Stephanie Rausser talks about
photography, laughter, life and the joy of it all
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Based in Sonoma County, Calif., commercial lifestyle photographer Stephanie
Rausser was destined to wield a camera. Stephanie’s mother avidly photographed her three children’s giggles and upsets, eventually turning the family’s
laundry room into a darkroom during Stephanie’s fourth-grade year.

For her 12th birthday, Stephanie’s father purchased a Pentax ME Super 35mm camera, and
from that point on, the world was her muse.
Though she majored in English at the University
of California, Berkeley, Stephanie says she graduated with more photography classes under her
belt than English classes. She took assignments
with local papers and magazines, gradually building her portfolio and landing assignments around
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the country for increasingly larger publications.
Today, her A-list of clients reads like a who’s
who of top brands and publications, from Apple
to Target and Condé Nast Traveler to Vanity Fair.
She has photographed two books: Kiki & Coco
in Paris (2011, Cameron + Company) and Living
Happily Ever After: Couples Talk About Lasting Love
(1996, Chronicle Books). Look for a new Kiki &
Coco book in 2014. Humor and joy run rampant

throughout her body of work, and their importance in Stephanie’s life and work are evident
in the first few minutes of speaking to her. (She
freely admits to spontaneously cracking up on
set, noting the crew has a running joke that when
she starts “laughing hysterically, it’s definitely
time to take a break.”) Intrigued, we caught up
with Stephanie between assignments to find out
more about how she keeps the joy in her work.
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The world is so full of
sadness and grief, it’s
important to have
images that allow you to

pause and smile.

Click: Your work is consistently joyful, playful
and fun. Are you channeling that 12-year-old
girl photographing anything that moves with a
Pentax ME Super?
SR: Humor is really important to me. Laughing
is important to me. I was raised by a mom who
laughed all the time, and cried a lot too — she
was just an emotional, funny and very unselfconscious person. My dad was funny in ways
exactly opposite of her.
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When I first started out, my work was more
about beautiful, elegant portraits. At UC Berkeley, studying the history of photography, I was
drawn to some great photographers who had
an element of humor in their work. This really
appealed to me. It’s a clearer portrayal of how I
see the world. I try to employ this approach in
my work; making images quirky and fun but stylish at the same time. My goal is to have people
looking at my images and laughing. That’s the
ultimate satisfaction.
Once, a girlfriend said, ‘with your work, you
make people laugh.’ That has always stuck with
me. The world is so full of sadness and grief,
it’s important to have images that allow you to
pause and smile. I don’t always get the opportunity to do it, but it’s always my goal.
Click: Tell us more about how you evolved from
an assignment magazine and newspaper photographer into a lifestyle and kids photographer.
What pulled you from one area into the other?

SR: After I graduated from Berkeley I worked for
the SF Weekly, the San Francisco Bay Guardian
and the East Bay Express, doing environmental
portraits. This was back when the papers were
more in use. There was no Internet, just newspapers and TV. I didn’t even have a cell phone
when I started out. So I started doing portraits
for $50 a photo, which included developing and
processing. It was like a snowball. I started going
to New York, and then I got an agent who started helping me to brand myself and think beyond
the environmental portrait. I still had portraits in
my portfolio, but I started doing more and more
lifestyle. It took a long time to develop. I started
working for Glamour and Parenting, and it was
all lifestyle. All the while, humor was becoming more and more important and things just
snowballed from there.
If you have the skill set to do good lifestyle
photography, it can be a very lucrative thing.
Portraits, in my book, are a lot easier than
lifestyle photography. I love doing portraits.

myclickmagazine.com

127

Lifestyle is a fabrication, because you’re taking
people and kids that don’t always know each
other, and it’s my job to make them look like one
big happy family. It’s not an easy task. I’m usually
good at making people feel comfortable. It’s
taken me years to figure out what I need. When
I first started out doing ad jobs, I remember
being really nervous, because you have to take
command and know what you want. In the
beginning, it was, ‘how will I get what I need?
I don’t know these people, and they’re asking
me to basically climb outside of my body and
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become commanding to get what I need.’ I have
a lot confidence now from doing it almost 18
years. I know what I want, I know how to get it
and in the process I am very particular
Click: Tell us about learning to direct your subjects. What’s your approach?
SR: You hear these stories about how some
photographers arrive on set and everyone just
freezes. I come in and am at their level immediately. I try to be really conscious of that when
the models are trying on clothes, for example.

Or, if someone is not photographing well, that’s
a conversation that takes place in another room
after reviewing images. I really go out of my way
to make people feel comfortable. Again, laughter
is so important on set. When my subjects see the
crew laughing and me the photographer laughing,
it makes them so much more comfortable.
I add a lot of movement to my work, a lot of
‘do this, try that.’ My shoots can get very athletic
and I’m always trying to see what the talent can
do, how physically able they are. There’s a lot of
conversation going on and we’re never standing
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and shoot B+ actors and actresses. It was hard
work, there were so many PR people and people
wouldn’t collaborate. (I much prefer the model
who will do almost everything I ask.) Once I was
coming back from a shoot, and disappointed
in it and talking to Jennifer Crandall, who was
the head photo editor at the time, and she
said, ‘you’re only as good as your location and
subject.’ That was embedded in my brain. If I’m
not picking good people or choosing good locations, it’s only as good as what I’ve put together.
Almost every job is a lesson, and if it wasn’t, it
would be very boring. C
See more of Stephanie’s portfolio online at
stephanierausser.com or see what’s inspired her
lately at stephanierausser.tumblr.com.

there with nothing to do, or nothing to say. My
subjects never feel that way. I never give them
the opportunity to stop and think ‘I’m being
photographed and everyone is staring at me.’ I
limit the number of people on set to who need
to be there. Everything I do is to get people feeling comfortable and natural.
Click: What other interests inspire your work?
SR: Movies are the biggest inspiration. I see
everything that comes out that’s good — there’s
nothing worse than seeing a bad movie. I love
old movies, and I get lots of ideas from them too.
I may see something, then do a photograph six
months later and only then realize that shoot was
tied into that movie in a very layered, choppy way.
I also love just looking, and it’s definitely a looker’s
dream these days with Instagram, Tumblr, and
Pinterest. I do a lot of research on Pinterest.
130

myclickmagazine.com

As visual as I am, I find I can get into such a
visual place that it takes over all of my senses. I
spend so much of my time seeing and analyzing things like how the sun is falling, where the
light is, and it can be pretty overwhelming. I was
in New York last week and it was wild. I had not
been in a while. Where I live is the country, with
blue sky and white clouds and green pastures
that turn to gold pastures, full of cows and
horses. New York is a very different visual playground. I can wander around and watch, and I
love watching people. I also like to be alone a lot,
to really enjoy getting into that visual headspace
that doesn’t involve other people. I’m just now
realizing how important that is for me.
Click: The best advice you’ve ever gotten?
SR: I used to shoot for Us Weekly, doing
celebrity work for them. I would fly down to L.A.

STEPHANIE’S TOOLS
Camera: Canon EOS-1Dx with a Canon
EOS-1D Mark IV for backup. Lenses:
Stephanie uses three Canon 50mm f/1.2L
USM EF lenses she keeps in tip-top
shape and uses 95 percent of the time.
Her Canon 35mm f/2 lens, Canon EF 3580mm lens lens and Canon 100mm f/2.8
macro primes come out infrequently.

As visual as I am, I find I can get into such

a visual place that it takes over all of my senses.
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