118–119
wide-open aperture, 100
Winters, Dan, 46, 122, 228
Wonderful Machine, 146, 225
work prints, 219–220
work-for-hire contracts, 251
worksheets

advertising/commercial 
photography, 293

gear acquisition timeline, 286
magazine photography, 292
monthly cost of doing business, 

288–289
perfect wedding/portrait client, 

290–291

Y
Yang, Peter, 228
Yongnuo flashes, 243, 262, 268
YouTube resources

DigitalRev channel, 55
light meter info, 236

trade shows, 83
Trent, Vernon, 271
Turner, Ted, 190
Turnley, David, 228
two-light setup, 80

U
umbrellas, 8, 10, 214, 268
underpriced jobs, 176
usage agreements, 251–253
UV filters, 67

V
Vee, Jennie, 267
vision, 60
VR lenses, 96

W
wage setting. See pricing
war photography, 135–136
web sites

creating, 194–195, 199–200
mixing genres on, 188–189
photo galleries on, 223
posting pricing on, 177–179

Wedding and Portrait Photographers 
International (WPPI), 82

wedding photography
marketing at bridal shows, 

206–207
pay rate for second shooters of, 

144
perfect client worksheet for, 

290–291
supporting a passion through, 

120
Weeman, Michael, 145–146
Weems, Hassel, 32
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