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Change is inevitable-and it’s happening at an ever-quickening pace in the digital realm. Only five years ago I was asking photographers about digital photography and finding many stalwarts who “would never go digital.” These days, it’s getting harder and harder to find anyone who is shooting film. Those who do remain tend to be hybrid shooters who use both film and digital, claiming the right tool for the right job.

Album Production

That same rapid pace of change has occurred in the production of albums. Where there used to be a few major players and some smaller fringe album companies, there has recently been an explosion in the choices that are available to photographers. The addition of press-printed albums has added immensely to the mix.

Many photographers, if not most, are now using digital exclusively and printing their own images using the latest inkjet technologies. As a result, many photo labs, in an effort to stay in business, have purchased album-binding equipment and added digital design services to help meet the demands of today’s photographers. Some are, frankly, not so good-but many are setting the bar higher and higher in an effort to stave off new competition.
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Yet, while there have never been more choices available to photographers when it comes to album types, production methods, and finishing options, every innovation seems to be a double-edged sword. With all the choices available, it can be difficult to settle on any single album company. Most album companies offer various lines so you can have different products available for your clients, but each facet of each line has its strengths and weaknesses. No one company has the best of every type of album. For example, I still use Leather Craftsmen for my traditional binding and flush-mount albums, but the textured linen paper and metallic and silk covers available from GraphiStudio offer another look that my clients enjoy as an alternative.

Not only are the choices here in the U. S. expanding, opportunities are growing worldwide. With digital files now easily transferred via the Internet, album companies from Australia, Japan, France, Britain, and Italy are marketing their services very aggressively to American photographers. As a result, researching a complete list of album companies for this book (see appendix three) was harder than ever. At the recent PPA and WPPI conventions the number of companies promoting album production was phenomenal. I’ve done my best to bring you a comprehensive list of what’s currently available and will apologize in advance for any that are missed-or, as will inevitably be the case, the new start-ups or failures since the list was compiled. The only constant I predict for the next couple of years will be change.

Album Design

Another area of growth is in the number of album design houses and the software available for designing albums. Due to the especially volatile nature of this category, I haven’t attempted to compile a list of these services. Just be aware that there are lots of options; you’ll need to do some research to determine what will best fit your needs and workflow. I should also note that I produce instructional wedding album design DVDs through Software Cinema (www.software-cinema.com) that teach you how to use Adobe Photoshop to lay out albums. Three other photographers in this book also sell their own album design software: Yervant offers Page Gallery, Martin Schembri sells YSI (You Select It), and Kevin Kubota has created AutoAlbum. All are worth checking out.

About This Book

This book contains information from top professional photographers who have been in the business for many years and have found solutions that work for them. Through these interviews, I found that album design actually begins with marketing and is shaped by such things as the interview with the bride and groom, the proof-presentation method, the album company, and more. In fact, as you read this book, you’ll see that every part of your business helps to shape your album design. Because marketing and business ideas are so important, I started a photographers’ web site and monthly newsletter to address these issues: www.successful-photographer.com.

This book is more than a “place this picture here” guide. Check out these photographers’ ideas. Take some inspiration from this photographer, a slice of guidance from that one, and twist an idea from another. When you have harvested all you can and melded the ideas together, you will have a product that is unique to your business.

When I decided that producing wedding albums was an artform that preserves the couple’s wedding memories, I started searching for information on how to proceed. I found none on the bookshelf, but got some tips from other photographers. I gathered more information at trade shows, but it was rife with sales hype. While I eventually found the products and systems that now work for me, it took years. I hope that this new edition of The Photographer’s Guide to Wedding Album Design and Sales will help make the process easier for you than it was for me-and that it will save you both time and money.
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Amanda Sudimack knew from a young age that she wanted to pursue her passion for photography and the visual arts. After earning a BFA from the Art Institute of Chicago (with part of her studies at the Art Institute of Florence, in Italy), however, she was faced with two options: continue on to graduate school and teach, or become a commercial photographer. Neither suited her at all. “I always wanted to own my own business and I had just planned my own wedding,” says Amanda, “Seeing the options in wedding photography, fresh out of art school, it seemed like a huge opportunity that would work perfectly for me-and it did!”

Since then, Amanda’s work has been published in numerous high-end publications, including Grace Ormonde, Inside Weddings, The Knot, and Modern Bride. She was also honored with accolades in the 2005 and 2007 Photo District News (PDN) Top Knots Awards and featured in a print ad. She was also chosen as a finalist in the 2005 ANNE awards, the Professional Photographers of America’s (PPA) annual competition for marketing excellence.

Film or Digital?

Film or digital? This was a question that was often heard in the past, but it’s not quite as common anymore. When asked, Amanda replied, “I am both.” She started before the digital revolution, so her formal training was in film-and she still enjoys the medium. “I have to admit I love both film and digital for different reasons. Ultimately, I get bored with digital and I just find that shooting film keeps me interested in the process.” Artisan Events, Amanda’s Chicago studio, uses 35mm Canon and Nikon digital SLRs in addition to medium-format Hasselblads and toy cameras, like Holgas and pinholes, to set their imagery apart.

Despite her affection for traditional methods, production at Artisan Events is 100-percent digital. All digital images are captured in the RAW file format, with the CompactFlash (CF) cards backed up to hard drives by assistants when working on location. When they return to the studio after an event or session, any film that was shot is sent out to be processed by hand (no machines). All digital files are then downloaded, checked, then double-checked by a second person to ensure no data is missed. “Isn’t that a bit obsessive?” I asked. Amanda replied, “I’d rather be obsessive than lose something!”

Image Editing

The editing process typically begins by narrowing the day’s images down to about one hundred final images per hour of coverage. For a ten-hour day, this cuts the selection down to about a thousand images. Following this edit, the images are evaluated a second time to choose favorites-about 15 to 25 percent of the images (usually one- to three-hundred images). The full image edit of one thousand files is kept in color and given general adjustments with batch processing instead of individual correction. The selected “favorites,” however, are individually preprocessed, retouched, and made ready to go to album design. Many are also converted to black & white. These files are treated exactly as if they had already been ordered, and the studio spends a great deal of time ensuring that they are absolutely flawless.

Album Design

After the edit is complete and the favorites are processed, an album is generally predesigned. This is created as if there were absolutely no budget constraints from the client. With creative and thought-provoking image compositions, the studio uses the design process to pull everything together. This is all custom, one-of-a-kind work. They’re not big fans of Photoshop actions; they want to present real imagery that isn’t overproduced.
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Once completed, the “ideal” album design is presented to the clients when they come to pick up the proofs, usually two to four weeks after the wedding. “This is key. People are still in the excitement stage, glowing after the wedding, and haven’t received the bills from the honeymoon yet,” says Amanda. “When we do a pre-design, a large majority of the clients order the album on the spot without any changes. Delivering an amazing design to the client within a couple weeks of the wedding while they’re still excited is such a huge boost to sales.”

This also generates a lot of the income for the studio, since the studio’s album design invariably includes more images and pages than were originally ordered. Is this an upsell from the original agreement? “Absolutely!” says Amanda. “Typically our clients spend two to three times what they contract for. Our entire system is set up for huge album sales, and we get them time after time. When clients see what the complete album looks like with their pictures they can’t say no!”

How does the album design happen? “We don’t use templates,” says Amanda. “Every album is unique and individually designed to compliment the imagery. A wide variety of software is used in the production of albums. Adobe InDesign, Photoshop, and Reader, along with Apple Aperture, are all used at different stages. Everything we do is special when it comes to presentation-that’s one reason why our clients hire us! Our albums are all handmade in house and we add matching handmade boxes to boot.”

Additionally, every product that’s delivered to clients is wrapped like a present. Many clients tell Amanda that they really look forward to receiving their purchases, “It’s like getting a gift!” they say. To reinforce the studio’s branding, the wrapping paper used is custom designed with the studio’s logo. Any paperwork that goes out is also presented in a folder that features the studio’s logo.

Album Types and Production

Artisan Events binds about 95 percent of their albums in-house. These are contemporary coffee-table books (books that are designed to be displayed by the client, rather than relegated to a bookshelf). Amanda says Artisan’s designs lend themselves well to this particular type of album, but she doesn’t recommend it for just any studio. “There was a lot of time and money invested in learning the skills and acquiring the tools to bind in-house,” she says, noting that it took about a year to construct and implement a completely archival binding system for their contemporary flush mount albums.

Moving to binding in house was a big undertaking, but Amanda says it was well worth it. She now feels completely certain that she can guarantee her clients’ albums-no matter what happens. Binding in-house has also cut the studio’s operational costs; more importantly, however, it cut the turnaround times down to next to nothing. “We do have more headaches, no doubt about it, but we’ve always been a quality-first operation. Even if it means a few more problems to solve,” states Amanda. Artisan Events’ 10x10 or 12x12 coffee table books range in price from $2,600 to $12,000 for the first copy. Additional exact copies can range in price from $600 to $5,000. (Note: A very small percentage of clients want a more traditional look or a flush-mount album at a lower price than Amanda’s in-house binding can create. For these products, they use Zookbinders, because of their excellent quality and service.)
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In addition, Amanda’s company has recently introduced press books as an option. These are selling as a great add-on to the coffee table books. As an additional revenue source, Artisan Events also has the only album boutique, called Artisan Albums, in Chicago. They sell a plethora of options for walk-in clients in addition to their own photography clients. They sell almost every type of do-it-yourself album available on the market, from self-stick to slip-in. This leads to larger sales, as customers who came in for the inexpensive album often upgrade to the hand-bound album.

Additional Album Opportunities

With the album assembly infrastructure already in place, the company is able to generate extra income from books other than wedding albums. According to Amanda, “My favorite album project was a family album. One of our favorite clients commissioned us to do a tribute album to her late parents. We’ve done books for her before and had already photographed two of her three children’s weddings the year before. Her parents had both passed away in the last two years and she was still grieving. She dropped off a box of pictures, news clippings, and memorabilia from the 1920s through 2004. We sorted through the goods, edited down what we were going to use, then scanned, designed, printed, and bound this absolutely amazing album for her that told the story of her mom and dad and her family story, including the siblings. She was so overwhelmed when we showed it to her-she cried and laughed. It was a completely rewarding project.”

Selling Albums

How should photographers who aren’t selling wedding albums get going? “Start small, know what you’re selling and why,” says Amanda. “Know your style and design before selecting the album bindery you want to partner with. So much of that relationship is making sure your bindery compliments your design work.”

When asked for recommendations for selling parent albums Amanda said, “Sell them to the kids. Most of our parent album sales are gift copies that the bride and groom give to the parents as a thank-you gift. We always offer a large discount on our coffee table book replica copies, and they always sell as gifts.”

Albums, at a lower price point, are also sold from engagement sessions. “This is an area we haven’t put a lot of attention to as yet. I know we could sell a lot more, but our major concentration is selling the large wedding albums,” says Amanda


[image: ]



Final Thoughts

Amanda offers the following advice to photographers: “Invest in your design and make yourself different from other photographers. Create your own unique style. So much of what everyone is doing is the same, because they’re using the same album-design software, outsourcing companies, etc. You have to be unique to demand $10,000 for an album. That can really be accomplished in your design aesthetic.”
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Asked about his start in photography, Yervant explains, “My father was a photographer in Ethiopia. He had a studio and lab and photographed much of the royalty and the Emperor Haile Selassie’s requirements. I grew up watching, playing in the studio, and attempting to print from a very young age. He gave me my first 35mm camera for my sixth birthday, allowing me to waste much film over the years.” Yervant loved photography and the lab, and he was always at the studio after school and during holidays. At the age of eleven, one of Yervant’s African landscape prints was entered in a competition. The emperor heard about the print winning first place and extended an invitation for Yervant to visit him at the palace. “I put on my navy-blue suit, wet my hair, and got picked up by His Majesty’s chauffeur. The emperor gave me a gold medal,” he recalls.

After high school, Yervant studied fine arts in Venice, Italy, and then attended the Photography Studies College in Melbourne, Australia. He chose to set up business in wedding and portrait photography because he loves working with people. Each wedding gives him the chance to be a portrait photographer, fashion photographer, photojournalist, and landscape photographer all in one day. He’s also surrounded with happy people all day long. “What more can one want from a job?” asks Yervant.

Yervant is a highly recognized photographer, as evidenced by the numerous awards he has been granted by the Australian Professional Photography Association (AIPP)-including Triple Master of Photography, Wedding Album of the Year, Wedding Photographer of the Year, and Highest-Scoring Wedding Print.

Marketing and Customer Service

Yervant markets his business by advertising in the top-end bridal magazines and through his studio location in Melbourne, a mecca for art, fashion, and exclusive bridal couture. In addition, he has a great reputation, which generates referrals. Magazine editorials about his work appear on a regular basis.

“My wife and partner, Anie, is the bridal couple’s first point of contact, and it is usually by phone,” says Yervant. “An initial inquiry is usually made regarding availability on a particular date. Once this is established, the couple comes in for a personal consultation. Anie shows them a variety of albums, explains pricing, and books a date nine times out of ten.

“Anie’s background is in sales and marketing for multinational firms. She joined me in business after our son, Ricky, was born. Anie can talk underwater. She is vivacious, bubbly, and very friendly. She takes a genuine interest in each and every client, and they love her. She is absolutely biased about my work and sells it with passion. She cries with clients over beautiful pictures and laughs with them about funny moments.”
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Yervant and Anie have set up an attractive storefront studio with a modern and warm atmosphere that is welcoming and comfortable. Beautiful work is displayed on the walls, with attention paid to the way each print is displayed. Prints are all the same size and are framed alike, creating a serene uniformity with vastly different images. There is beautiful background music playing when Anie greets the clients. She shows them many albums, takes them through pricing and sits back and waits for their decision. According to Yervant, “We never sell or apply sales techniques to book a customer. We just show them our photography and relate them to it. If they can see themselves within my work, price is usually not a factor.”

Engagement Portraits

Engagement portraits are not highly sought after in Australia. Yervant will do a modern studio shoot in many cases or take the couple outdoors and do candid captures. “I do not like posing my clients,” says Yervant. “I prefer to bring out their personality and character in the capture rather than pose them to a typical perfect picture.”

The Wedding Day

The wedding day session starts at the groom’s place. Yervant arrives with an assistant photographer about an hour before the groom leaves for the ceremony. He takes casual and detail shots of the preparations, friends, and groomsmen-and pays particular attention to the parents. “I take many shots with both parents and the groom, then photograph portraits of the groom that are casual, fun, and spontaneous. Afterward, I go to the bride’s home. I cover her place much in the same way and then go to where the ceremony is taking place. I cover the marriage ceremony thoroughly, but a big emphasis is placed on what is going on around the bride and groom; for example, I capture the parents’ emotions, friends’ expressions, little children and their behavior, details of decorations, details of the location, flowers, attendants-everything and everybody that make up this special day. I virtually have eyes behind my head and try not to miss anything.” Yervant’s assistant will do the same, and they end up with a coverage of stills as if they had videotaped the day.

After the service, Yervant photographs the family formals then proceeds to have some fun with the bridal group. “First, I will take them to a bar or coffee shop to relax and buy them some sustenance. It’s amazing how quickly they become real and almost forget I am holding a camera and shooting while all this is going on. Then I take them to locations, choosing scenes that suit the couple. A modern funky duo is well suited to little alleyways and graffiti-filled spaces, colorful walls, and city streets-fun stuff. I encourage them to dance and party while I take shots. A classical or quieter couple is better suited to romantic locations like the beach, bluestone buildings, and classy cafés.
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“On her wedding day, the bride is at her best. She’s happy and radiant. I ask her to pose like a fashion model and she goes wild! She plays to the camera, laughs and giggles, and has a ball. The groom adores her and is absolutely taken by the moment. I turn the camera on him too, and their bridal attendants as well. People in the street watch, and the couple becomes even more excited. They have a crowd of people loving what they see. They pose more and play to the camera more. I am taking these photos and capturing the crowd’s reaction. That is the day: real stuff, real people, and unexpected moments.”

Finally, they go to the reception venue, where Yervant and his assistant photograph the details of the decorations, the bridal couple within the venue, the cake and cake-cutting, and anything else that the bride and groom request, including Uncle Harry and Auntie May.

Workflow

Yervant averages six- to seven-hundred shots throughout the day, most captured with available light and sometimes adding a tungsten video light. He was one of the first to start using a digital camera at weddings and loves the results. Images are downloaded and edited the same night. Files are sent to a lab to print a page layout of twelve images. Some images are illustrated in black & white. Each image is numbered, and pages are mounted in an attractive album and presented to the couple as soon as they return from their honeymoon. The couple will take this album home and choose fifty to sixty or more images. Then, an appointment is made to design their album.

Pricing

Every couple is given a component-based price list. This allows them to pick and choose any combination of products that are offered. Some couples just want large wall prints, not a wedding album. As long as they meet the minimum purchase price requirement, Yervant allows them to buy exactly what they want. Every couple is offered payment-by-installment from the day of booking; it is easier for most couples to pay the total over a twelvemonth period. Yervant’s albums are priced between $5,000 and $15,000.

Album Design

“Anie or I will spend over an hour with each couple, going through their choices,” says Yervant. “We first establish the style of album they require, storybook [a magazine-like layout with graphic elements added] or traditional [photos in mats]. Then, we go through the images and the couple’s choices and finalize a list. Most couples trust me to design their album, then see a layout for approval. Some request small changes. As most of my album sales are for the storybook album, couples have booked my studio for that very product. Having chosen favorite images, they leave it up to me to create their story.” To upsell the album, Yervant designs some additional pages to show the couple. It’s hard for the couple to eliminate them all-they love buying up, and leave the studio with huge smiles and many thank-yous.
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Yervant suggests keeping it simple; too many images and busy layouts become boring, so keep classic lines for timeless elegance. “The concept of volumes is also very exciting,” says Yervant. “We are creating separate volumes for each main segment of the day and presenting the day’s story in three coffee table albums designed in matching but slightly different colors. The top album is smaller than the bottom album, so it’s an attractive presentation,” states Yervant.
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Personalization is also key. For example, to sell more parent albums, Yervant says, “Show samples and explain the emotional value of each parent owning a copy of the main album-then offer to personalize a page for each parent with the couple’s special words.”

Yervant produces all of his album designs in Page Gallery, a program he designed and sells on his web site. “This provides other photographers worldwide the opportunity to make my style of magazine albums,” he says.

It takes Yervant around six months from the date the order is placed to deliver the finished product. Once the page layout is created, the couple is invited back for a preview and to make any final changes that are needed before the book goes into production.

Album Production

“I use John Garner Bookcrafts in Australia,” says Yervant. “I have known John for years and like his work, he has very quick turnaround and rarely any faults or problems. I am also working with GraphiStudio.” As a special touch, Yervant has his own custom covers and styles that both Bookcrafts and GraphiStudio make specifically with special leathers and special formats. Each album is packed in a custom-made box or case for best presentation. The album is then delivered to the client in a custom bag.

Final Thoughts

Yervant’s advice is, “Have fun doing your job. If you don’t, the results show it. I think it is important to be on the ball with new technology, new products, and trends. Be aware of what is going on out there beyond your suburb, state, or country. You don’t have to be a trendsetter, but see what others are doing and keep up. Enjoy what you are doing, and if you start calling it ‘work,’ get out and do something else!”
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