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I 'll just come out and say it: I love to 
travel with photography as my primary 
agenda. Everything from the decision-
making process of where to visit to 
deciding which gear to pack to those jit-
ters I feel the night before I depart, it all 
culminates in an experience that always 
enriches my life and my creative vision. 

Naturally, not all travel photography 
trips are created equal. In some cases, 
I’m heading to a location specifically 
for the natural landscapes. In those 
instances, everything from the gear I 
pack to how I manage my expectations is 
set with landscape photography in mind. 
However, there’s another type of travel 
photography trip that I thoroughly look 

forward to, not because of the images I’ll 
get so much as the cultural enrichment 
that I experience. I am, of course, refer-
ring to travel portraiture trips.

Much like traveling with landscape 
photography purposes in mind, travel 
portraiture trips come with their own 
expectations and practices, and it’s best 
not to conflate the two together because 
they can often be worlds apart. 

I’ve put together a series of techniques 
based on cultural and humanitarian trips 
I’ve made to various areas to help you get 
the most out of such a trip, should you 
plan on taking one. For every trip that 
I’ve approached with the proper research 
and expectations already set, I’ve always 

One of my favorite things about travel 
portraiture trips is that I can focus my energy 
and time on diving into how people and their 
culture make a certain place unique.

Travel Portrait 
Text & Photography By Brian Matiash

Techniques Follow these valuable tips when traveling abroad
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returned feeling like I’ve gained some 
truly wonderful life experiences.

Learn About And Respect  
The Local Culture
While you may technically be consid-
ered a tourist whenever you visit a for-
eign country, there’s no reason to “act 
like one.” What I mean by that is, you 
can always tell when someone is act-
ing like a tourist when they go about 
treating everyone and everything as if 
they were still in their home country. 
Social, gender, religious and political 
norms can vary dramatically depend-
ing on where you visit. So it helps to 
do some research before departing. 
Fortunately, there are plenty of help-
ful resources shared by intrepid trav-
elers to help you avoid making any 
faux pas.

For example, when I was researching 
the cultures and societal norms in prepa-
ration for a two-week trip throughout 
Morocco, I read several journals and 
spoke to other photographers who had 
been to the country. While most of what 
I learned made me very excited, I also 
discovered that many local denizens 
don’t take too kindly to having their pic-
tures taken. While I certainly didn’t take 
that as a blanket statement, I did file it in 
the back of my head, just in case. 

And, sure enough, I did experience 
more resistance and negative responses 
to my camera than I had in any other 
country before. Had I not done my 
research first, I may have been put off 
by this. However, because I went in with 
this knowledge, I was able to adjust how 
I approached my shooting time in the 
country. Rather than concentrating on 

taking more traditional head-on shots, I 
looked for ways to use distance and alter-
native angles to compose my photos.

Challenge Yourself To Create  
A Cohesive Photo Study
The reality is that there’s a vast amount 
of cultural nuance to find just about 
anywhere you go, but you can quickly 
become overwhelmed since some geo-
graphic regions might offer so many sub-
jects to shoot. It can turn into a daunting 
task instead of a creative endeavor.

That’s why I’m such a fan of identify-
ing and building out photo studies on 

Because I was prepared for some 
resistance to taking photos while 

visiting Morocco, I altered my approach 
and utilized a variety of compositional 

hacks to get some unique photos.

every travel portraiture trip I take. The 
benefit of locking yourself into a partic-
ular photo study is that it can free your 
mind to explore the creative opportuni-
ties of a single theme, whether it’s a par-
ticular neighborhood or time of day.

For example, while I grew up in New 
York City and visit there quite regularly, 
I always approach each return trip as if it 
were my first time. To that end, for each 
trip I’d make back home, I’d force myself 
to focus on capturing the essence of a sin-
gle neighborhood or area in the city. 

On a recent trip, my entire photo 
study revolved around capturing the 
vibe of Chinatown at dusk. Because I 
imposed geographic and time limita-
tions with this study, I was free from 
having to roam around and guess what I 
should focus on shooting. Instead, I was 
able to take my time looking for ideal 
moments when the neighborhood’s 
denizens would showcase what living in 
that area felt like.

Another way to add cohesion to a 
photo study is to limit yourself to a par-
ticular processing style or technique. 

Shortly before departing for a trip to 
Venice, Italy, I realized that I hardly ever 
processed my photos in black and white. 

So, I resolved to spend a significant 
portion of my trip looking for photos of 
locals that would translate well in black 
and white. As such, I found myself 
focusing far more on tone and form, 
rather than color, and it was one of 
the most rewarding decisions I’ve ever 
made on a travel photography trip.

Explore Early And Stay Out Late
I’ll be the first to admit that I love sleep. 
However, when I’m visiting a foreign 
country, the first thing that I happily 
forgo is sleep, especially if my goal is 
to observe and photograph the locals 
going about their days. In almost every 
case, my favorite time to capture the 
comings and goings of locals is early 
in the morning, before the throngs of 
tourists tend to show up.

One of my favorite experiences with 
early-morning shooting was when I 
led a workshop in Nicaragua with 
The Giving Lens, a humanitarian 

photography company founded by my 
close friend Colby Brown. On one early 
morning, we had chartered a boat to 
explore Lake Managua. 

Little did we know that we’d come 
across several locals who were out try-
ing to get their first catch of the day. As a 
result, we were able to get some compel-
ling photos as they’d cast their nets out 
by hand from the docks and boats.

Now, I get that you may not be an 
early bird. I know I’m not. Fortunately, 
there are plenty of unique opportuni-
ties to capture locals going about their 
routines later in the day, especially if 
you’re willing to delay dinner. 

On a recent trip to Tokyo, Japan, I 
decided to spend about three hours, 
from late afternoon to early evening, 
photographing Shibuya Crossing. If 
you’ve ever wanted to know what it 
feels like to have a school of people flow 

Another example of how a photo series 
can help add focus to your travel 
portraiture is to choose a specific 

processing technique like black and white.
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all around you, just stand in the middle 
of one of the crosswalks when the traf-
fic lights turn red. Because I chose the 
time of day when most of the locals 
were heading home from work, I was 
able to maximize the density of com-
muters in my frame.

Make An Effort To Learn The Language
Learning Spanish in high school 
proved to be invaluable when I vis-
ited Nicaragua and Cuba. And while 
I certainly understand that learning 
an entirely new language before visit-
ing a country that doesn’t speak your 
native tongue isn’t really feasible, in 
most cases, all you need to do is mem-
orize (or write down) a handful of 
important phrases.

Before we’d begin the aforemen-
tioned workshops in Nicaragua, we’d 
give all participants a print-out with 
commonly used, and important, 
phrases in English and Spanish. As you 
could imagine, one of the phrases on 
this sheet translated, “Can I take your 
picture?” while another said, “Would 
you like to see the picture I just took?” 

You’d be surprised at how many 
people showed sincere appreciation 
simply because we made a real effort 
to communicate in their native lan-
guage. Nowadays, it’s even easier to 
accomplish this because of the assort-
ment of translation apps for smart-
phones that will allow you to down-
load entire language packs right onto 
your device, just in case you don’t 
have a roaming cell signal.

Being able to communicate in the 
local language is also especially helpful 
when you’re photographing young kids. 

During several tours around 
Nicaragua, we had opportunities 
to photograph young students in 
and around their schools. Because 
we were properly equipped to com-
municate somewhat effectively, we 
were able to secure the necessary 
permissions and ensure that our 
intentions were sound. The last 
thing you want to do is create an 
awkward or tense situation due to a 
language barrier issue. 

At the very least, if you can’t figure 
out a way to communicate verbally, 

try using gestures like pointing to 
your camera and nodding yes. If the 
nod is returned, feel free to take a 
photo. If it isn’t returned, graciously 
smile and walk away. 

But remember, if you do take a 
photo of a local, offer to show it to 
them on the back of your camera. 
Make them feel like the experience 
was a positive one.  DPP

Left Top: While it’s not guaranteed by 
any means, making the effort to explore 

a new area during the early hours can 
yield wonderful results.

Left Bottom: If you plan on photographing 
local children, be absolutely sure that you 

are able to communicate with them and either 
their parents or guardians. Let them know 

your intentions, and always be respectful of 
their decisions should they decline.

Above: Spending your evenings exploring is 
a great way to see how locals go about their 
lives after work is done. By hanging around 

Shibuya Crossing in the evening, I was 
able to photograph thousands of commuters 

rushing to head home for the night.


