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How to Make Your Portraits Speak: 

The Secret Visual Language of 

Photography!
These are the show notes for the Shootorials Podcast, Episode 06. To listen to the podcast go to 

https://shootorials.com. 

Photography is much more than capturing a moment or documenting a scene. It’s a powerful form 

of communication, using visual language to evoke emotions and convey meaning. In portrait 

photography, spatial relationships are very important. How you frame and position your subject in 

relation to the camera plays a significant role in shaping the viewer's emotional connection to the 

person in the image.

This invisible, yet powerful, connection between the subject and viewer is created through spatial 

relationships—how close or far the subject appears, the angle of the shot, and the depth within 

the image. Understanding how to use space effectively in your compositions will allow you to 

move beyond simply taking photos to creating portraits that resonate on an emotional level.

What is Visual Language in Photography?

Visual language refers to the way photographers use elements like composition, framing, light, and 

perspective to communicate ideas, emotions, and stories. Just like a spoken language, 

photography uses a visual system to connect with viewers and elicit responses, whether it’s a 

sense of intimacy, mystery, power, or vulnerability.

In portrait photography, the spatial relationship between the photographer and the subject plays a 

central role in this visual language. By consciously controlling this spatial relationship, you can 

manipulate how the viewer perceives the subject and how they emotionally connect with them.

The Role of Spatial Relationships in Emotional Connection

In real life, the physical distance between you and another person influences your emotional 

experience. The same is true in photography. Spatial relationships—how close, far, or at what angle 
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you place the camera in relation to the subject—directly affect how the viewer feels when they 

look at the photo.

1. Closeness Equals Intimacy

In portrait photography, a close-up or tight framing of a subject’s face communicates a sense of 

intimacy and emotional closeness. When a subject’s face fills the frame, the viewer feels like 

they’re standing right in front of that person, within their personal space. This physical closeness 

evokes a feeling of connection, as though the viewer is engaging with the subject in a direct and 

personal way.

Think of a portrait where only the subject’s head and shoulders are visible. Or take a look at the 

image below. This framing mirrors the proximity we associate with intimate relationships—being 

physically close to someone we care about. As a result, the viewer experiences a deeper 

emotional connection with the subject, as if they’re sharing a personal moment with them.

﻿

Spatial relationships—how close, far, or at 

what angle you place the camera in relation to 

the subject—directly affect how the viewer 

feels when they look at the photo.





2. Distance Creates Emotional Separation

On the other hand, when a subject is photographed from a distance, or framed as a small figure in a 

wide shot, it can create a sense of emotional separation or detachment. The viewer feels as 

though they’re observing the subject from afar, without the same level of engagement or 

connection.

In environmental portraiture, where the subject is placed within a larger scene, such as a 

landscape or room, the viewer's focus may shift to the environment rather than the subject alone. 

The distance makes the viewer feel like an observer, not a participant in the subject’s world. This 

spatial relationship can evoke feelings of isolation, solitude, or contemplation, depending on the 

context.





The Psychological Impact of Camera Angles

The angle from which a portrait is shot also plays a key role in shaping the emotional connection 

between the viewer and the subject. Different angles can evoke different psychological 

responses by influencing how powerful, vulnerable, or relatable the subject appears.

1. Eye-Level Shots: Equality and Relatability

When you photograph your subject at eye level, it creates a feeling of equality and mutual 

understanding. This is the most neutral perspective and the one we experience most often in daily 

life when interacting with others.

Eye-level portraits are ideal for creating a sense of connection and relatability. The subject 

appears approachable and human, allowing the viewer to engage with them as an equal. This angle 

is often used in portrait photography to establish a bond of familiarity and trust between the 

subject and the viewer.





2. Low Angles: Authority and Strength

Shooting from a low angle, where the camera is positioned below the subject, makes the subject 

appear larger and more dominant. This can communicate strength, power, or authority.

In a corporate or editorial portrait, using a low angle can emphasize the subject’s confidence and 

authority. The viewer is literally “looking up” to the subject, which can convey a sense of 

admiration, respect, or even intimidation.





3. High Angles: Vulnerability and Submission

Conversely, photographing the subject from a high angle (with the camera looking down) makes 

the subject appear smaller, more vulnerable, or submissive.

A portrait taken from above, where the subject gazes up at the camera, can evoke feelings of 

tenderness, fragility, or innocence. This angle can be used in portraiture to highlight a person’s 

emotional vulnerability or to create a sense of empathy between the viewer and the subject.

Using Spatial Relationships to Elicit Emotional Responses

Ultimately, photography is about more than just capturing what’s in front of you—it’s about 

creating an emotional experience for the viewer. Understanding the visual language of spatial 

relationships is key to creating portraits that resonate emotionally with your audience. By carefully 

considering your framing, angles, and use of space, you can craft portraits that go beyond the 



visual to tell stories, evoke emotions, and create lasting connections between the subject and the 

viewer.

If you’re enjoying the show, please show a little love by subscribing to wherever you listen to 

podcasts and leaving a review. It will help other photographers like you who are looking to level up 

their skills and gain a deeper understanding for the art of photography. For even more love, share a 

link to Shootorials on your favorite social platform and let people know you enjoy it. 

And be sure to sign up for the monthly Shootorials newsletter where you’ll get updates about new 

podcasts, monthly challenges, and more. Subscribers to my newsletter can join my private 

Facebook Group. 
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