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Introduction 
The mobile phones that almost all of us carry with us all the time have in-built 
cameras, which means that most of us carry a camera all the time too. We all use our 
phone cameras to record our lives and the people who are part of it. By learning 
about your camera and the language of photography, you can create more interesting 
images, express yourself, and tell stories. This guide gives you some tips to creating 
portraits with your mobile phone. 

 

Basics 
Mobile phones come with their own cameras and a default camera app that allows 
you to control basic settings. Android phones (One, Samsung, Xiaomi, Sony, etc.) 
have both manual and automatic cameras. The default iPhone camera only has 
automatic mode, but once you have practiced with automatic mode you can 
download apps with extra features. 

Even on automatic mode, phone cameras have many useful settings you can 
experiment with: 

• Exposure (more or less light) 
• Focus 
• Flash (on/off/automatic) 
• HDR (High Dynamic Range) 
• Timer 
• Filters 
• Image type photo (zoom x1 x2 x3), portrait mode (less focus on the 

background), aspect (1:1, Panoramic), video, slow motion, etc.  
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In addition, manual mode allows you to adjust: 

• Manual focus 
• Exposure (aperture, shutter speed, ISO) 
• White balance / Colour temperature 

In the Settings, you can also select the file format (jpg, tiff, raw) and file size and 
choose whether to display grid lines, geotag pictures, etc. 

Capture your image

Plan ahead
The most important thing in photography, like any other form of artistic expression 
(music, architecture, dance, theatre, painting, etc.), is to bring your own personality 
into the work so that it reflects your particular way of looking at the world so that it 
reflects your particular way of looking at the world. 

In order to achieve this, first of all you need to know what you want to say about the 
subject you are working with (in this case, a portrait). Then you have to use your 
tools (your eye, your camera, the language of photography) to capture this feeling or 
idea. 

There are countless ways to approach any subject. If you want to create a strong 
image, you have to think in advance about what you want to express. Then you can 
make technical and aesthetic decisions to achieve your aim. 

  

Nicolai Howalt. Boxers before and after their fights. Simple images, clear and descriptive. Comparison, same pose. 
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Pierre Gonnord. Gypsies in Spain. Low key portraits. Dark, intimate, serious, thoughtful. Rembrandt-type light 
(lateral, soft).  

       

Samsul Alam Helal. Love Studio. Fictional portraits of unreal world, colourful, use of painted backdrops. 

Composition
Composition is the most important thing to think about when you take a photo. It 
determines what the observer will look at, and creates tension in the image. 
Composition is the result of many elements, including light, framing, and movement, 
as well as lines, shape, balance, and patterns. These elements are the grammar of 
photography, allowing you to create your own style, or to choose the most 
appropriate approach for each portrait.  
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Light
Light is the raw material of photography, and it is an essential part of the 
composition. When you are taking portraits, you can use it to create different moods, 
to express different personalities, or to add drama to an image.  

There is natural light, which is the light of the sun or the moon, and artificial light, 
which comes in many forms: lamps, LEDs, fluorescents, torches, streetlights, etc.  

High contrast / hard light 

Direct sunlight or a strong artificial light creates very dark shadows. There is a very 
big difference between the light and the shadows, creating strong images and sharp 
lines. In portraits, high contrast means you lose details but you have strong lines and 
composition. 

Low contrast / soft light 

Cloudy days and diffuse light produce soft images without strong shadows or 
contrast. In portraits, soft light captures more detail but is less dramatic. 

Colour temperature  

Light also has colour, which we call “colour temperature”. It can be warm (yellow), 
neutral (white), or cold (blue). 
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The direct light of the sun at midday is white light, tungsten lamps (lightbulbs) are 
warm, and cloudy days and shadowy areas have cold light. We can adjust the colour 
temperature using the White Balance setting, which tells the camera whether we are 
shooting in cold or warm light.  

Black and white 

Black and white is the absence of colour. If you choose to shoot in black and white, 
light and shadow will play an important role in the composition. 

High key / Low key  

High key means that tones are predominantly luminous, with a white or very light 
background. In your portraits, it will express cleanness, positivity, a dream-like 
quality. 

Low key means that the tones are predominantly dark, with points of luminosity. A 
low-key portrait expresses mystery, sadness, reflection, or intimacy.  

Point of View
Point of view is another key element of composition. When you think about framing 
your portrait, you should think about what part of reality you want to look at. The 
choices you make will tell very different stories. 

Crouching down and shooting from ground level can transform a boring portrait. 
Think about climbing some stairs and taking your photograph from above, or look for 
interesting lines and shapes. The same subject can express different things 
depending on where you place the camera, and how much of the person you put in 
the frame: full body shot, half-body shot, head shot, close-up, extreme close-up, 
detail shot… each decision will produce a different effect. 

Using Focus 
The best way to understand the effects is to look at a lot of images critically, 
thinking about how the camera was placed in each picture and what the result makes 
you feel. When there is only one person in the portrait, having part of the face out of 
focus gives it a dream-like quality. If there is more than one person in the portrait, or 
if you are in a place with a lot of people, you can decide what is in focus.  

Background
A plain background makes us focus on the face of the subject. It takes away the 
context by creating a neutral setting. If you are in a place that tells us about the 
subject, you need to think about what you want to include in the background, what 
story it tells. Think about both the story (the elements) and the composition (to lead 
the eye through the image and create a strong image). 

Movement
Another element to keep in mind is movement. You can choose to freeze movement, 
or to capture it. Or you can ask the model to pose. 
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Selfies 
Selfies are simply classic self-portraits, except that they are specifically taken with a 
smartphone, at arm's length or the distance of a selfie stick. 

Find your Angle 

The front-facing camera on your smartphone is angular, and at selfie-distance it distorts and 
exaggerates your features. 

To deal with this, take selfies from above, so that your eyes are in the foreground. Whatever 
is in the foreground will be enlarged, and appear bigger than it really is. It's better to have 
big eyes than a huge nose or enormous jowls (these look bigger when you shoot straight or 
from below). 

Lighting is Everything 

For a good selfie, if you are inside, turn toward a window with natural light. Outdoors, look 
for shade or back lighting (so the sun is not hitting your face directly at an angle, creating 
harsh shadows). 

The Background Counts 

The background is part of the composition. Together with your face, it transmits where you 
are, adds context, and also generates lines, making the composition more interesting. 

Avoid Clichés 

To express your own personality, stay away from the typical Kim Kardashian or "duck face" 
photo. Try not to be too self-conscious. 

Know When to Use a Flash 

In low-light conditions, or as a filler. 
Snapchat app: has a selfie flash feature for the front-facing camera. 

Don't Over-Edit 

This applies to all kinds of photography. Touching-up is a tricky process and it's easy to overdo 
it. 

Editing
Selecting and editing the images that will form a series is just as important as taking 
them. You can see it as writing a story with the photos you have taken. You should 
only include the ones that give us the most information, complement each other, and 
create a narrative. 
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Choose your images depending on what you want to say: will it be comedy, tragedy, 
tragicomedy, drama, or objective description? Are your portraits a personal diary or 
are you interested in transmitting a message to the world? 

Post-production
You can do a lot more after you take your photograph. On your smartphone, you can 
use your camera app or other specialist apps to transform your portraits: make it 
black and white, apply filters, crop, create a collage, etc. 

You can use post-production tools after you have selected the photographs for your 
series. Use the same filters or effects on all of them to unify the series, so that it 
emphasises your message or ideas.  

Then you can use your smartphone to share your portraits with your family and 
friends, or through social media with the whole world!  

  

Richard Avedon. In the American West 

              

Zanele Muholi. Faces and Phases 
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Accessories for smartphones 

Tripods 

Selfie Sticks and Bluetooth Shutter Releases 

Lenses 

Rear Grips 

Portable Chargers 

Waterproof Pouches 

Stabilizers 

Exterior Lights 

Earphones 
You can use the volumen control buttons on earphones to release the smartphone camera 
shutter. This is useful for street photography, and also to prevent camera movement. 

Covers 

Portable mini printer 
Almost the same size as a smartphone. 
Uses ZINK paper. 
Android or iOS using Bluetooth. 

360º camera 

Useful Apps
For iPhone 

Camera: Hipstamatic 
It applies software filters that make your images look as though they were taken with a 
vintage film camera. You can choose different lenses and types of film, and you can also use 
it in manual mode. 

Post-production: Snapseed 
The most comprehensive and intuitive post-production app we've found. Available for iPhone 
and Android. 

Layout and collage: Canva and CollageablePro 

For Android 

Camera: Open Camera 
You can use it in automatic and manual modes. 

Post-production: Snapseed 
The most comprehensive and intuitive post-production app we've found. Available for iPhone 
and Android. 

Layout and collage: Canva and Editor Collage Pro
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