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“Matthias has shot us a couple times now, 
both portraits and live. He is a talented 
photographer, easy to work with but most 
important of all, he is a good person.”
— Portugal. The Man

“Matthias Hombauer was the first 
photographer to capture the spirit, beauty and 
unique style of SHANTEL & THE BUCOVINA 
CLUB ORKESTAR. I tried very hard to find 
someone with his touch, but nobody could. He 
loves rockers and anarchy and romance. The 
photographs speak for themselves…” 
— Shantel

“We had a great show in Vienna at WUK, and 
when we saw Matthias Hombauer’s photogra-
phs we felt they captured something really spe-
cial from the gig. In particular, Matthias made 
it look like an exciting gig to watch – which 
we all hoped it was! The wide-angle shot is 
one of our favorite live shots from the whole 
tour. We’re very glad Matthias was there to 
capture the moment. Respect.” 
— Fink

“Matthias shot us on a rooftop in Vienna during 
a quick music video, shot for an Austrian blog 
(TSMDT). The result was magnificent, though 
the set was in an underlit room, full of dust 
and trash. We like meeting and working with 
people who are passionate, professional and 
fast in a situation like that, and Matthias’ 
photos were awesome.” 
— The Eclectic Moniker

“Matthias has the rare and very much 
appreciated combination of being both 
professionally calm yet politely instructional 
simultaneously. His enthusiasm is infectious 
and his patience exceptional. Matthias works 
at an impressive pace and he knows when 
he has ’the shot’! I felt like I was in very safe 
hands and I genuinely can’t wait to shoot with 
Matthias again. It was a pleasure.”
— Erica Nockalls

“It’s a rare talent to fit all of the energy and 
tension of a live performance through the 
glass of a lens and into print, many a moment 
sadly becoming a casualty of bad translation 
in a day and age where everyone carries a 
camera in their pocket. Matthias possesses 
this talent, and has allowed us a rare insight 
into how our concerts must look through the 
eyes of a spectator.” 
— I Heart Sharks

“Was great having Matthias at our last show 
in Vienna. He got some fantastic shots and 
was great to hang out with!”
— Wolf Gang

“I always look for a playful edge in photo-
graphers during photo shoots. If the 
photographer shares my enthusiasm for 
childish quirks and exploration, then I feel 
much more at ease in front of the lens. Within 
just a few minutes in the presence of Matthias, 
meeting in a small hotel in Vienna, I felt 
very comfortable and was excited to see the 
outcome of our session.” — Rachel Sermanni

TESTIMONIALS

TESTIMONIALS
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READY TO BECOME A ROCKSTAR PHOTOGRAPHER?
If your answer is YES, then this step-by-step guide will provide you with 

all the information necessary from shooting your first concert, learning 

which camera gear and settings you need, understanding the rules of the 

photo pit, getting signed by magazines to shooting exclusively for your 

favorite bands and hanging out with them backstage. Let’s rock!

PREFACEThe Prodigy N i ko n  D 8 0 0      8 5 m m  @  f 1 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0
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I spent years as a frustrated Ph.D. student in a research lab, until I 

discovered my passion for music photography. “But how can I start as 

a Rockstar Concert Photographer?”, I asked myself. As there was no 

“how-to” guide, I decided to try to find my way through trial and error.  

I made every mistake you can think of and learned from them. Once I 

recognized a dead-end, I went back to the beginning and walked another 

route. When I started, I had no professional training in photography and 

I didn’t have a clue about the music business. 

Over the last six years, I’ve shot more than 300 bands and taken more 

then 80,000 photos. I’ve worked with bands such as Iggy Pop, Red Hot 

Chili Peppers, The Prodigy, Foo Fighters and Rammstein, to name but 

a few. My pictures have been featured on album covers, tour posters 

and magazine publications. My last adventure as tour photographer for 

Shantel took me to Mexico, London, Paris, Antwerp, Athens and Vienna. 

I am also a tutor in Music Photography at the Manfrotto School of 
Xcellence, I write for international blogs, I give public presentations and 

have had several successful exhibitions including “I love you, but I’ve 

chosen Rock ’n’ Roll” in Vienna. 

As you’re reading my Guide To Rockstar Concert Photography, I’m 

guessing you’re interested in becoming a music photographer. I want 

to be honest with you from the start; becoming a concert photographer 

is a hard path to choose. You need a ton of expensive equipment and 

you will get paid less than professional photographers in other fields 

when starting out. Your working hours will start at 8pm and end at 

2am. After the concert you get home, run the post-production on 

your photos and upload them to your blog or magazine. Your working 

environment has a sound level similar to sitting on a bulldozer, and it’s 

darker than an Abercrombie and Fitch shop. “So why the hell should I do 

this?”, you might ask. Well, this is a question that you’ll have to find the 

answer to for yourself, but if I can hazard a guess, I would say it’s called 

Passion. I am a strong believer in the following quote from Steve Jobs: 

“Your work is going to fill a large part of your life, and the only way to 

be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only 

way to do great work is to love what you do.” Once you’ve found your 

passion, it doesn’t matter what it is, it will never feel like work again.  

You ’ll feel motivation for your projects you’ve never felt before and your 

passion will drive you to create quality work that matters. Once you 

see your pictures on streets throughout the world as tour posters or as 

album covers, you’ll know what I mean. 

My aim with this project is to help you find your passion as a concert 

photographer, avoiding pitfalls along the way. The music business 

is a rough place to work, but with my Guide To Rockstar Concert 

Photography, you’ll have a great companion at your side, wanting to see 

you succeed.

HI, MY NAME IS MATTHIAS HOMBAUER.

PREFACE
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This guide is a step-by-step manual on how to become a Rockstar 

Concert Photographer. If you are just starting out, I suggest reading this 

guide from cover to cover. For more advanced photographers, I would 

suggest starting with “Part II: For Rockstar Photographers”, where I 

will reveal all the secrets I know to how to become successful in this 

business.

This guide is arranged in such a way that you can also just pick a page 

and immediately get some useful information. I realise you’re quite busy 

too so I didn’t want to write a 300-page book from which you can only 

extract 10 important messages — that would be a waste of your time. 

Therefore, I’ve decided to only tell you the key points that really matter. 

In the first chapter, “Part I: For Beginners” I’ll explain the basics of 

photography such as what aperture, shutter speed and ISO are, give 

you a few recommendations for the camera gear you’ll need and guide 

you through your first concert shoot. You’ll learn how to build your first 

portfolio and how to get your photos out into the world.

In the second chapter, “Part II: For Rockstar Photographers”, I will switch 

gears and tell you what press accreditation is, how you can get signed at 

a magazine and what the rules of the photo pit are. I will also open my 

bag and show you exactly what equipment I use and discuss composition 

in concert photography. Furthermore, I will show you how to deal with 

music contracts and show you my workflow in Adobe Lightroom.

“Part III: For Rockstar Photographers (extended)” will teach you how to 

shoot for bands directly, what you have to watch out for when shooting 

backstage or on stage, and what to do when touring with bands.

In the Business chapter, I will give you an overview of the different 

ways of selling your concert photos, why you need to have testimonials, 

and why teaching is the best way to share your experience with the 

community.

In the FAQ section I will answer the most important questions you’ve 

sent to me whilst I was writing this guide. 

Each chapter has a song dedicated to it. To enjoy the ultimate experience 

of my Guide To Rockstar Concert Photography, listen to them on 

YouTube or Spotify whilst reading and you’ll immediately get the 

Rockstar feeling transferred into your living room.

With all of this in mind, my goal is to leave you with no other options 

than to get out there and start shooting your favorite concerts!

Enjoy!

Matthias

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

PREFACE
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BASICS, BASICS, BASICS
It’s a Long Way to the Top (If You Wanna Rock ’n’ Roll)   AC/DC

PART I  /  BASICS, BASICS, BASICS
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THE HOLY TRINITY: 
APERTURE, SHUTTER SPEED AND ISO

APERTURE

SHUTTER
SPEED

ISO

Before you start your journey to becoming a Rockstar Concert Photo-

grapher, you need to master the basics of photography, such as aperture, 

shutter speed and ISO. Fear not, this will be as short as a Punkrock song 

from Millencolin.

PART I  /  BASICS, BASICS, BASICS
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APERTURE. The aperture is the opening within the lens and allows you to 

select how much light hits the digital sensor of your camera. The larger the 

opening, the more light can enter = large aperture. The stupid thing about 

the nomenclature is that, when people are talking about a big aperture 

they are referring to a small aperture number or f number. The aperture 

is written on the lens as f1.8 (remember, small f number = large opening 

= large aperture). On cheaper zoom lenses, you have two f numbers, 

such as on a 18-55mm f3.5-5.6 lens. This means that at 18mm you’ll get 

a maximum aperture of f3.5, whereas at 55mm you’ll get a maximum 

aperture of f5.6 (equivalent to less light hitting the camera sensor).

Don’t be too baffled by this, just remember that for concert photography 

we use fast lenses. With “fast” lenses I am referring to lenses with a small 

aperture number such as f1.4, f1.8 or f2.8. That’s it. (These lenses also 

tend to be the most expensive... but we’ll get into that a bit later.)

A small aperture number gives you a small DOF (Depth of Field). This 

means that just a few inches of your photo will be in focus. For example, if 

you focus on the eyes of your model using an aperture of f1.8, then the ears 

will be out of focus. Therefore, it’s important when using small aperture 

numbers, to always focus on the eyes of the musicians on stage.

PART I  /  BASICS, BASICS, BASICS

Aperture Range

Shallow DOF Greatest DOFDepth of Field

Medium ApertureLarge Aperture

Lets more light in Lets less light in

Small Aperture

f / 2 . 8 f / 4 f / 5 . 6 f / 8 f / 1 1 f / 1 6



13

SHUTTER SPEED. Shutter speed is the second component used to 

achieve the correct exposure. “The shutter speed is the length of time 

a camera’s shutter is open when taking a photo.” Huh? OK, that’s the 

explanation from Wikipedia and it’s correct, but possibly not so clear. 

How about this: when you press the shutter button on your camera, a 

device called “the shutter” inside your camera opens and allows light 

to pass from the lens into your camera body to hit the camera sensor 

(at the same time, the mirror inside a digital DSLR (Digital Single Lens 

Reflex) camera will move upwards). The time the shutter stays open 

allowing the light to hit the sensor is called shutter speed. A fast shutter 

speed e.g. 1/500 sec (a 500th of a second) can freeze moving elements, 

a slow shutter speed e.g. 1 sec will give you a blurred photo if the object 

is moving during this time. In concert photography, I shoot 100% of 

the time with a fast shutter speed to get sharp photos of the artist. As 

a rule of thumb: 1/focal length is the slowest shutter speed you should 

use when hand-holding your camera because of camera shake (50mm 

-> 1/50sec, 200mm -> 1/250sec, and so on). If the subjects are moving 

and rocking (and the band members usually are), you’ll need even faster 

speeds. So remember, you’ll get blurry photos because of your camera 

shaking, or because the subject is moving too fast, but in both cases, 

your shutter speed is too long to freeze the action.

ISO. Another important setting on your camera is the ISO value. ISO 

refers to the sensitivity of your sensor (in analog times it was the 

sensitivity of the film). The higher the ISO setting e.g 800, the less light 

is needed for a correct exposure. However, the higher the ISO value, the 

warmer the camera sensor gets and the more noise you will encounter 

in your photos. Most of the time, you’ll find yourself dialing your ISO 

setting up to at least 1600 to get a decent shutter speed in low-light 

concert photography. There are ways to reduce the noise during 

post-production, but the aim is to keep the ISO as low as possible.

Aperture, Shutter Speed and ISO are interconnected. If you change one 

variable, you’ll have to adjust the others as well to get a photo with the 

right exposure.

For example, you have your lens set to an aperture of f2.8 and you have 

chosen an ISO setting of 200 on your camera. You’ll then have to adjust 

your shutter speed accordingly to get the right exposure. Let’s pretend 

your camera’s internal light meter tells you the correct shutter speed 

for your settings is 1/20 sec. This is a long shutter speed and you’ll 

probably get a blurred photo if you’re hand-holding your camera. So you 

decide you want to have a faster shutter speed e.g. 1/320 (which is 4 

stops faster than 1/20 -> 1/40 -> 1/80 -> 1/160 -> 1/320) so you have 

to crank up your ISO to 3200 (from 200 > 400 > 800 > 1600 > 3200,  

+4 stops). 

Your camera offers many different ways to help you get the correct 

exposure. Either use the Av (Canon), A (Nikon) (aperture priority mode: 

you only set the aperture) or Tv (Canon), S (Nikon) (time or shutter 

priority mode: you only set the shutter speed) mode and the camera 

will set the other parameters accordingly. For full control, you have to 

use the M mode (manual). This mode allows you to set your aperture, 

shutter speed and ISO manually and you have total control of your 

camera. This is where I want you to end up. When in Manual mode, 

you have to check the exposure bar in your viewfinder (+….0….-). This 

bar shows you the exposure the camera has measured through the 

viewfinder. To get a well-exposed photo, you have to level it out to zero 

by adjusting either aperture, shutter speed or ISO.

PART I  /  BASICS, BASICS, BASICS



CROP SENSOR VS. FULL-FRAME. When I started out in photography, 

I heard the term crop sensor vs. full-frame sensor in connection with 

digital photography a lot. It took me a while to figure it out. If you’re also 

feeling lost in the jungle of technical camera terms, let me try to explain.

OK, let’s go back to the good, old analog times. An analog camera which 

takes 35mm films (the small film rolls, which were in fashion in the 

80s) delivers negatives with a size of 24x36mm. This size is due to the 

opening that lets the light pass through the camera and hit the film. The 

24x36mm corresponds to the size of the sensor in a full-frame digital 

camera. In a crop sensor camera the sensor size is smaller, or “cropped”. 

Easy, right?

Let’s have a look at the advantages and disadvantages of these sensor sizes.

SENSOR SIZE MATTERS

The Black Keys      N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 0 0 m m  @  f 3 . 2      1 / 4 0 0 s e c      I S O  4 0 0
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FULL-FRAME sensor size 24 x 36 mm 

Advantages: 

 Due to the larger sensor size, the sensor doesn’t warm up  

 as fast and you therefore get less noise in your photos at  

 higher ISO settings. With these cameras, it’s possible to reach  

 ISO values of up to 25600 and sometimes even more. 

  The focal length written on a lens refers to the focal length you  

 get when this lens is attached to a full-frame camera body.

  Depending on the lens, the bokeh (the blur or the aesthetic  

 quality of the blur in out-of-focus areas) has a nicer quality  

 compared to crop sensor cameras.

Disadvantages:

  Camera bodies such as the Nikon D800, D4 or Canon 5D Mark 

 III are very expensive and will cost you as much as a used car. 

 Larger in size and weight.

 Lenses that are designed for full-frame cameras are more  

 expensive (with some exceptions, such as the 50mm f1.8).

CROP SENSOR cameras have a smaller sensor. Depending on the 

camera manufacturer, you may need to multiply the focal length of 

your lens with a crop factor e.g. Nikon 1.5x, Canon 1.6x.

Advantages:

  Crop sensor cameras are cheaper and you will get a simple  

 camera and lens for a few hundred bucks.

  Lenses for crop sensor cameras are cheaper.

  Camera bodies are lighter and smaller in size.

Disadvantages:

  Due to the smaller sensors, noise is more dominant in the  

 photos and the available ISO values are smaller e.g. 3200 will  

 probably be the highest setting.

  It isn’t a wise decision to use your crop sensor lenses on a  

 full-frame body (you can actually do this, but the result  

 transforms your expensive full-frame camera into a low  

 megapixel machine).



Are you still with me? One more thing, which is neither an advantage nor 

a disadvantage, just something you have to take into account:

Your 50mm lens (the focal length will be written on the lens itself) 

attached to a crop sensor camera body is no longer a  50mm! What??? 

Are you kidding me? Give me the guy whose idea this was and I’ll  

%&/(*?.  That’s what I was also thinking when I first realized how stupid 

this nomenclature is, and after the number of workshops I’ve given, I now 

know that most students of photography have never heard of this before. 

So what does it mean?

If you have a 50mm lens on a crop sensor camera body, you have to 

multiply the focal length with a crop factor e.g. 1.6 for Canon (50x1.6 is 

80mm). So the 50mm lens you thought you had, is an 80mm lens on the 

camera. Confused? Read the last sentence again and I’m sure you’ll get it. 

To add to the fun, the crop factors for Nikon, Canon, Sony and Pentax are 

all different, but in general you get a similar focal length. 

This was a short digital photography 101, which is crucial to understand.  

I want you to succeed as a concert photographer and therefore it’s 

necessary to know the basics. If you are aware of certain things at the 

start, it will help you avoid wrong decisions when buying your future 

camera equipment. I am aware that all of you have a different starting 

point as photographers. Some of you might never have heard of aperture, 

whereas others know the basics by heart already. However, I had to start 

somewhere and decided to include this short, basic chapter in order to 

get everyone to the same level.

Rammstein N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 4 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0
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GEAR FOR 
BEGINNERS
Smells Like Teen Spirit   Nirvana

(on a budget)

PART I  /  GEAR FOR BEGINNERS (ON A BUDGET)
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So, you’ve made your decision! You want to become a Rockstar Concert 

Photographer and you need some input regarding the right camera 

equipment. These steps are crucial, otherwise you’re just wasting 

money on photography stuff you don’t need (yet). Let me show you my 

suggestions for gear for starters:

First you’ll obviously need a camera. There are hundreds of different 

cameras from various manufacturers in different formats such as 

compact cameras, DSLRs or micro four thirds (M43) systems. If you’re a 

tech junkie, go ahead and read all the reviews and reports on the web. I’m 

sure you will successfully procrastinate for the next few months, reading, 

thinking, discussing and rethinking the choices over and over again. 

If you want to get out to a concert as soon as possible, get yourself a 

good DSLR and don’t think about it anymore. It doesn’t matter which 

brand you choose. I use Nikon, others use Canon and there are others 

who use Sony. Nikon and Canon are the biggest players in the market 

and offer a wide variety of lenses. Just go to your local photography 

store, hold some and decide which camera body best fits in your hands. 

(I really don’t care which camera you are using. What I do care about is if 

you’re using a Mac! ... Just kidding :-)).

As previously discussed, the ISO capability of your camera is key in 

concert photography. Depending on your budget, try to buy a crop 

sensor DSLR camera with a maximum ISO setting of at least ISO 6400. 

You will be faced with low lighting conditions on stage and therefore 

need the option to set high ISO values. Remember, the higher the ISO 

setting on your camera, the warmer the camera sensor will become, 

which will lead to higher noise levels in your photos. 

Crop sensor DSLRs are mostly available as a kit package together with a 

lens. You can get a decent camera body with a lens such as an 18-55mm 

f3.5-5.6. This kind of lens is good for “everyday” photography purposes, 

like travel and birthday parties outside, but they are absolutely useless 

for concert photography. So, as well as your kit lens you will need to get 

another lens, or save some money and opt for a “body only” purchase.

For novice concert photographers on a budget I would recommend 

the cheap 50mm f1.8 prime lens (it’s available for all brands and is a 

no-brainer!), because of its ability to shoot in low-light at its highest 

aperture setting. This lens is made of plastic, is small, lightweight and 

unobtrusive. The “Nifty Fifty” – also called the “plastic fantastic” – has 

saved me more than a few times when the lighting technician seemed to 

be asleep and the stage was almost pitch black. For small stages, a 50mm 

lens is a good compromise to get a head shot of the lead singer and 

a full-length shot of the drummer (depending on how big the stage is). 

You might ask, “but what about zoom lenses? I can have all focal lengths 

covered in one lens. Why should I buy a prime lens?” 

Here’s the deal. The kit zoom lenses that come with cameras have 

smaller apertures (higher aperture numbers). By using an aperture 

of e.g f5.6, less light passes through the lens (compared to f1.8), which 

will result in a lower possible shutter speed. From my experience, an 

aperture of at least f2.8 is a necessity in concert photography and 

therefore a cheap zoom lens is not an option for using as a concert 

photographer. You can get zoom lenses with an aperture of f2.8, but 

they are expensive and not worth the money when shooting your first 

concert.

FIRST CAMERA: CROP SENSOR DSLR
FIRST CONCERT LENS: 50MM F1.8 PRIME LENS

PART I  /  GEAR FOR BEGINNERS (ON A BUDGET)



Be careful! The 50mm lens will effectively be an 80mm (50mm x 1.6 on 

Canon, for example) on your crop sensor DSLR. You’ll lose the standard 

focal length but when first starting out, that’s absolutely fine. If you 

already have the 50mm f1.8 and you have the feeling that you need 

a wider lens, then check out a 35mm f1.8 lens (which will be 50mm on 

your crop sensor body). 

MEMORY CARD: chances are, your first camera will accept SD memory 

cards as the standard storage format. Get one or two 32GB SD cards 

from SanDisk and you’ll be able to save thousands of photos on them. 

EAR PROTECTION: Always wear ear protection when taking photos 

front-of-stage to avoid long-term ear damage.

New Model Army N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 5 m m  @  f 1 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0
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WHERE TO SHOOT 
YOUR FIRST CONCERT
Purple Yellow Red and Blue   Portugal. The Man

PART I  /  WHERE TO SHOOT YOUR FIRST CONCERT
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Great, you’ve now got your crop sensor camera with one or two prime 

lenses waiting to get to their first concert.

When you’re new to concert photography, it can all be a bit overwhelming 

at the beginning. Which clubs and concerts should I choose? What about 

my camera settings? Will it be OK to be in front of the stage for the whole 

concert? Do I need a flash? Should I ask the band beforehand? That’s 

normal and I think every novice concert photographer was nervous and 

anxious. So just grab my hand and we’ll do this together. Follow the next 

steps and you will be able to get your first awesome concert photos. But 

be careful, once you start doing this crazy job, you’ll easily get addicted to 

it. Just a short warning :-)

Zola Jesus N i ko n  D 7 0 0      5 0 m m  @  f 1 . 8      1 / 1 6 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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The first advice I can give you is to start taking photos of concerts in 

small, local clubs. In these venues, you can almost always get in with your 

DSLR camera without any limitations. This is the easiest way for you to 

get some experience as a Rockstar Concert Photographer. Search your 

local magazines, blogs or event webpages for bands you are interested 

in taking photos of. And believe me, it doesn’t matter where you live, 

there will always be a club with some bands playing. Once you’ve found 

a concert you’d like to attend, (why not ask some friends who play in a 

band and offer them your skills?) buy a ticket and make sure you’re 

there on time. Being late to your first concert can give you a nervous 

breakdown if you have to push through to the first row and fiddle 

around with your camera settings whilst the band is already halfway 

through their playlist. Not good. Be there at least 1-2 hours before the 

show. If you recognize the band, either whilst they’re doing their sound-

check or hanging around in the club, kindly ask if they mind you taking 

photos of them tonight. Most of the bands will be glad that there’s 

someone who’s thrilled by their music and will see it as an honor to be 

photographed by you. 

Position yourself in front of the stage and respect other people who also 

want to enjoy and have paid for the concert. Then the concert starts! All 

of a sudden, the club lights go out, the only light is coming from some 

blue and red spotlights flickering away, the band enters the stage and a 

wall of sound smashes into your face. 

You grab your camera with your 50mm lens f1.8, set the camera to 

automatic mode and — BAM — the little flash monster sitting on top of 

your camera pops up and throws the ugliest light you can think of onto 

the singer’s face. Not only is the poor guy half-blinded and irritated, 

but your photo will also look like sh*t. At this point, a lot of frustrated 

beginners just take their cameras home and never shoot a concert again. 

So what’s going on? Let me explain the situation in a small club and why 

starting out as concert photographer is a lot harder than shooting the 

Red Hot Chili Peppers on a big stadium stage.

Most of the concerts I started at only had a blue and red spotlight on 

stage (two of the worst colors for digital sensors to handle!). As shown in 

the previous scenario, putting your camera into automatic mode means 

it will be guaranteed to fire its pop-up flash because it’s too dark. So you 

have to suppress the flash. Chances are, your photos will be blurred 

because the shutter speed will also be very slow. A camera in automatic 

mode doesn’t know what kind of photo you want to take and tries to 

figure out the best settings for you. You have no control of aperture, 

shutter speed or ISO, so you’re a slave to your equipment. As we want to 

be cool Rockstar Photographers, we have to let the camera know what 

it should do for us. You want to get awesome concert shots and not the 

ones you’ll find in a school newspaper. Hopefully you‘ll have learnt your 

lesson and you’ll never use the automatic mode shooting a concert ever 

again.

Getting back to the light. You’ll notice that there’s no fancy lighting 

equipment on stage. Clubs often have their own lighting technicians 

who aren’t familiar with the artist’s music, so don’t expect some freaking 

awesome lighting effects matching the band’s sound. 

START IN SMALL CLUBS

THE MAIN PROBLEM IS THE LACK OF LIGHT ON STAGE!
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You will also notice that the lighting is mostly colored purple, yellow, red 

and blue. All these beautiful colors smashed onto the blurred musicians in 

your photos. Awesome, if you like the artsy side of photography, but that’s 

not my style.

How can you take better photos than the other beginners also in automatic 

camera mode? (Hint: see next page)

Tahiti 80 N i ko n  D 7 0 0      7 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 0 0 s e c      I S O  6 4 0 0
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CAMERA SETTINGS
FOR BEGINNERS
Ready To Start   Arcade Fire
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The correct camera settings are key to getting great photos in small and 

murky concert venues and, as we have seen before, the automatic mode 

on your camera simply won’t do the trick. Take the following basic camera 

settings as a starting point. Get used to your gear, and learn where all 

the buttons on your camera are located. You should be able to find and 

change the settings even in a pitch black concert hall, because once you 

know your gear, you can focus on more important stuff like the stage 

performance.

Corrosion of Conformity N i ko n  D 7 0 0      5 0 m m  @  f 2 . 2      1 / 4 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0
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USE APERTURE PRIORITY MODE (AV, A). In this mode you tell your 

camera the aperture you want to use and the camera sets the shutter 

speed accordingly. This is a great option for a beginner to use, because 

you’ll be stressed enough with all the other things going on around you. 

Appreciate this help from your camera.

USE YOUR LENS LOWEST APERTURE NUMBER. Set your aperture 

to the smallest number of f1.8, which reflects the biggest aperture on 

your 50mm lens. This allows the most possible light to enter your sensor 

and is a must-have setting in ultra low-light stage conditions. 

USE HIGH ISO. Start with an ISO setting of 1600. Take a photo and 

have a look at the LCD monitor on your camera. Is the photo blurry? 

Then your shutter speed is too slow. Crank up the ISO setting to 3200 

and try it again. 

USE SPOT METERING. Set your camera’s internal light meter to 

spot metering. This takes a light reading limited to the center of your 

viewfinder. When shooting concerts, you will often find yourself in a 

situation where the artist is lit by a spotlight and the rest of the stage 

is almost dark. When using spot metering mode, place the artist’s face 

in the middle of your viewfinder and you’ll get the right exposure for it. 

When using the Matrix (or evaluative) metering setting, the camera will 

take a light reading at several points in the scene and you’ll probably get 

overexposed faces if the background is dark. 

USE AUTO WHITE BALANCE. This setting will give you the best 

results when you’re starting out.

USE AUTOFOCUS. Start by using the autofocus points in the camera 

and let your camera do the work.

USE JPEG FORMAT. Using the JPEG format means you won’t have 

to process your photos afterwards. This format has limitations but as 

a first step it’s absolutely fine. (For the people who disagree here, I’m a 

100% RAW shooter, but I think when shooting their first concert, people 

might not be familiar with post-processing RAW data. It might be too 

frustrating and I want them to succeed from the get-go and keep their 

motivation levels high.)

PART I  /  CAMERA SETTINGS FOR BEGINNERS

AN EXAMPLE OF APERTURE, SHUTTER SPEED AND ISO IN ACTION. 

You set f1.8 and ISO 1600 and the camera gives you a shutter speed of 

1/40 sec. This shutter speed might be too slow, resulting in a blurred 

photo. You can’t reduce the aperture number since it’s limited on the 

50mm lens to f1.8. However, you can crank up your ISO to, let’s say, 

3200 (from ISO 1600 to 3200 is +1 stop), therefore your shutter speed 

will be one stop faster at 1/80sec (from 1/40 sec -> 1/50 ->1/60 -> 1/80 

sec., +1 stop). I want you to get a feeling for these numbers. 

We now have an aperture of f1.8, ISO 3200 and a shutter speed of 1/80 

sec. Are you still with me? If there’s action on stage and the musicians 

are moving fast, you need a faster shutter speed. Guess what? We’ll 

have to crank the ISO up to 6400. Now we’re approaching the technical 

limits of crop sensor cameras. Remember, the higher the ISO the more 

noise. If we use ISO 6400 we get a shutter speed of 1/160 sec, which 

will probably get the job done. 
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ADVICE DURING 
YOUR FIRST CONCERT
Right Here, Right Now   Fatboy Slim
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You’ve dialed in the correct camera settings, the band is playing and you 

start to shoot.

SOME ADVICE DURING YOUR FIRST CONCERT SHOOT:

 As you’re standing in front of the stage in the crowd, be nice to other  
 people.

 Switch your position from time to time and try to get other 
 viewpoints. Can you find a spot where you can get the band and the  
 audience together in one photo? 

 Never use a flash in front of the stage! Ever. 
 There’s no excuse for this one.

 Wear ear protection to avoid ear damage.

 Don’t be shy and push the shutter release often — no-one will notice. 
 It’s quite normal for me to take hundreds of photos at a concert. 

All of a sudden, the band leaves the stage and the concert’s over, 

although it feels like they only played for 10 minutes. When you’re 

shooting concerts, time flies by and the only recall you’ll have of the last 

hour will be the photos on your memory card.

Even if the circumstances are hard to manage, you have to start in these 

small clubs. You have no photos to show, you have no experience as a 

concert photographer and therefore, no-one will hire you. This might 

sound rude, but I am being painfully honest. If you want to become a 

Rockstar Concert Photographer, you have to start in these small clubs 

and try to get some awesome shots.

PART I  /  ADVICE DURING YOUR FIRST CONCERT
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FOLLOW-UP AFTER
YOUR FIRST CONCERT
Midnight City   M83
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Congrats, you’ve completed your first concert shoot! What should you 

do next?

After the concert, ask the band for an email address you can send the 

photos to. No management, no club owner, no organizer involved. Just a 

direct wire to the band. That’s what you want.

Once you get home, copy the files to your computer and open them in 

an application which can easily manage the huge amount of photos 

you’ll have. I use Adobe Lightroom 5 (Adobe Bridge or Apple Aperture 

are other options).  Here’s the hard part. Only select 40 of your best 

photos. I know this can be tough, but you have to learn how to find the 

throat punchers! Skip through your photos and once you feel you’ve 

found a good one, mark it and carry on. After the first editing round, do 

a second run where you select only 20 out of the 40 photos. The aim of 

this method is to build a strong selection of the concert. Try not to lose 

too much time in this process. With practice, you’ll get faster and the 

selection will take you just a couple of minutes. “Nope, No, Negative, Uh, 

Nope, YES, No, No way, What the f***, Nope, …”

Because I advised you to only shoot in JPEG format, you’re ready to 

throw them out into the world. “But the guys on my photos look like 

blue, red or green creatures from another galaxy!”, you might say. Uhm, 

yes, unfortunately they will, because of the poor lighting equipment 

in small venues. Flash is not allowed and bringing your own daylight 

balanced light won’t work either. So here’s the secret.  Have you ever 

wondered why a lot of concert pics are converted into black-and-white? 

Bingo! That’s the reason. Not only do you get rid of the awful color cast 

but the noise from your high ISO setting is a lot less distracting, and adds 

a “raw, sweaty and sexy” look to your photos. So convert your photos 

into black-and-white and the musicians will look awesome again!

 

Export them at 72DPI and 1500 pixels on the longest side, put your 

logo on them (watermark), and email them to the band. Say thank you 

again for the great opportunity to take photos at their awesome gig and 

explain that they can share your photos on their social networks for 

free with your credits. If they like your pics, they will also mention you 

in their comments and voila, you have your first concert shot with free 

advertising out on the web! Here’s an important note: It’s OK for them 

to use your pics for free on their Facebook page, BUT never let them get 

your photos for free if the band wants to use them for press or promo 

pictures. This includes tour posters, flyers, album covers/booklets, 

merchandise articles like T-shirts, socks and underwear and whatever. 

I know it’s hard in the beginning to resist a band’s request to use your 

photos in their new album even though they won’t or can’t pay. But they 

are also selling their music and not just handing out their album for free. 

Think about it. Try to figure out a way that works for both you and the 

band. 
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PORTFOLIO 
AND HOMEPAGE
We’re In This Together   Nine Inch Nails
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A portfolio is an overview of your best work. This has to be kick-

ass! Your photos have to shine and keep people glued to them. 

That’s the reason I’m pushing you to be a draconian editor. People 

see hundreds of photos every day on the internet. Ask yourself, 

do you want to see 10 awesome and spectacular concert pics or 

100 average shots of one concert? I promise you’ll get bored after 

you’ve seen the lead singer in the same pose for the fifth time 

in a row. Your best photos should reflect the atmosphere of the 

concert and should give the observer the feeling that he or she 

was there, standing in the first row next to you. 

PART I  /  PORTFOLIO AND HOMEPAGE
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Go out and shoot 5-10 concerts with your 50mm f1.8 lens. This will help 

you establish a working routine as a concert photographer. After 2-3  

concerts, you’ll be able to manage all the camera settings and you 

won’t be as nervous any more. You can concentrate on the band’s stage 

performance, which leads to better photos. By following this advice, 

you will be able to build up a portfolio with a variety of bands to show to 

people. It can take two weeks, one month or half a year. You decide your 

working speed, but the more often you practice in front of a stage, the 

better you’ll get.

So you’ve shot 10 concerts and have selected 10-15 of your best photos 

of each concert. You’ve posted some of them on Facebook and showed 

them to some friends on your iPad. What’s next?

 

You need to get a webpage.

Basically you need a web domain (mine is www.howtobecomearockstar-
photographer.com) and a webspace (where you can upload your photos). 

If you don’t want to spend too much money, you can set up a Wordpress 

(www.wordpress.org) site, which is free. With more than 94 million 

users, it’s the number one option for homepages. (There are a ton of 

different “themes” you can choose from). Furthermore, there are also 

online Portfolio solutions available if you prefer. It’s handy if you know 

someone who can help you set everything up. If you have the budget, pay 

a professional graphic studio and a homepage developer.

Keep your homepage simple and clean and let your photos speak for 

themselves. Add an about page, where you tell people about yourself 

in a few words, and a contact page where people can get in direct email 

contact with you. 

 

My portfolio homepage looks like this: 

http://music.matthiashombauer.com

The main reason to have this homepage is to be able to show it to editors 

of music magazines, band management and concert organizers. They 

are all busy people and have no time to click through 10 pages until they 

find what they’re looking for. One additional hint: Don’t use any internet 

advertisements on your page screaming BLING “Click here and get a 

burger for free!” BLING. Believe me, it’s not a good strategy and won’t 

earn you any money. You want to build up your showcase with your best 

photos. That’s all!

PART I  /  PORTFOLIO AND HOMEPAGE
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PORTFOLIO EXAMPLE:
PORTUGAL. THE MAN
All Your Light   Portugal. The Man
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SUMMARY PART I
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Awesome! You’ve done your homework and arrived at the next level to 

becoming a Rockstar Concert Photographer!

You started with no equipment, you had no idea how to shoot a concert 

in super low-light situations and you didn’t have any direct contacts to 

bands. Now, you’ve metamorphosed into a concert photographer with 

a great portfolio, you’ve managed to set up your webpage and you’ve 

smelt the dusty air of Rockstardom.

LET ME SUM UP THE MOST IMPORTANT POINTS  

IN THIS CHAPTER:

 Get yourself a crop sensor camera (high ISO values)  
 with a 50mm f1.8 lens

 Start in small venues

 Learn to use the right camera settings

 Be nice to other people 

 Get direct contact with bands and send them your photos  
 to get free advertising

 Get a webpage and upload your portfolio

This was Part I of my Guide To Rockstar Concert Photography 

explaining how to get your foot into the music photography business 

and which general settings you should utilize to get concert photos that 

separate you from the point and shoot camera audience. If you decide to 

stay at this level, that’s absolutely fine with me and you can be proud of 

yourself that you made it this far. If you decide to climb up the next steps 

of the Rockstar Photography ladder, be prepared as they will be tough 

ones. I totally understand if you don’t want to invest thousands of dollars 

in camera gear for your hobby, but if you want to be successful in this 

business you’ll have to make some investments first. But don’t panic, if 

you follow my advice in the next chapter, you’ll be in safe hands. 

PART I  /  SUMMARY PART I
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WHAT IS PRESS 
ACCREDITATION?
No One Knows   Queens of the Stone Age
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OK, now you’re used to shooting concerts at your local clubs, it’s time to 

move up to the next level of your career. The main problem you’ll face is 

that you won’t be allowed to enter bigger venues with your professional 

camera equipment. You can bring a cellphone and a compact point-and-

shoot camera to the concert, but not your DSLR gear. Now we have 

ourselves a dilemma. “What’s the plan now?”, you ask. It also took me some 

time to figure out how the music business works regarding professional 

concert photographers. After some research, I noticed that there’s a 

magic entrance card. Tatatataaaa, let me introduce you to the fabulous: 

PRESS ACCREDITATION.

A press accreditation is basically an agreement with the band’s 

management that allows you to enter the venue with your professional 

camera gear and take photos of the concert.

“Thanks for the info, Matthias, but how do I get one?”, I hear you say... 

PART II  /  WHAT IS PRESS ACCREDITATION?
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WHERE CAN I GET 
PRESS ACCREDITATION?
Please, Please, Please, Let Me Get What I Want   The Smiths
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Don’t be afraid, it’s easier than you think. The best way to get a press 

accreditation is to apply as a freelance photographer to a local music 

blog or magazine. Try to get in contact with the editors and offer your 

photography skills. You could also try asking your friends, maybe one 

of them runs an internet magazine or try to get in touch with other 

photographers to get more info about the magazine scene in your city. You 

can try your luck at a local newspaper and/or search the web. You could 

even start your own online magazine. Send a request email including your 

website link out to these people. If you get hired, don’t expect payment, 

but you’ll get the concert tickets for free and, more importantly,  your 

first press accreditation. You probably won‘t get backstage passes to 

Glastonbury Festival, but try not to become a megalomaniac just yet... 

I started out by working for a small internet magazine for students and it 

was the first time I was able to shoot some of my favorite bands such as 

Deftones, Portugal. The Man, Fink and La Dispute. 

Deftones N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 0 m m  @  f 3 . 2      1 / 1 0 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0
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Let’s say you’ve found a magazine that’s offering you the opportunity 

to shoot concerts. You choose a show you would like to take photos of 

and then get in contact with the concert organizer. Concert organizers 

are companies that book bands who will then check with the bands’ 

management to see if they agree to allowing photographers. If so, the 

concert organizer will put your name on the press list and they’ll get back 

to your magazine. You’ll get a confirmation email and you’ll be set as a 

concert photographer for that particular show. Print out this confirmation 

email. If you don’t get one, make sure you know the telephone number of 

the magazine’s editor. Sometimes your press accreditation will get lost 

and you won’t be included on the guest list, which can lead to useless 

discussions. Explain your situation and call the person who is responsible 

for your press accreditation. In most cases, an easy solution will be found. 

Once you arrive at the concert venue, go to the press ticket counter. 

Inform the people there and they’ll give you a press pass, which can be 

a badge or a sticker. They will also tell you the photographic rules for the 

concert. Place your press pass somewhere so the security guys at the 

entrance can easily see it.

Sometimes, you’ll also have to sign a contract in which you agree to 

using the photos for the medium (such as a magazine or newspaper) 

you’re taking photos for. There’s more on this topic in the chapter “Music 

Contracts”.

Deftones N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 0 m m  @  f 3 . 2      1 / 1 0 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0
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THE PHOTO PIT
Welcome To The Jungle   Guns N’ Roses
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Once you enter the venue and head to the concert hall, you’ll notice a 

special area in front of the stage smaller clubs don’t have. This space is 

occupied by grim-looking security guards and separates the audience 

from the artist on-stage. Sometimes crowd surfers take a chance and get 

into this enticing area, but not for long, because these members of the 

great unwashed will be kicked out as fast as they got in there. This space 

is our working area and safety zone as concert photographers. Having 

camera gear worth thousands of dollars around your neck, it’s not a 

wise decision to be squeezed into the first row together with screaming, 

freaked-out fans. This space is called the photo pit (not to be confused 

with the moshpit, although sometimes it can feel like that...) and it makes 

our life as concert photographers that little bit more comfortable. 

Every larger venue has an area like this for photographers. I have shot at 

festivals where 40 photographers were squeezed in there — sometimes 

it can get a little crowded! 

The Flaming Lips N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0
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ARRIVE EARLY. Most of the time, you’ll be able to enter the photo pit 

before the band starts the concert. If you arrive late, ask the people in 

the audience in a friendly way to let you get to the pit. Sometimes people 

react a little harshly if someone’s pushing through to the front.

BRING ALL YOUR EQUIPMENT. Take all your equipment to the photo 

pit and place it so that none of the security guys will be bothered by it. 

You won’t be able to go outside the pit once the band starts their show 

and return in time again. Make sure you have all the lenses you’ll need, 

for example.

SMALL TALK WITH SECURITY GUYS. Even if most of the security 

guys look scary, a small conversation can change your attitude towards 

them drastically (and vice versa). Remember, these guys are just doing 

their job, just like you’re doing yours. Be polite and obey their rules, as 

they can make or break your shoot. It makes no sense to argue with 

them (exception: if you look like The Hulk!). If there’s a serious problem, 

try to get to speak to the security supervisor because they often have 

more information to hand. Recently, whilst waiting in the photo pit, 

I spoke to a tattooed punk, a security guard, who told me that he used 

to train the famous Viennese horse, the Lippizaner, before he started 

working as a security guard at that venue. He even had a big tattoo on 

his arm depicting his beloved white horse! Crazy stuff.

EAR PROTECTION. The use of ear protection is crucial to avoid long- 

term hearing damage. Our working environment is often directly in 

front of the speakers and can be f()&@ing loud! Remember, tinnitus is no 

laughing matter. 

FLASH LIGHT. A flash light (or even the LCD display of your phone) can 

help when switching lenses during the show. I always have all my lenses 

with me and just grab the one I want from my photobag in between the 

breaks in the performance.

SMARTPHONE (AN IPHONE IN MY CASE). It’s always cool to get 

some shots from the photo pit and share them immediately with your 

fans. Whilst waiting for the band to arrive on stage you can also read an 

ebook or check your mails — very useful nowadays!

RESPECT OTHER PHOTOGRAPHERS. Depending on the size of the 

photo pit, it can get very crowded. Be fair and understand that the other 

guys also have to do their job. The show will be loud, and hand and eye 

signals often come in very handy.  And remember, you’ll more than likely  

start seeing the same faces at gigs, so be friendly and polite, and you’ll 

most likely get a helping hand when you’re least expecting it.

LET ME GIVE YOU SOME GENERAL ADVICE 
ON HOW TO SURVIVE IN THE PHOTO PIT

PART II  /  THE PHOTO PIT
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Suede N i ko n  D 8 0 0      2 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 6 0 s e c      I S O  1 0 0 0

SOME PHOTOGRAPHY ADVICE ON HOW
TO SURVIVE THE PHOTO PIT:

3 SONG RULE. In general you’re only allowed to shoot from the photo pit 

for the first three songs. I’m not sure what the real reason is, but I guess 

that some artists may get stressed-out if someone takes photos of them for 

the whole concert. Your working time to get your shots is therefore often 

no more than 10 minutes. Leave the pit after the security guys have told 

you to go and don’t try to continue shooting, even outside the photo pit. 

NO FLASH. You’re not allowed to use a flash (it doesn’t matter if it’s 

your internal pop-up flash or an external one). This is an absolute no-go! 

GEAR. Use camera bodies with good high ISO performance and shoot 

your lenses wide open. (See what’s in my camera bag in the next chapter) 

SHOOT A LOT. How many photos can you take during three songs? 

Believe me, a heck of lot. I normally get home with about 200 - 300 photos 

from a concert and delete most of them. I’ll upload 10 - 20 to my blog and 

use one photo in my portfolio. This is where burst mode on your camera 

can come in very handy!

PART II  /  THE PHOTO PIT



Some bands really don’t mind you being there taking photos and 

you can shoot all night long. Others, like Leonard Cohen, only allows 

photographs for one song (“Dance me to the end of love”) and 30 

Seconds to Mars banished photographers to other dedicated areas e.g. 

to the sound and light engineers at the back of the concert hall. So make 

sure you know beforehand what criteria the band management has. 

Sometimes, it’s better to have a 300mm 2.8 lens with you. If you don’t 

have a telezoom lens, either borrow or hire one or just skip the concert.  

I prefer the latter.

Some bands don’t want a photo pit. This holds especially true for 

hardcore concerts. As there’s no barrier between the fans and the stage, 

you’ll have to take special precautions. If you’ve ever been to a hardcore 

concert, you might know what can happen. A lot of crazy guys crowd 

surfing and pogo dancing. If you’re standing in front of the stage, look 

after your gear, and keep an eye out for those crowd surfers.

Gogol Bordello N i ko n  D 7 0 0      7 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  6 4 0 0

THERE ARE EXCEPTIONS (GOOD AND BAD ONES)
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GEAR FOR ROCKSTAR
PHOTOGRAPHERS
Digital Hardcore   Atari Teenage Riot
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Recently, I talked to my colleague Sasa Huzjak (www.sasahuzjak.com) 

and we discussed how important equipment is as a music photographer. 

A couple of years ago, Chase Charvis released his book “The Best 

Camera Is The One That’s With You”, about iPhone photography in 

which he talked about being an awesome photographer is independent 

of the gear. Sasa and I agreed that might be the case if your style of 

photography includes daylight street photography, or basic travel 

photography but this rule cannot be translated into concert photography. 

From your own experience, you already know the limitations of a crop 

sensor camera in super low-light stage conditions. There’s no way of 

producing quality work with an iPhone in the photo pit!

As discussed in Part I, if you are serious about concert photography, 

there’s no other choice than upgrading to a full-frame camera. But wait, 

take a deep breath and think about it. “Can I afford to buy a camera body 

that’s $2000 or more?” Remember, that’s only the body without lenses. 

Investing in 2-3 good lenses will set you back another $4000-5000. 

There is absolutely nothing wrong with starting out with your 50mm 

lens (this lens is also compatible with full-frame cameras, by the way) but 

if you want to shoot big stages and festivals, you definitely need more of 

the expensive stuff. 

HOW CAN I AFFORD IT? Unless you have enough money already, 

it’s really hard to start your career as a music photographer. I had a day 

job as a Ph.D. student in molecular biology and started taking photos of 

concerts at night. I shot 2-3 concerts/week, but as I had a fixed monthly 

income, I could slowly build up the camera gear I needed. I went from a 

crop sensor camera (Canon 40D) to a full-frame sensor camera (Nikon 

D700) and invested in some good lenses. But this took quite a few years!  

My advice is not to get into debt buying camera equipment. If you can’t 

afford to buy it new, search ebay and get the equipment secondhand. 

Because of new breakthroughs in technology each year, the prices for 

camera bodies drop fast. Every camera has a limitation on how often you 

can push the shutter (shutter count) before you have to service it. You 

will find information for each camera model on the internet. Just take 

this into account before buying a used camera body. The price of the 

lenses are more stable, but it’s less risky to buy a used one compared to 

a used camera body. If the lens isn’t covered in mold or scratches, you’re 

good to go. 

Music photography is such a hard business and, as discussed before, 

you won’t earn a lot of money for the first few years. You have to spend 

the equivalent of the value of a car and, in return, you’ll get free entry to 

concerts and the ability to shoot some bands. As I said at the start, being 

a concert photographer is not a regular job, it’s more a commitment to 

your passion. So the intelligent way to start your career as a concert 

photographer is to maintain the fixed monthly income from your day job 

and build up your camera equipment slowly. 

In this chapter, I will open my camera bag and show you exactly which 

camera and lenses I use. Since I am a Nikon shooter I will talk about 

my Nikon gear, but the cameras and lenses I’ll describe are also mostly 

available from other camera manufacturers. Think of it as a buyer’s 

guide for your future as a Rockstar Concert Photographer.

PART II  / GEAR FOR ROCKSTAR PHOTOGRAPHERS

http://www.sasahuzjak.com


Mayer Hawthorne N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0
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Stereophonics N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0

CAMERAS
FULL-FORMAT SENSOR CAMERAS ROCK! You’ve heard me talking 

a lot about full-format sensor cameras. The sensor of these cameras 

corresponds to the 35mm film format (24x36mm). You can find an in-

depth comparison of crop sensor vs full-frame sensor cameras in the 

chapter “Sensor size matters”.

So let me just give you a short reminder as to why these cameras are the 

ones you need. Due to the larger sensor size, the sensor doesn’t warm up 

as fast, thereby producing less noise in your photos at higher ISO settings. 

With these cameras, it’s possible to reach ISO values of up to 25600 or 

more. As we have seen, using an ISO value of 3200 or 6400 is rather 

common when shooting in low-light stage conditions. Using a full-frame 

sensor camera will result in less noise in your photos and you’ll be able to 

shoot in almost complete darkness (if you use the right lens). The quality 

of the bokeh is also breathtaking and if you are using the best lenses made 

by your camera brand, you will literally be blown away by the results.

PART II  / GEAR FOR ROCKSTAR PHOTOGRAPHERS



I use both a Nikon D700 and a Nikon D800.

NIKON D700: I absolutely love this camera and it’s my workhorse for 

concert photography. With it’s 12 Megapixel resolution and an ISO 

capability up to 25600 it delivers great, quality photographs. The buttons 

on the camera body are well-placed and the autofocus is highly accurate, 

even when there’s almost no light on-stage. I use it with a battery grip and 

the vertical shutter release button makes shooting in a vertical position 

much easier. 

NIKON D800: The D800 is a beast of a full-frame sensor camera. The 

resolution of 36.3 Megapixels is getting close to the resolution of  digital 

medium-format systems and it has a HD video capability, which the D700 

lacks. I mainly use this camera for band portraits. The drawback is the file 

size. Nikon made the mistake of not adding a small RAW option as Canon 

did and the RAW files are MASSIVE (50-60MB per file). If you take 600 

photos (at 50MB) over the course of an evening, you’ll end up with 30GB 

of data. If you want to post-process these files you’d better have a really 

fast Mac... erm I mean computer at home!

One disadvantage with the Nikon system is the relatively loud shutter 

noise. Imagine yourself in a concert venue with one guy playing an 

acoustic guitar. The audience are quietly sitting in their chairs and you 

can even hear a bag being unzipped. Then you start shooting from the 

first row in burst mode “CLICKCLICKCLICK”. You won’t make any friends 

if you do this too often! Once, Robin Proper-Sheppard of the band Sophia 

warned me that if I didn’t stop that awful noise, he would stop playing. 

Unfortunately, this was during the first 10 seconds of the concert...

Nikon really sucks in this respect. And yes, the Nikon D800 has a “silent 

mode”, which, in reality, isn’t really much more silent at all. Fail! If you’re 

someone who’ll only be shooting quiet performances, like acoustic 

concerts or theater work, Nikon might not be the best brand to choose. 

Sophia N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 6 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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When it comes to lenses (or glass, as it‘s known in the business), you’ve a 

choice between zoom lenses (e.g. 18-55mm f3.5-5.6 kit lens) and prime 

lenses (e.g. 50mm f1.8). In general, prime lenses have a larger aperture 

(smaller f numbers e.g. f1.4, f1.8) whereas the best zoom lenses are 

limited to a maximum aperture of f2.8.

 

There is still an ongoing discussion between zoom vs. prime guys, which 

falls into the same category as Canon vs. Nikon lovers/haters. Honestly, 

I don’t care if you shoot Canon or Nikon, or if your lens has a better MTF 

chart or whatever. Trust me, you won’t see a difference when comparing 

good glass. Of course you can’t compare a $200 kit zoom lens with a 

$2000 prime lens but that should be obvious.

I usually take the best of both worlds in my camera bag. As you’re rather 

limited in your forward/backwards movement when in the photo pit, the 

zoom ability is crucial in concert photography. Sometimes, the artist will  

constantly be on the move, so it’s easier to follow him/her with your zoom 

lens. On the other hand, there are shows where it’s so dark on stage that 

a prime lens with an aperture of f1.4 is your only option.

Over the next few pages, I’ll show you the lens selection I use for concert 

photography.

Rammstein N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 8 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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NIKON AF-S NIKKOR 24-70MM F2.8G ED: this is my go-to lens in 

smaller venues and my favorite zoom lens. The autofocus is very fast and 

the photos are tack sharp, even at f2.8. Having the zoom option let’s you 

get a tight headshot as well as full body portraiture. At 24mm, you’re 

also able to get the whole stage into your frame.

Parov Stelar N i ko n  D 7 0 0      4 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 0 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0

THE ALLROUNDER



Jennifer Rostock N i ko n  D 7 0 0      4 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0



Amanda Palmer N i ko n  D 8 0 0      6 2 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0



Alice In Chains N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 0 5 m m  @  f 3 . 2      1 / 8 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0

NIKON AF-D NIKKOR 80-200MM F2.8 ED: This is an older version 

of the Nikon 70-200mm f2.8 VR and you can get it on ebay for $400. 

This lens costs 1/5 of the new version and is just as good. (I don’t care 

about the missing VR, it doesn’t work for action shots anyway). The 

focal length of 200mm is essential if you plan to shoot bigger venues, 

such as festival stages. This lens gives you the opportunity to take both 

headshots and half-body portraiture shots. In addition, you can also get 

the drummer who is most likely hidden at the very back of the stage. 

This is a back-breaking lens (almost 1.5 Kg/3.2 lb!) but the quality it 

delivers is worth it’s weight.

THE TELEZOOM FOR BIG STAGES



Dimmu Borgir N i ko n  D 8 0 0      1 5 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0



The Cranberries N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 6 4 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Stone Temple Pilots N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 7 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 6 4 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0
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NIKON AF-S NIKKOR 85MM F1.4G: This is my favorite portrait lens, 

which I also use a fair bit when shooting concerts. Nikon’s best lens is able 

to deliver a bokeh (out-of-focus area) that is breathtaking. But be warned: 

the autofocus is not very fast and when shooting at f1.4, the depth-of-

field is so narrow that you can easily get out of focus photos.

NIKON AF-D NIKKOR 50MM F1.4: This is the older version of the 

Nikon 50mm f1.4G. I also tried the Sigma 50mm f1.4 but decided to go 

with the used 50mm f1.4D version lens. I really like the focal length of 

50mm (which reflects our normal angle-of-view) but at f1.4, the lens is 

pretty soft. That’s the reason I often grab the 24-70mm f2.8 instead for 

this focal length.

Scott Matthew N i ko n  D 8 0 0      8 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0
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Arcade Fire N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 5 m m  @  f 1 . 4      1 / 1 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Atari Teenage Riot N i ko n  D 7 0 0      5 0 m m  @  f 1 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Gus Gus N i ko n  D 8 0 0      5 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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SAMYANG 14MM F2.8 (aka Pro Optic, Rokinon, Bower, Walimex):  

If you want to deliver pure awesomeness then get this ultra wide-angle 

lens. 14mm on a full-frame sensor camera is the widest you can get. Have 

a look at Nikon or Canon 14mm f2.8 lenses and you’ll cry after throwing 

$2000 out of the window. Want to hear the good news? The Samyang lens 

costs $300!!!! Holy crap, that’s more than six times cheaper!!! So where’s 

the rub? The Samyang is a manual focus lens, but with the internal focus 

information in the viewfinder (at least Nikon has this), it’s a breeze to 

work with. The photos are tack sharp and I can live with some distortion 

in the corners of my photos. The 14mm f2.8 is my go-to lens if I want to 

capture special perspectives.

When using an ultra wide-angle lens, get as close as possible to your 

subject and watch out for distracting elements within the frame. This lens 

won’t work for larger stages.

The Drums N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 s e c      I S O  6 4 0 0
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Fink N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 6 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0



Portugal. The Man N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 6 0 s e c      I S O  6 4 0 0
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Not only are your camera and lenses important to survive as a Rockstar Concert 

Photographer, but here are some other indispensable accessories:

SUN SNIPER STRAP. I use this special camera strap for two reasons. Firstly, the camera 

hangs upside down, over your butt. This allows you to keep both hands free. Secondly, the 

weight is distributed diagonally so this strap is great for carrying heavier lenses like the 80-

200mm f2.8.

BATTERY GRIP MB-D10. I love this grip. It gives you the option of a shutter release button 

when using the camera vertically. In addition, it gives you one more battery.

MEMORY CARDS. I use 8GB SanDisk memory cards. With the 12MP sensor of the D700 I 

am able to store about 250 RAWs on it. With the D800, I use 32GB SanDisk cards, because 

the files are in the 50-60MB range. A word about speed: like most things in this industry, the 

faster the better.  SanDisk offers a variety of write speeds, with their fastest having a write 

speed of 95mb/s.  The faster the write speed of your memory card, the faster you can take a 

succession of images without having to wait for the camera to catch up.

EAR PROTECTION. I use Alpine MusicSafe Pro professional ear protection. They contain 

different sets of music filters and are comfortable to wear. And most importantly, they 

protect your ears to avoid long-term hearing problems.

BACKPACK. I use a Manfrotto Advanced Gear backpack L to carry all my equipment. I 

prefer the comfort of a backpack when compared to a shoulder bag, but this is entirely up 

to you.

BUSINESS CARD. I always carry my business cards with me. You never know who you might 

meet.

The Kooks N i ko n  D 7 0 0      5 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 8 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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SETTINGS FOR ROCKSTAR
PHOTOGRAPHERS
Feuer Frei   Rammstein

PART II  / SETTINGS FOR ROCKSTAR PHOTOGRAPHERS



Skunk Anansie N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 6 m m  @  f 3 . 5      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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As we’ve discussed earlier, the camera settings are key to getting kick- 

ass shots. I want to expand the list even more and share the settings I 

use all the time during concert shoots.

MANUAL MODE.  I started in Aperture priority mode but soon 

recognized that only the manual mode would give me the flexibility I 

was looking for. I set aperture, shutter speed and ISO and then change 

them on the fly using the internal exposure bar in the viewfinder. I am 

constantly checking my LCD monitor to see if my exposure is correct. 

LOWEST APERTURE NUMBER. I set my aperture to the smallest 

number. When using zoom lenses, I set it to f2.8, for prime lenses I use 

f1.4 or f1.8. 

HIGH ISO VALUES. Usually, I start with an ISO value of 1600 and check 

my shutter speed. If it’s too low, I will crank up the ISO to 3200 or 6400.

SPOT METERING. I use spot metering, because the stage lights change 

rapidly and I want to expose for the artist’s face and not the dark stage 

behind them. 

AUTO WHITE BALANCE. I use the auto white balance setting on 

my camera. The reason being is that I shoot in RAW format and can 

therefore adjust the white balance setting in post-production anyway.

AUTOFOCUS. On your camera, only use the most central focus point. 

This will be the most accurate one. If you don’t always want to have 

the artist in the middle of the frame, you have to recompose. Simply 

push your shutter button halfway down to focus on the artist’s face. By 

holding the shutter button you lock focus. Now move your viewfinder 

until you get the desired framing and push the shutter button fully down.  

To use this technique, you have to set your camera to “Autofocus single” 

(AF-S) mode, otherwise the camera focuses continuously whilst you’re 

reframing your picture. You can also set the AF-ON button to focus, 

which I prefer. 

RAW FORMAT. Always shoot in RAW format. If you shoot in JPEG 

mode, the internal camera computer adds contrast, saturation and 

sharpness to your photos. These files looks great when you open them 

on your computer, but don’t leave much freedom in post-production. 

If you shoot in RAW format, the camera does not process the photo at 

all. The advantage is that you can change parameters like exposure, 

white balance, saturation, contrast, clarity and so on afterwards. The 

disadvantage is that the files are much larger in file size. My D800 

produces file sizes of 50-60MB for each file.

MULTIPLE SHOT (BURST) MODE. I always use multi-shot mode.  

It allows you to rapidly shoot three to four photos in a row. It’s more 

likely that at least one of the four is tack sharp whereas the others might 

not be.
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ANATOMY OF A 
CONCERT SHOOT
Rockin’ In The Free World   Neil Young
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One of the most undervalued points when shooting concerts is the fact 

that a band consists of various individuals. It’s tempting to only shoot the 

lead singer (the key person), but then you’d be concentrating on just one 

of the members of the whole band. There’s also a guitarist, bass player, 

drummer, and additional musicians who are worth taking a closer look at. 

It’s more difficult to photograph the other band members, but you should 

definitely try to catch everyone on stage.

Foo Fighters N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0
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Iggy Pop N i ko n  D 8 0 0      1 8 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 0 0 s e c      I S O  6 4 0 0

This guy is the one whose name is often linked to the band’s name such 

as Iggy Pop or Neil Young. They are the celebrity and will be at every VIP 

party and be on TV. Getting a good shot of this person is a must-have. 

 

From a concert photographer’s perspective, this is the easiest band 

member to take photos of. They are always at the front of the stage and 

get the best lighting. I always focus on the lead singer first and once I’ve 

got some awesome shots of them, I will follow up with the other band 

members.

THE LEAD SINGER (THE CELEBRITY OF THE BAND)



Jamiroquai N i ko n  D 7 0 0      7 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 4 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Lou Reed N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 0 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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Next, I focus on the guitarist and bass player. Both of them are standing 

to one side of the stage, either behind the singer or at the same level. I’ve 

shot concerts where the bass player was standing in total darkness, so I 

didn’t get a chance (even with the best camera equipment) to get a decent 

photo. These are the tough times when working as a concert photographer 

and you just have to accept it sometimes. However, guitarists and bass 

players provide great shots if you catch them jumping around on stage, 

for instance.

Slash N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 0 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 4 0 0 s e c      I S O  4 0 0

THE GUITARIST AND THE BASS PLAYER
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Iron Maiden N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 0 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



The Darkness N i ko n  D 8 0 0      6 2 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0



Motörhead N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 8 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0



Stereophonics N i ko n  D 7 0 0      7 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0

The drummer is the “heart” of the band and the beat generator. A rock 

band without a drummer doesn’t work, but photographers tend to 

ignore them in their photos. The drummer is also the one who can give 

you awesome action shots if you can catch them in the right moment. 

However, these guys are almost always at the back of the stage and 

therefore you’ll need a telezoom lens, like the 80-200mm f2.8, to 

capture their presence. On larger stages (like festivals) it can be that the 

drummer is so far away, that it’s not always possible to reach him with 

your lenses. One way would be to rent a 300mm f2.8 lens to get this shot.

THE DRUMMER



The Prodigy N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 s e c      I S O  6 4 0 0



The Black Keys N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 0 0 m m  @  f 3 . 2      1 / 8 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0



Modeselektor N i ko n  D 8 0 0      2 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 s e c      I S O  6 4 0 0

Also try to get a photo of the entire band. Your best bet is the use an 

ultra wide-angle lens such as a 14mm lens (or fisheye). This will allow 

you to frame the whole stage in one photo. If you are allowed to shoot 

the complete show, try to get other viewpoints, such as from a balcony, 

from the back of the venue or on stage.  

THE BAND



The Darkness N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0



Bauchklang N i ko n  D 8 0 0      1 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 8 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



The Flaming Lips N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0

Additionally, you can also take photos of the audience. Just turn around 

in the photo pit and you’ll be facing the screaming, sweaty fans squeezed 

into the first row. This is a tricky one, because there is almost no light 

and you need an ultra wide-angle lens to capture some good action 

shots. Try to catch them when they are ecstatic about the band.

THE AUDIENCE



Ebony Bones N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Bauchklang N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 5 m m  @  f 1 . 8      1 / 6 4 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



99

COMPOSITION IN 
ROCKSTAR CONCERT 
PHOTOGRAPHY
Lateralus   Tool

PART II  / COMPOSITION IN ROCKSTAR CONCERT PHOTOGRAPHY



The Darkness N i ko n  D 8 0 0      3 2 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0

Some general composition notes for you as concert photographer:  

always try to capture the musicians with their instruments. So when 

shooting the lead singer, I make sure I include the microphone. When 

shooting the guitarist, get the guitar in the shot and show the drummer 

with his drumsticks, otherwise it looks strange if someone’s sitting 

behind a huge drum kit, but you can’t actually see them playing. 

In general, I try to frame my photos in such a way that I don’t chop off 

guitar necks, bass bodies or keyboards. For a close shot of the drummer, 

you’ll obviously need to crop the drum kit. That’s fine, just try to get a 

clean frame.

Make yourself familiar with the rule of thirds to get more interesting 

composition. Imagine your frame space is divided into thirds both 

horizontally and vertically (tic-tac-toe or a noughts and crosses grid). 

Now align your subject with one of the points where the lines cross 

and that alone will set you apart from many other photographers who 

place their subjects dead center in their photos. Try it out and you’ll 

immediately recognise that your composition has gotten much stronger. 

Try to get some details shots too. Shoes, tattoos, fancy stage props such 

as lamps, visuals or banners. Some bands can be very creative.



 Get to know your gear by heart first (camera settings, lenses). 
 

 Even though the lead singer is the celebrity of the band, try to shoot  
 the other band members as well.

 When photographing the drummer, use a telezoom lens.

 Show context in your photos i.e. the singer with a microphone,  
 drummer with drumsticks, etc. 

 Frame your photos carefully to avoid cropping off the instruments.
 

 Get photos of the band, audience and details on-stage.

Everlast N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 5 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0

SUMMARY
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PORTFOLIO EXAMPLE:
RED HOT CHILI PEPPERS
Funky Monks   RHCP
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Red Hot Chili Peppers N i ko n  D 7 0 0      5 5 m m  @  f 3 . 5      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Red Hot Chili Peppers N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0 N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 7 m m  @  f 3 . 5      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Red Hot Chili Peppers N i ko n  D 7 0 0      6 0 m m  @  f 3 . 5      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



N i ko n  D 7 0 0      6 2 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0Red Hot Chili Peppers N i ko n  D 7 0 0      7 0 m m  @  f 3 . 5      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



N i ko n  D 7 0 0      5 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0Red Hot Chili Peppers N i ko n  D 7 0 0      3 6 m m  @  f 3 . 5      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Red Hot Chili Peppers N i ko n  D 7 0 0      2 6 m m  @  f 3 . 5      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



Red Hot Chili Peppers N i ko n  D 7 0 0      3 4 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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MUSIC CONTRACTS
Yoshimi Battles the Pink Robots   The Flaming Lips
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Some bands, especially big ones, require you to sign a contract before 

you’re allowed to shoot the concert. Depending on the management, 

almost all contracts will forbid you from selling the photos afterwards. 

It’s happened twice to me that the photographer also had to give all their 

rights away, meaning the management could do whatever they wanted 

with the photographs without asking the photographer or displaying any 

credits. In my opinion, this is the wrong way to treat people like us. Being 

a concert photographer is not an easy task and you won’t make a lot of 

money doing it, but taking all the rights off the owner is bullshit. You have 

two choices. Shoot the show or don’t shoot it. I don’t shoot in these cases. 

I am not interested in photos I can’t use, even on my own blog. 

The solution sounds easy. To counteract this disrespectful behaviour by 

some music management companies, all concert photographers should 

stop shooting these band’s concerts. Maybe this would be the way to 

make them think twice about these contracts. However, the problem 

is that there will always be some photographers who have to deliver 

photos. I once had a discussion with some colleagues about this topic 

and they told me that they shoot for a major daily newspaper and they 

have to deliver their photos to the photo editor, so it doesn’t matter how 

shitty the contract is. Or there will be some photographers who have just 

started out and are glad to take photos of a massive band. Or the band 

has an official band photographer who sells the photos exclusively to 

newspapers and magazines.

Therefore, it’s important to explain to your magazine editor what these 

contracts mean for your work as a professional concert photographer. If 

he’s a cool guy, he’ll understand, if not, he will choose the next photographer 

who’s waiting outside his door and kick you out. Decide for yourself which 

way you want to go. 

Sick Of It All N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 2 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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POST-PRODUCTION 
WORKFLOW
Fireproof   The National
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If you want to stand out from the average snapshot photographers, you 

have to post-process your photos. Being a photographer is not only  

about taking photos, but also knowing how to handle special software to 

get the best out of them. There are different applications for processing 

RAW data available: Abobe Photoshop, Abobe Lightroom, Apple 

Aperture, and Phase One Capture One (I’m sure you’ll find some others).

I’ve tried all of them but the ease-of-use of Adobe Lightroom nailed it 

down for me. I use Lightroom 5 in my workflow.

Don’t get me wrong, every application has its unique advantages 

and disadvantages and it ultimately comes down to your personal 

preferences. For me, the post-production process should be as painless 

as possible, because I don’t want to spend hours in front of my computer. 

I’d rather go out and shoot some concerts instead! 

What Lightroom handles very well is the fact that you can manage your 

files (you can rank them with stars, flags, color) and process them in one 

application. Lightroom is intuitive, fast, and you can set your personal 

preferences as “presets”.

The following process takes me about 20 minutes and I’m ready to 

publish the photos online.

THESE ARE THE STEPS I FOLLOW EVERY TIME 

I RETURN FROM A CONCERT:

	 When	 returning	 from	 a	 gig,	 I	 transfer	 all	 the	 files	 onto	 my	 external	 
 harddrive (in a folder with the structure “year/month/day name”).

	 I	open	a	new	catalog	in	LR	(Adobe	Lightroom)	and	import	the	files.

	 I	 start	 the	 first	 round	 of	 ranking.	 I	 use	 “P”	 to	 flag	 the	 photos	 I	 like	 best.	 
 From a normal concert shoot with 200 photos, I end up with about 20.

 The chosen photos will be transferred in LR to a new folder called  
 “selected”, the reamainder go into a folder called “rejected”.

	 Once	I	open	the	selected	photos,	I	begin	to	develop	the	RAW	files.	I’ve	set	 
 up my own presets and basically it’s just one click: either I want to have  
 the color or black-and-white version of the photos.
 

 With color photos, I adjust color temperature, exposure, contrast,  
 highlights, blacks, clarity, vibrance and saturation and adjust the  
	 graduation	curve.	Then	I	use	the	sharpening	tool,	and	the	camera	profile	 
 correction. I don’t often use the noise reduction settings as I like the “raw”  
 look in my concert pics.

 For black-and-white photos, I use the saturation slider and drag it all the  
 way to the left (-100) and crank up the contrast and clarity.

	 Then	I	export	the	files	to	the	same	folder	where	my	original	RAW	files	are	 
 stored. This keeps everything in place.
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SUMMARY PART II
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Great job! If you’ve made it this far, you’ve mastered the art of Rockstar 

Concert Photography! You know your camera gear and settings by heart 

and you’ve built up an awesome portfolio, showcasing some of the greatest 

bands on earth. People will recognize you on social media platforms as 

THE GUY WHO SHOOTS ROCKSTARS and you’ve probably already had 

some exhibitions of your music photography. 

LET ME SUM UP THE MOST IMPORTANT POINTS IN PART II:

 Get in contact with magazines. 

 Know the rules of the photo pit.

 Save up to buy a full-frame camera that allows higher ISO settings, 
 and get some good, fast glass.

 Even though the lead singer is the celebrity of the band, 
 don’t forget the  other band members. 

 Show context in your photos i.e. the singer with a microphone, 
 drummer with drumsticks, etc.

	 Improve	your	post-production	workflow.

This was Part II of my Guide To Rockstar Concert Photography explaining 

how to establish yourself as a concert photographer. By reaching this level, 

you’ve already proven that you are able to focus on your job. It’s possible 

to get to this stage just through discipline and hard work. “Stay Happy 

There” (La Dispute) if you feel that’s the right thing for you. Move on 

with me if you are ready for the ultimate Rockstar Concert Photography 

experience.

Wolfmother N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 2 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 0 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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WHY I SHOOT FOR 
BANDS EXCLUSIVELY
Rock ’N’ Roll Star   Oasis
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I live in Vienna, Austria where there are no music magazines around. We 

don’t have the big players like Rolling Stone or NME and I had the feeling 

I’d reached a dead-end street. This was the point at which I decided to 

shoot directly for my favorite bands and not for some blog, magazine 

or newspaper any more. You can shoot hundreds of bands for small 

magazines and there is absolutely nothing wrong with that. Some people 

like the way they can get into a concert for free, take photos of their 

idols and then upload them to an online gallery. 

But this wasn’t my goal. I wanted to shoot for the bands directly, meet 

them backstage, take awesome and exclusive shots on-stage and tour 

with these guys to breathe the Rock ’n’ Roll life. I saw the limitation 

when shooting for magazines in the fact that you don’t get any contact 

with the bands. If you are shooting more famous musicians the band 

members disappear to the backstage area after the gig. You can send 

them your concert photos if you can find a mail address on the internet 

and sometimes they’ll reply or post them on their social media pages. 

But, in most of the cases, this access is denied. Don’t get me wrong here, 

shooting for magazines is a great start, but most of the time you will be 

far removed from shooting exclusive material for the band and yourself. 

So what did I do instead?



120

TESTIMONIALS: THE 
SECRET TO SHOOTING FOR 
YOUR FAVORITE BANDS
Little Secrets   Passion Pit
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It took quite some years to figure out how I could increase my chances 

to get in contact with bands and shoot for them exclusively. At first, I 

wondered why nobody else took advantage of this secret  as a Rockstar 

Photographer, because people in other business fields use this strategy 

intensively. Let me explain to you how it works. If you get an email 

from a stranger asking for a job to be your photographer’s assistant, 

do you hire him or her on the spot? Or, do you want more information 

about this person first? It’s normal to be suspicious. So what do you 

need to trust a stranger? Exactly, you need a proof about them from 

someone you know (e.g. a friend or colleague). Agreed? So here’s the 

ultimate secret that everyone should be aware of: TESTIMONIALS! 

I first came into contact with testimonials when I was studying molecular 

biology. I had to do some internships and decided to stay a couple of 

months in Hamburg, Germany and in San Diego, California. To apply 

at these prestigious institutes, I needed a testimonial from my former 

boss. A testimonial is a document wherein an authority writes some 

nice words about you e.g. how you performed at work, how smart and 

motivated you are and so on. So, I sent the testimonials over to the 

institutes and had absolutely no problem getting hired. After these 

internships, I asked for new testimonials (now from some prestigious 

professors from abroad) and I realized that these reference letters 

opened the door to even better jobs. The more influential the author 

of  your testimonial, the more trust you will generate, which then leads 

to better opportunities. I thought, why not take this concept and apply 

it to my music business? I started out asking bands if they would be 

willing to write few sentences about their experiences with me as a 

music photographer. You’ve seen the reuslts on the first few pages of 

this guide. “So why did I put my best testimonials at start of this Guide To 

Rockstar Concert Photography”? Bingo! Because I wanted to build trust 

with you. You didn’t know me before, so you had no reason to believe me. 

PART III  / TESTIMONIALS: THE SECRET TO SHOOT FOR YOUR FAVORITE BANDS
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Let me guide you through two examples of short testimonials I received 

from Portugal. The Man and Shantel:

“Matthias has shot us a couple times now, both portraits and 
live. He is a talented photographer, easy to work with but most 
importantly of all he’s a good person.” — Portugal. The Man

That’s a great example of a testimonial and I’m quite proud of it, because 

it’s from one of my favorite bands: Portugal. The Man. Even though this 

testimonial is only two sentences, people get a lot of information from it. 

OK, I worked with them a couple of times, which means that they trust 

me, otherwise it would just be a one night stand. I am capable of shooting 

both portraits and live pictures, and the testimonial ends by describing my 

skills and what I’m like as a person. I first met Portugal. The Man three 

years ago to shoot some portraits that ended up in Germany’s biggest 

indie magazine VISIONS. A year later, I shot a sold-out show in Vienna and, 

last year, I had the opportunity to do some portraits for them. The bassist 

arrived and said, “Nice to meet you again, you did some great portraits a 

while back.” I was stunned. I mean, Portugal. The Man has been touring 

around the world for the past few years, and he remembered me as the 

photographer from Vienna! Those are the moments when I realise that all 

the hard work makes sense in the end.

Portugal. The Man N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 8 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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“Matthias Hombauer was the first photographer to capture the 
spirit, beauty and unique style of SHANTEL & THE BUCOVINA 
CLUB ORKESTAR. I tried very hard to find someone with his touch, 
but nobody could. Loved rockers and anarchy and romance. The 
photographs speak for themselves…” — Shantel

This testimonial from Shantel is also a good example of how words can 

add a ton of value to your person. “Matthias Hombauer was the first 

photographer to capture the spirit… I tried very hard to find someone 

with his touch…” If someone who doesn’t know me reads this testimonial, 

they’ll get the message that I can deliver something really special. It seems 

as if Shantel is not easily satisfied, and he was trying hard to find someone 

who could fulfill his wishes.  In the end, I  delivered something special. I 

got in contact with Shantel three years ago and took some portraits and 

live shots. One year later, their management asked me to do their 2013 

press photos, which they then used for their entire world tour. A couple 

of months later, they asked me to join them for 10 days on their European 

tour. I built trust with them and now I’m touring with them to Mexico and 

we are preparing a book project together.

If you want to shoot for bands exclusively, you need to have a great 

reputation. You can get close with an awesome portfolio, but if people 

don’t trust you, they won’t let you into their inner circle. The more famous 

the band, the harder it is to get in contact with them. Some bands already 

have their own tour photographers, so there’s no need to bring you on 

board. But if you can convince them with some special information, like 

a testimonial from people they might know and trust, your chances to 

photograph them exclusively will skyrocket.

So what you should do to get your testimonials?



Every time you shoot a concert and you get direct contact with the 

band or management, ask for a testimonial. It completely depends on 

how busy the band is and also how famous they are. Start with smaller 

bands as it’s more difficult to get a testimonial from the larger bands. 

The manager of a famous band once told me, “They haven’t written a 

testimonial for 20 years and you should feel privileged getting your 

credits on their official Instagram page”. So don’t get frustrated early on. 

Sometimes, they’re simply not used to writing something strange like a 

testimonial (This is fu**ing Rock n Roll you know!). But ask anyway. It’s 

not about what they think, it’s about what you can get to make your life 

easier. 

Once you get some great testimonials, include them in your email when 

applying to shoot for a new artist and you’ll see your “Yeah, we’ll be 

happy to have you on-stage” reply rate increase hugely.

Carcass N i ko n  D 8 0 0      5 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 3 2 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0
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BACKSTAGE
Invaders Must Die   The Prodigy
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If you get a YES to your email request, the band’s management will 

send you contact information, most likely from the tour manager of the 

band. Tour managers are busy people and you must understand that the 

band might play in a different city every day. Calling the tour manager 

one month before doesn’t make sense, because he has no idea what 

the actual time schedule for the gig in your city might be. He has to take 

time into account for all the interviews for newspapers, magazines, 

blogs and radio stations, and the more important issues with the band 

like “Where’s the f*#king beer?”, “I want chocolate, now” or “What’s 

the free wi-fi network in this venue?”. You get the point. Tour managers 

make sure that everything runs smoothly on tour and are always busy. 

So emailing the tour manger a couple of days before is just right. He will 

tell you when to meet at the venue and how to get backstage. Most of 

the time, the concert organizer or the staff at the venue won’t receive 

the information that you’re exclusively shooting for the band. So it’s 

important to have the telephone number of the tour manager. Once 

you meet with him, you’ll get an access-all-areas pass and you’ll be 

allowed to go backstage and shoot from the stage. When meeting the 

band, be friendly and professional. Don’t act like you’re their biggest 

fan or pretend you’re the greatest photographer on earth. Don’t take 

backstage photos of the band without asking. Sometimes they want to 

have their privacy before the show which you have to respect.

However, if they agree to allow you to take photos backstage, it’s a 

fantastic opportunity to get some exclusive material that nobody else will 

be able to get. Try to shoot in a photojournalistic style. Just take photos of 

what’s happening without disturbing the band. We are professional music 

photographers and not someone who’s just pointing the camera at the 

artist’s face and asking them to smile. If you get the opportunity to shoot 

some portraits too, go for it! This might be the only chance you’ll get in 

your lifetime to get as close to the band as you are now.
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Backstage with Bauchklang N i ko n  D 8 0 0      5 0 m m  @  f 1 . 8      1 / 1 2 5 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



128

ON-STAGE
Adrenalized   In This Moment
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Getting the opportunity to shoot on-stage is a huge privilege and you 

should totally appreciate it. As explained before, the band takes a 

certain risk with you being on-stage as a photographer. It’s quite easy 

to unplug some cables if you’re not watching where you’re walking. You 

can disturb the band members on-stage if you get too close to them. If 

there’s a video being shot at the same time, you might get in their way or 

be on tape afterwards. If a band agrees to your email request to shoot 

the show on-stage, it means that they’re trusting you as a professional 

photographer which is a solid basis for a good working relationship with 

them. 

Being a concert photographer on-stage is a totally different beast than 

working in the photo pit. And it’ll definitely give you a different feeling. 

You have more responsibility and it’s harder to work on-stage. The 

beauty of stage work, however, is the ability to get exclusive shots that 

nobody else will have and you’ll be able to shoot from different angles, 

including shots of the band and audience together.

I sent my email request to the management of dancefloor king Fatboy 

Slim and got permission to shoot the full performance on-stage at a 

large electronic music festival.

This was a great experience for me. The other photographers were 

already in the photo pit as I entered  the stage together with Fatboy 

Slim. I took my place on the right-hand side of the stage and was ready to 

take photos of him. My heart was pounding and adrenaline was rushing 

through my veins. “Is this real?” I asked myself over and over again. After 

three songs, the photographers at the front of the stage had to leave the 

photo pit. Suddenly, he made a gesture with his hand meaning I should 

move forward. Hesitatingly, I walked towards him, my hands shaking like 

mad. He was standing on a small platform in the middle of the stage. He 

pointed to the space between his table and the front of the stage and 

motioned to me to take some photos directly in front of him (with my 

back to the screaming audience). I dialed in my camera settings, took a 

couple of shots, the whole experience not lasting more than 10 seconds, 

and left the stage to the left. Damn, this was the sickest thing I’d ever 

done as a concert photographer! 

I looked at my camera’s LCD screen and was as happy as a kid with a new 

toy. The photos turned out awesome and I exposed some of them at my 

music exhibitions. From a novice concert photographer in small clubs, I’d 

graduated to shooting for the premier league.

CASE STUDY: FATBOY SLIM
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I had the privilege to shoot exclusively for the Prodigy at the Urban Art 

Forms festival in Austria. They were scheduled to be the main act at this 

two-day festival. I wrote an email to the management two weeks before 

the show and they confirmed the job. The management sent me the 

telephone number of the tour manager and I was ready to go. I arrived 

at the festival at  3pm and called the tour manager. He said they’d be at 

the venue at around 7.30 pm. After watching some great bands, time 

disappeared and all of a sudden it was 8.15 pm. No call from the tour 

manager. So I decided to send him a message, asking where we should 

meet. Minutes of uncertainty followed and I wasn’t sure anymore if 

this shoot would go ahead. Then he messaged back, saying they’d be 

late and arrive at about 9.00 pm. Stage time was 10 pm. I had already 

gotten a little nervous, having waited for five hours and having no clue 

as to how and when to meet them. Obviously, the tour manager had no 

time to pick me up from out of the festival crowd any more, so I tried 

to get backstage. The main problem was that I just had a normal photo 

pass from the organizer, which didn’t include backstage access. Luckily, I 

knew some guys from the festival and after I was handed from one staff 

guy to another, I met the girl who had had my telephone number written 

in her notes, but had been too busy to give me a call. You can imagine 

how stressful it must be organizing a big festival. There are people 

responsible for the artist, security guards who have orders to refuse 

entrance to the backstage area unless they have special permission, and 

finally the band is late and busy because they got stuck in traffic on the 

way from the airport to the venue. Try to view it in a realistic way — you 

are the least important guy today for the band and you are of no value to 

the organizer. So don’t expect them caring too much about you. Once I’d 

found the right person, she called the tour manager and everything was 

set for an awesome evening. 

The Prodigy guys were great and I got permission to shoot the whole 

show. For the first three songs I was allowed to shoot on-stage, and, 

once all the other photographers had left, I was allowed to get into the 

photo pit with the band’s security and shoot a few songs from there. 

Then the tour manager came into the photo pit and told me I could go 

back on-stage again to photograph the last two songs. The photos 

turned out great and The Prodigy also used them with my credits on 

their official Instagram page.  

I’ve shot concerts exclusively on-stage for Iggy Pop, The Prodigy, Fatboy 

Slim, Fink, Portugal. The Man, Shantel, Carcass and many more and the 

photos have always turned out awesome, way beyond the normal shots 

you get from the photo pit.

CASE STUDY: THE PRODIGY
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THINGS TO BE AWARE OF WHEN ON-STAGE:

 Be careful not to disturb the band.

 Always hide behind curtains and speakers if you aren’t taking  
 photos. The audience pays to see the band and not a photographer  
 jumping around the stage for the entire show.

 Wear black clothing  (the standard photographer’s uniform), not  
 a white T-shirt which will make you more prominent on-stage than  
 the artists.

 Try to get a shot of the band including the audience.

 Don’t unplug any cables and don’t grab the microphone and say  
 hello to your mom on stage...

The Prodigy N i ko n  D 7 0 0      7 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 6 0 s e c      I S O  3 2 0 0
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ON TOUR
When I Come Around   Green Day
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Welcome to the ultimate level of being a Rockstar Photographer. This 

is the closest and most intimate experience you can get with a band — 

being their tour photographer.

It happened to me in December 2013 when the German balkan band 

Shantel asked me to join them on their European tour. I had worked with 

Shantel for the previous two years and did the press photo for 2013. 

My photo was used worldwide on tour posters and flyers. I toured  with 

them to London, Paris, Antwerp, Frankfurt, Stuttgart, Budapest, Linz and 

Vienna. They were the most intense 10 days of my Rockstar Concert 

Photography career. You’ll spend almost 24 hours with the band either 

in the tour bus, at the venue or on-stage. You’ll sacrifice your private life 

during the tour, eat breakfast in fucked-up clubs and be on-stage when 

the crowd goes crazy during the show. Your waking/sleeping rhythm will 

change and, after two nights sleeping on the tour bus, you won’t be able 

to imagine how you slept without the movement and creakiness of the 

small beds before. You will be part of the band for duration of the tour 

you‘ve signed up for and it’s your job to capture the moments of tour 

life. If you get along with the band, you’ll find new friends and feel the 

warmth of being a member of  their family.

It was the ultimate experience of being a Rockstar Concert 

Photographer for me. You can shoot anything at any time, including 

the soundcheck. Sometimes, it’s turned out that taking photos at the 

soundcheck has resulted in even better pics than at the concert itself. 

Seize this opportunity! You can walk around freely on-stage, which is 

obviously not possible during the concert. After you’ve photographed 

two shows you’ll know when special things are going to take place on 

stage. You know when the best lighting effects occur and when the artist 

is going to interact with the audience. Shooting 10 concerts, 10 days 

in a row of the same show is also a challenge. You don’t want to deliver 

the same shots over and over again. So I tried to find different spots 

like a balcony or possibilities to shoot directly over the stage. You’ll be 

surprised what secret spaces some clubs can offer if you shoot for a 

band that you would never normally have access to. 

After the tour, Shantel asked me to join him for two DJ nights in 

Mexico City and Oaxaca. Of course, I flew to Mexico (the first time in 

my life) and joined him taking photos at these crazy gigs. I met a lot of 

warmhearted people and was extremely grateful for this opportunity. 

One month later, I flew to Athens, Greece for one gig and we’re planning 

to do the summer festival tour together. 

Being on tour also lets you have a look behind the scenes of the Rock 

’n’ Roll lifestyle that everybody imagines. Music, party, alcohol, drugs 

and sex all day long. But I have to disappoint you if you’re looking for 

this lifestyle (there may be some bands still doing this, but most aren’t). 

Being a professional musician is hard work and a great deal of training 

is required to survive such an intense tour. Shantel played six weeks 

with three days off. That’s 39 days in a row, in a different city every day, 

playing the same set every night. 
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I think this is all about building a relationship with the band until they 

trust you and take you with them. It’s also a financial issue, because 

the management has to pay for one more person during the tour. I 

have heard stories of concert photographers who had to pay the travel 

expenses themselves. People, even famous bands, should appreciate 

your work and therefore you should get paid, at least for the travel costs. 

When starting out, you could join a local band on tour and have a great 

time, even if they don’t have a big tour bus or fly around the world.

 

I also believe that these things happen without planning them. I would 

never have dreamed of grabbing my camera and taking a 12-hour flight 

to Mexico to shoot a DJ set! At these points in my life I’m really grateful 

that the hard work I’ve done for the last six years have paid off. Being 

patient, working hard and enjoying shooting music is a good way to get 

there.

WHAT’S THE EASIEST WAY TO JOIN A BAND ON TOUR? 
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PORTFOLIO EXAMPLE:
FINK
Warm Shadow   Fink
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THE MUSIC BIZ
Keep Your Eye On The Money   Motley Crue
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The business side of photography is the part a lot of people struggle 

with. I’ve talked to a bunch of concert photographers who are shooting 

on a regular basis but can’t manage to make any money. I’ll be painfully 

honest with you; I’ve been a concert photographer for six years and it is 

damn hard making a living from music photography.

Here’s the problem: 

The general consensus nowadays is that everything on the internet is 

free. Photos, music, books, you name it. No-one wants to pay for it any 

more, which is a damn shame for us. People have to start recognizing 

again, that all the photos we take as professional photographers 

are a result of a lot of hard work. Henry Rollins (ex-Black Flag) once 

mentioned in an interview: “I have no talent, but I have discipline 

and focus”, and I believe that if you want to be a successful music 

photographer, the most important thing is to work really hard. When 

starting out, you have to buy all this expensive equipment, you have to 

train yourself to become a great photographer, you invest in software 

and you spend time in front of the computer post-processing the photos. 

You change your job, your life and you follow your passion, because 

a voice inside you tells you to shoot concerts. It’s a great way to live 

your life, but how can you survive when nobody wants to pay for your 

awesome work? How can you pay the rent when the bands want your 

photos for free? Something’s not right here.

Let’s have a closer look at what you will encounter if you’re going to 

become a Rockstar Concert Photographer.

 If you shoot for a small online blog or magazine, you will get an  
 accreditation for the concert, but you won’t earn any money.

 If you’re shooting for bigger magazines, I would guess you’ll get  
 hired as a freelancer. They have a pool of photographers and pay  
 very little.

 If you’re starting out shooting smaller bands you can’t charge a lot,  
 because they have no money.

 If you’re shooting for famous bands, they won’t pay you either,  
 because their attitude is that it’s a privilege to shoot for them.

So how can you actually make money in this business?
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PROMO PICTURES
(You Gotta) Fight For Your Right (To Party)   Beastie Boys
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As we discussed before, you need to build your portfolio. As generating 

awesome photos and getting advertisements from bands is your main 

goal, your only option is to give them your photos for free online usage. 

Send photos only in web resolution (72DPI) and watermark them with 

your logo. Allow them to use the shots for their social media channels 

but not for promo and press.

Here’s where the money-making process kicks in. If the band likes your 

photos and wants to use them on tour posters, flyers, as an album cover 

or in liner notes and merchandise articles, they have to pay you.

This is crucial. Therefore, I’ll repeat myself:

NEVER GIVE OUT PROMO AND PRESS IMAGES FOR FREE! 

I was asking Ross Halfin for advice and he told me “Matthias, the BIG 

problem is, once you give photos for free bands do not want to pay you. 

It‘s ok say for a website use BUT not press or promo. You should think of 

a flat fee you want and stick to that.” I know, it’s tempting if a band wants 

to use one of your photos in the booklet of their newest album. But if 

they have no budget for it, think twice before agreeing.

Do the musicians hand out their album for free? (There were some 

experiments by Nine Inch Nails and Radiohead where they offered their 

albums with a “what you want to pay” option, but it seems this didn’t 

work out well enough, because they  soon stopped doing this). So why 

should you give your photos away for free if they’re going to be used 

in a product that will be sold? I know it’s common for photographers to 

undervalue their work and they’re too sloppy when it comes down to 

the hardcore business side. Your photos are your asset! Either you sell 

them or you can’t pay the rent. Write “I have to sell my photos otherwise 

I’ll have to live under a bridge soon” in big, bold letters and tape it to 

the inside of your toilet door so you’ll see it every day. This isn’t a joke, 

unfortunately this is reality.

Let’s look at it from another perspective. Quality sells because of it’s 

price tag. Have you ever had doubts about the quality of a Jaguar car, 

Rolex watch or other luxury brand article? No, because their price 

already implies that this has to be a product of awesome quality. You 

have to use this fact in your photography career too. If bands get 

everything for free from you, they won’t value your work. If you price it 

accordingly, then the chances are good that they’ll want it even more.

THERE ARE TWO WAYS TO MAKE MONEY WITH  

PROMO PICTURES FOR BANDS:

 Ask the band if you can shoot their concert and send them your  
 photos in web resolution with your watermark afterwards. Make it  
 clear from the beginning that, if they need high resolution photos for  
 commercial use, they’ll have to pay for them. How much the final  
 photos cost will depend on the usage. Is it for 300 tour posters over  
 the next six months or an album cover with a distribution of one  
 million albums?

 A band wants to hire you to do a photo shoot. In this case, you know  
 that they value your work and you are in a better starting position  
 to negotiate a price. 
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There are some internet sites for photographers where you can find 

general pricing suggestions for different usages, but it’s always hard to 

know what budgets bands have. Linkin Park has a different budget to 

Deftones, and the Red Hot Chili Peppers might have a different budget 

to The Prodigy. The main point is to find a consensus that works for 

both you and the band’s management. It will take some time to establish 

yourself with your prices on the market, but if you deliver awesome 

quality images then your work has to have it’s price. In my opinion this is 

one of the best ways to make money in the music business.

Kate Nash N i ko n  D 8 0 0      1 0 0 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 0 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 0 0
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Sad But True   Metallica
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What you can do (if there’s no contract) is sell your photos to agencies. 

I have had my concert photos at three agencies in Europe for about four 

years now. And guess what, I’ve received almost no money from them.

Here’s how an agency works — after the concert, you have to upload 

your photos immediately. Nobody will care about photos of a concert 

that took place last week. The agency has media contacts with 

newspapers and magazines who can buy your photos. So the good thing 

is that that agency will show your photos to the right people. Once they 

sell a photo, you get a commission. This commission depends on the 

agency and ranges from 20-50% of the selling price. So let’s do the math: 

if the agency sells a concert photo of yours for $10 you’ll get $2-5. Not 

much, right? I mean, you need camera equipment worth $10,000, you 

spend hours at the venue, you do the post-production at 2am in the 

morning and you get paid less than the price of a coffee at Starbucks!

And there’s another big problem. Which photos do you think sell best? 

Right, photos of big stars! BUT, you have to sign a contract that doesn’t 

allow you to sell them. And you’re often banished to the back of the 

venue (needing a 300mm f2.8 or even a 400mm f2.8, which will cost you 

another couple of thousand dollars).

I am still at these agencies, but think I’ll quit them soon. I recently read an 

interview with the British music photographer Danny North and he said: 

“I always thought it (shooting for an agency) diluted you as an artist… 

and makes you cheap”. Looking back at all those years I’ve spent with the 

agencies shows me that that strategy doesn’t work, at least not for me. 

In Flames N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 5 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 1 0 0 0 s e c      I S O  8 0 0

PART IV  / SELLING YOUR PHOTOS TO AGENCIES



Hurts N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 0 5 m m  @  f 2 . 8      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0



157

SELLING YOUR 
PHOTOS TO FANS
Fans   Kings of Leon

PART IV  / SELLING YOUR PHOTOS TO FANS



The Kills N i ko n  D 7 0 0      1 3 5 m m  @  f 4      1 / 5 0 0 s e c      I S O  4 0 0

There is also a worldwide market of fans who want to buy your photos.

This is an approach I have seen some music photographers take. 

Basically, you sign up with a provider like Photoshelter (in the US) or 

Pictrs (Germany) and upload your concert photos. You set your price 

and the company will take care of the printing and shipping. They take 

some percentage when selling your products, but you earn money as 

well. The problem’s the same as that of selling your photos to agencies. 

People are more likely to buy prints of the more famous bands but, as 

discussed before, you have to sign a contract that prevents you from 

selling those photos. I haven’t used this option yet, but I’ll give it a test 

drive soon. Another drawback is that you have to generate traffic to your 

sales page on your own. You need music fans to see your work and buy it 

from there.

 

One way to attract people is to have a blog and share your work via 

social media platforms such as Facebook or Instagram.
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How do you know about people who are famous in a certain industry? Are they the 

most talented? Sometimes, but often they’re not.

It’s almost always because they teach. They write articles for blogs, magazines, 

give interviews or appear in YouTube videos. It’s obvious that you’ll have to deliver 

outstanding quality work to get noticed, but that’s only one part of the picture. The 

other part is helping others by teaching them.

When I started out, I was inspired and influenced by the New York-based music 

photographer Todd Owyoung (www.ishootshows.com). His blog is a great resource 

for concert photographers. We got in contact and years later we’re still emailing and 

sometimes work together on projects. It’s all about building a community. There are 

masses of people who believe sharing their secrets with other people will result in 

them losing their job. Personally, I don’t believe in competition. We’re all in the same 

boat, have the same struggles and have the same passion. Why fight against each other, 

when you can share your work, meet great new friends and change the world for the 

better with your work? 

I have grown into a passionate teacher and public speaker over the last few years. 

I am a tutor for music photography at the Manfrotto School of Xcellence (www.
manfrottoschoolofxcellence.com), write for international blogs, give public speeches 

and have had several successful exhibitions. I met a bunch of great people because 

I started to share and teach. My passion for teaching also lead to the idea of writing 

the Guide To Rockstar Concert Photography. I wanted to share my knowledge about 

my experiences as a photographer and I wanted to give back to the community. When 

I started out, I had no idea about concert photography. Fortunately, I met some guys 

who shared their wisdom and helped me to become the Rockstar Photographer that 

am I today. I want to do the same for you with my guide.

So start your blog, share your skills and your story and you’ll be surprised at how much 

these small things will influence your life for the better.

Apocalyptica N i ko n  D 7 0 0      8 5 m m  @  f 2 . 2      1 / 4 0 0 s e c      I S O  1 6 0 0
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WHICH LENS SHOULD I BUY FIRST?

Definitely a 50mm f1.8. It’s cheap, lightweight and can produce tack 

sharp images in super low-light conditions.

CAN I USE THE KIT LENS I GOT WITH MY NEW CAMERA?

If you have a camera with an 18-55mm f3.5-5.6 lens then you‘d best 

get shopping and buy the 50mm f1.8. Because of the higher aperture 

number on the kit lens (f3.5-5.6) it’s not usable in low-light conditions 

such as on-stage. 

IS F1.8 A BIG OR SMALL APERTURE AND WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

F1.8 is a small aperture number meaning a large aperture. Tons of lovely 

light can pass through your lens to hit the sensor. Great for low-light 

work.

CAN I USE FLASH IN CONCERT PHOTOGRAPHY?

You aren‘t allowed to use a flash in the photo pit, therefore the answer is 

no. 

SHOULD I USE THE BUILT IN AF LIGHT TO FOCUS BETTER WHEN 

DOING LOW-LIGHT WORK ON-STAGE?

No way! Even though it’s tempting, because your camera will have a 

hard time focusing in the dark. The AF light is too distracting to the artist 

and other photographers. Just wait for your camera to nail the focus.

WHAT IS THE PHOTO PIT? HOW LONG CAN I STAY THERE?

The photo pit is the dedicated area between the stage and the front 

barrier where the audience is squeezed in. This is the primary working 

space of the Rockstar Concert Photographer. Depending on the band, 

the general rule of thumb is that you‘re only allowed to take photos 

during the first three songs. If you‘re shooting a punk rock band, this can 

be a very short amount of time!

CAN I TAKE PHOTOS AFTER LEAVING THE PHOTO PIT?

No, you can’t take photos after leaving the photo pit. Sometimes you‘ll 

even have to give your equipment to the organizer before you can 

re-enter the venue to watch the concert.

HOW MANY PHOTOS SHOULD I TAKE DURING A CONCERT?

As many as you need to get some kick-ass shots. Don’t be concerned if 

you shoot 300 photos in five minutes. Rockstar Concert Photography is 

probably one of the most challenging fields of photography. 

HOW MANY PHOTOS WOULD YOU CONSIDER GOOD  

OUT OF 200?

I usually find that out of 200, about 20 are good, 10 are really good and 

1-3 are awesome.

JPEG VS. RAW

I shoot 100% in RAW, especially when taking photos at a concert. If 

you’re new to music photography and feel overwhelmed by all the 

technical aspects of your camera, JPEG is possibly a better starting 

point. Once you get more practice, switch to RAW.
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WHEN WORKING ON STAGE, CAN I GRAB THE  

MICROPHONE AND SING ALONG?

Mhh, never thought about this, but wait... erm... NO!

DO YOU SHOOT ALONE OR DO YOU HAVE ASSISTANTS?

When shooting concerts I always shoot alone. But I can‘t really think of 

a useful task an assistant could help me with when in the photo pit at a 

concert anyway.

HOW LONG DOES YOUR POST-PRODUCTION PROCESS TAKE?

I use Adobe Lightroom 5 and use my own presets when in 

post-production. I try to keep it as short as possible, let’s say 20min max.

SHOULD I SHOOT FOR FREE?

That’s a really tough question and I am afraid that there’s no way around 

it. When starting out, you have to build your portfolio. You won’t get 

money from the bands. The important point is to give them your photos 

only at web resolution (72DPI), watermarked with your logo. Never give 

them press or promo pictures for free.

SHOULD I ASK FOR TESTIMONIALS?

Hell, YES! Testimonials are the social proof that you can deliver quality 

work and you’re capable of dealing with Rockstars. Once you have a 

decent collection of testimonials, it’ll get easier to shoot for other bands. 

CAN I SELL MY CONCERT PHOTOS?

If you don’t sign a contract beforehand, you’re the owner of your work 

and therefore allowed to sell your photos.

 

DO YOU ASK ARTISTS FOR PHOTOS TOGETHER WITH YOU?

I never do this, because I want to be a professional photographer who 

is doing his job and not pretending to be a fan like all the others waiting 

outside in front of the stage. I know a lot of people who take photos of 

themselves with the bands, but that’s not my style.

SHOULD I BECOME A ROCKSTAR PHOTOGRAPHER  

FOR THE MONEY?

Nope. I think the only reason you should become a Rockstar 

Photographer is because it’s your passion and you live and breathe 

for music and photography. Any other reasons you can think of for 

becoming a Rockstar Photographer will leave you unhappy and 

frustrated.  

CAN I BECOME A ROCKSTAR PHOTOGRAPHER IF I FOLLOW 

YOUR GUIDE?

I hope so and I can guarantee that if you follow the steps I’ve described 

in my guide, you’ll be well on your way to becoming a Rockstar 

Photographer. BUT, you have to take action — simply reading my guide is 

not enough. So, get searching, find some concerts in your neighborhood 

and start shooting and learning.
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Congrats! You’ve made it through my Guide To Rockstar Concert 

Photography and I hope you’ve found the answers you were looking 

for. If you follow my advice, you’ll be able to start working as a Rockstar 

Concert Photographer from scratch, or boost your career if you’re already 

established on the market. BUT, you have to take action — simply reading 

my guide and “waiting for the miracle” (Leonard Cohen) won’t do the trick. 

You have to realise that you’re committing yourself to a long-term project. 

You won’t be able to go on tour with a famous band within the first month 

when starting out. It took me years, but my guide will provide you with a 

few short cuts of how to hack the music business and save a lot of the time 

I needed to figure out the right path.

Being a Rockstar Concert Photographer is a tough job. You have to set 

your frustration acceptance level to “super high” and you’ll have to work 

hard. You need to be a photographer, a retoucher, a web designer, a 

networker and you have to understand the music business. I didn’t have 

any of these skills when I started out, but with my Guide To Rockstar 

Concert Photography, I’m putting my toolkit in your hands and looking 

forward to what you’ll do with it.

If you have any questions, suggestions or have found any errors in the 

text, please get in touch with me.

If you want to provide some feedback and testimonials about how my 

guide changed your life, I would love to hear about it.

Contact: office@matthiashombauer.com

If you bought my Guide To Rockstar Concert Photography, you’ll 

have received an invitation to a secret “How To Become A Rockstar” - 

Facebook group. This is a place where music photographers can share 

their thoughts, upload photos and discuss their passion. I‘ll be looking 

forward to seeing you there.

For all of you who have found their passion in concert photography, keep 

up the good work — I still believe we have the best job in the world!

Rock on!

Matthias
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AC/DC: www.acdc.com
Alice in Chains: www.aliceinchains.com
Amanda Palmer: www.amandapalmer.net
Apocalyptica: www.apocalyptica.com
Arcade Fire: www.arcadefire.com
Atari Teenage Riot: www.atari-teenage-riot.com
Bauchklang: www.bauchklang.com
Beastie Boys: www.beastieboys.com
Biffy Clyro: www.biffyclyro.com
Carcass: facebook.com/OfficialCarcass
Corrosion of Conformity: www.coc.com
Deftones: www.deftones.com
Dimmu Borgir: site.dimmu-borgir.com
Ebony Bones: www.iamebonybones.com
Everlast: www.martyr-inc.com
Fatboy Slim: www.fatboyslim.net
Fink: www.finkworld.co.uk
Foo Fighters: www.foofighters.com
Gogol Bordello: www.gogolbordello.com
Green Day: www.greenday.com
Guns N’ Roses: www.gunsnroses.com
Gusgus: www.gusgus.com
Heather Nova: www.heathernova.com
Hurts: www.informationhurts.com
IAMX: www.iamx.eu
I Heart Sharks: www.iheartsharks.net
Iggy Pop: www.iggypop.com
In Flames: www.inflames.com
In This Moment: inthismomentofficial.com

Iron Maiden: www.ironmaiden.com
Iron & Wine: www.ironandwine.com
Jamiroquai: www.jamiroquai.com
Jennifer Rostock: www.jennifer-rostock.de
Kasabian: www.kasabian.co.uk
Kate Nash: www.myignorantyouth.com
Kings of Leon: www.kingsofleon.com
Korn:  www.korn.com
La Dispute: www.ladisputemusic.com
LCD Soundsystem: lcdsoundsystem.com
Lou Reed: www.loureed.com
M83: www.ilovem83.com
Mayer Hawthorne: www.mayerhawthorne.com
Metallica: www.metallica.com
Moderat: www.moderat.fm
Motley Crue: www.motley.com
Motorhead:  imotorhead.com
Neil Young: www.neilyoung.com
New Model Army: www.newmodelarmy.org
Nine Inch Nails: www.nin.com
Nirvana: www.nirvana.com
Oasis: www.oasisinet.com
Panic! At the Disco: www.panicatthedisco.com
Parov Stelar: www.parovstelar.com
Passion Pit: www.passionpitmusic.com
Placebo: www.placeboworld.co.uk
Portugal. The Man: www.portugaltheman.com
Queens of the Stone Age: www.qotsa.com
Rachel Sermanni: www.rachelsermanni.net

Rammstein:  www.rammstein.de
Red Hot Chili Peppers: redhotchilipeppers.com
Scott Matthew: www.scottmatthewmusic.com
Shantel: www.bucovina.de
Sick of It All: www.sickofitall.com
Skunk Anansie: www.skunkanansie.net
Slash: www.slashonline.com
Sophia: www.sophiamusic.net
Stereophonics: www.stereophonics.com
Stone Temple Pilots: stonetemplepilots.com
Suede: www.suede.co.uk
Tahiti 80: www.tahiti80.com
The Black Keys: www.theblackkeys.com
The Cranberries: www.cranberries.com
The Darkness: www.theactualdarkness.com
The Drums: www.thedrums.com
The Eclectic Moniker: theeclecticmoniker.com
The Flaming Lips: www.flaminglips.com
The Kills: www.thekills.tv
The Kooks: www.thekooks.com
The National: www.americanmary.com
The Prodigy: www.theprodigy.com
The Smiths: www.thesmiths.cat
Tool: www.toolband.com
Wolf Gang: www.wolf-gang.co.uk
Wolfmother: www.wolfmother.com
Zola Jesus: www.zolajesus.com
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ABOUT LEAVING THIS WORN OUT WORLD AND STARTING AGAIN FAR 
AWAY IN A BETTER PLACE / WELL THAT’S WHERE I AM NOW / 
BUT STILL THINKING ABOUT YOU / I’M NEVER GOING BACK THERE / 
I’M NEVER GOING BACK TO THE BAD OLD WORLD.

“

“
BAD OLD WORLD — NEW MODEL ARMY
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and at your own risk.

Any trademarks, service marks, personal names or product names 

are the property of their respective owners, and are used only for 

reference. There is no implied sponsorship, affiliation, certification, 

approval, or endorsement if we use one of these terms.

Rather than put a trademark symbol after every occurrence of 

a trademarked name, I used names in an editorial fashion only, 

and to the benefit of the trademark owner, with no intention of 

infringement of the trademark. Where such designations appear in 

this book, they have been printed with initial caps.


