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to unlock real smiles

BY STEPHANIE BOOZER




ot everyone can photograph seniors. The 17-
year-old animal of the human species is often
moody, unpredictable, and sometimes uncooperative. Some seniors lack
confidence, or just don’t want to be there. Sometimes they’re a little

too confident. Most often though, just like everyone else, they simply

don’t know what to do with themselves in artists or crazy sets. Just honest, comfort- them,” says Davis. “The more you know
front of a camera. Dan Davis is one of able dialogue. about them, the more meaningful the whole
those who can. “I try to have a real conversation with experience will be.”

The biggest trick up his sleeve? seniors, which also makes it a lot more fun To combat the I-don’t-know-what-to-do

Conversation. No trendy props or makeup for me. I really do enjoy getting to know syndrome that Davis’ subjects often face, he
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encourages seniors to bring an entourage; a
parent, sibling, friend, or all of the above are
there behind the scenes to encourage and
interact with the subject.

“Portrait photography is really about

drawing out a natural expression,” he says.

“Getting a 17-year-old boy or girl to relax with
a camera stuck in his face is the most essential
yet hardest part of the work. Once they realize
they don’t have to perform for the camera,
real engagement with me and the camera

begins to flow naturally. My sessions are a mix-

ture of interview, conversation and party.”
Once nervous chatter progresses to com-

fortable banter, Davis becomes an observer, who

also happens to have a camera in hand. Then

he can throw out directorial suggestions with-

out disrupting the vibe. The potentially




intimidating session turns into fun, and Davis
can tease out and capture those fleeting expres-
sions that reveal the senior’s personality.

“It’s a dynamic situation with a lot of
unpredictability, and the kids just forget
about the camera,” says Davis.

Located on 15 rolling, partially wooded

acres in Grand Rapids, Mich., Davis’ home-

based studio is primarily devoted to senior por-

traiture, though he also does a healthy amount
of commercial photography. With a keen eye,
Davis punctuates the pastoral setting with relics
and objets d’art, from rustic wagon and split-

rail fence to intricate sandstone carving.

“T've always been something of a scavenger.
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When they were razing an old building in
the downtown district, T got hold of a carved
stone window and placed it on a picturesque
stand of tall grass on my property,” says
Davis, who'd been a long-time admirer of
the building’s architecture.

He goes for simplicity in the studio, often
using monochromatic backgrounds to keep
the focus on the subject’s face. Some of his

most popular portraits last season were

taken in front of one-color foam core boards

-

resting on an adjustable easel, the color
selected to coordinate with the subject’s
outfits. Shooting in close, Davis draws atten-
tion to the subject’s eyes, and a contemporary
crop lends a fashion magazine feel. But the
extra shine in the portraits comes from his
ort with subject.

“We talk from the beginning about this
being all about the expression,” says Davis,
who during the session puts seniors through

a few facial exercises much like actors use to




loosen up the muscles. “They know it’s their
job to deliver an authentic expression. T'll
say ‘close your eyes for about 10 seconds and
let your face sag like a pile of dough. That
exercise, and the wording I use, always puts
a grin on their face, and they relax.”

Those behind-the-scenes friends and family
will readily cite any fake smiles. “T often ask
mom to be the smile police,” says Davis.
“Within five minutes it’s become a joke and
everybody’s laughing. Involving everybody is
a simple formula that yields great results.”

Davis has worn many hats over the years.
A theology major in college, he later designed
a line of home accessories, then changed
course again and became a technical illustrator
using Adobe Photoshop.

“Working in Photoshop led me into

photography rather than the other way
round,” he laughs. As a college student, he'd
had a few scenic shots of Towa published in
The Des Moines Register, but hadn’t thought
about photography as a career. When the
notion to pursue photography full time hit
him about six years ago, he dove right in.

“I built the studio on our property, and
just felt that I'd have a knack for it,” he says.
“T hung some Calumet lights, started
advertising to local seniors, ran a few
practice sessions, and it evolved from there.”

Word of mouth rapidly spread, supple-
mented by a few ads and direct mailings,
and Davis now has a following. He doesn’t
use senior spokesmodels or max out social
networking sites, he just lets clients do the

talking for him. His highest praise comes

from the seniors themselves, who rave about
the experience, and the parents agree.

“T think it was Mark Seliger who said he’s
more interested in concept than technical per-
fection,” says Davis. “T like that. The words we
use to describe the portraits we love are not
terms of science but emotion: words like
‘compelling, ‘emotive, ‘powerful, and
‘moving. A parent isn’t going to buy the big
mounted print because of its technical
perfection, but because something important
about their child is captured in that shot. The
technical side of the work needs to be second
nature, so you can give your full attention to

the real job of discovering the subject” H

To see more of Dan Davis’ seniors portfolio
and commercial work, visit
dandavisphotography.com.
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