
achel Stephens knows that some 

people think of boudoir as a lesser 

branch of the professional pho-

tography tree. But given that

her business grosses more than $350,000 a

year from boudoir sessions alone, that atti-

tude doesn’t seem to be a disadvantage. 

Based in Portland, Ore., Stephens is one

of the busiest boudoir photographers in the

United States, completing more than 500

private sessions each year. Her trademark,

“an honesty that lays bare the beauty in

every woman,” reinforces her drive to capture

the strength, sexiness, and subtle beauty of

each client. Through a combination of hair

and makeup, lighting, posing, backgrounds,

and postproduction retouching, the “Queen

of Skin” works her magic with clients,

enabling them to perceive their own beauty

and be comfortable in their own skin.

Stephens’ brand is all about empowerment,

about bringing out the goddess inside each

woman in an enchanting, transformative way,

she says. In fact, she affectionately refers to her

clients as sirens. “Not only do we transform

them in hair and makeup, we transform them

by drawing out their inner beauty, holding up

that mirror to them, letting them see them-

selves in a new light, free from the harsh crit-

icism they are stifled by in everyday life,” says

Stephens. In the process, a stronger sense of

self-confidence and personal worth emerges.
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Siren song
Boudoir is about celebrating women’s strength, says Rachel Stephens
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“It’s much more than just taking sexy pic-

tures. It’s about finding that strength inside,

drawing it out, and building self-confi-

dence,” Stephens says. Her work is strongly

influenced by Hollywood’s heyday of glam-

our, when women such as Rita Hayworth,

Marlene Dietrich, and Jane Russell “were

beautiful, strong, confident, and sexy and

did not apologize for their female power.”

BUILDING THE RIGHT CAREER
Disillusioned with corporate life, Stephens felt

a desperate need to re-engage her creative side.

“What started as very humble beginnings has

led me on an incredible journey. I came into

boudoir photography by practicing shooting

and retouching techniques on myself, then my

friends, which led to their friends wanting pho-

tos. The next thing I knew, I had a business.”
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At that point she knew she had to change

careers: She left her corporate job, sold her

condo, and moved with her son to Los Ange-

les. “I gave myself a goal of one year,” she

says. “If I was not supporting us as a photog-

rapher in one year, I would move back and

find another corporate job.”

At first she used Myspace and Craigslist

to set up two shoots a day, five days a week,

while teaching herself Photoshop at night. “I

was doing hair and makeup myself and shoot-

ing in a makeshift studio in my garage,” recalls

Stephens. “I had a long roll of black velvet, a

few rolls of wallpaper, and flood lights that I

bought at Home Depot clamped to a stack of

paint cans. The next thing I knew I was mak-

ing enough for this to be a viable career.” 

In her formative phase she strengthened

her skills in photographing fashion, chil-

dren, senior portraits, weddings, musicians,

and actors. Now Stephens focuses exclu-

sively on boudoir photography, and her

Photoshop prowess is a cornerstone of her

burgeoning business. 

Stephens developed a process designed to

reveal the best in every woman. Though her

Photoshop techniques bring out the ideal-

ized beauty in each client, it is the personal

connection that puts clients at ease and helps

them embrace their natural beauty in the nude.

This trust helps Stephens create polished 

yet natural-looking images for her clients.

Stephens learns the needs and nuances of

each client and how much or how little

retouching they may want and where. She

mentally notes their comments, body lan-

guage, and wardrobe choices and adjusts her

shooting accordingly.

“I’ve been shooting boudoir for over a

decade, and I am honored to be at the fore-

front now that it is mainstreaming,” Stephens

says.  “I’ve photographed thousands of women

who open up about their lives through the

stories they tell me during their sessions.  I see



and capture what makes them beautiful.

This makes them feel comfortable enough to

be photographed in their most vulnerable

state: naked.” 

THE BUSINESS OF BOUDOIR

To broaden her reach beyond the Portland

area, Stephens takes her show on the road

across the United States, visiting about 20

cities a year and maximizing her time away

from home. She rents a luxury venue and

brings essential props such as ivory tulle, which

can be used as a diffuser in windows at high

noon and as cover for implied-nude sets.

In 2009 her partner and husband, Sean

O’Riordan, took over as business manager,

bringing expertise in media relations, public

communications, and marketing. His busi-

ness model shifted all marketing and sales

to the Internet. He focused on using Face-

book exclusively for advertising along with

regionally targeted landing pages. As

Stephens recalls, “Two days after he imple-

mented his marketing system he presented

me with over 40 email addresses of people

in Las Vegas who requested information

about sessions for an upcoming event. I had

never received that many inquiries in that

short a time period. Our business quintu-

pled almost overnight.”

According to O’Riordan, “Facebook is

hugely successful because we can market to

a specific demographic when purchasing

advertising.   For instance, if I want 25- to

50-year-old women within 10 miles of Albu-

querque, I can market directly to them and

direct them through the link to a landing

page designed specifically for the upcoming

event in their market.”

The landing page is where a potential

client can watch before-and-after videos and

request more information. They are then

automatically added to the email list. “Over

the next 10 days they will receive four emails

spaced out over a specific period,” O’Riordan

says. This is commonly referred to as drip

marketing. Each email gives a little informa-

tion, and the final email is a follow-up to

make sure they have received all of the infor-

mation to book a session.   

O’Riordan plans for the business to tran-

sition gradually from cross-country events to

more teaching. “We have been building a

strong marketing system that works not only

for boudoir but for maternity, weddings, and

other aspects of the portrait photography

business,” he says.  “We have been develop-

ing products that other photographers can

incorporate into their studio, from Rachel’s

Whole Shebang Action Set and the boudoir

pose e-book to our new Boudoir Workshop

in a Box video series.” It’s their plan to teach

others how to do what they have done through

workshops and conventions. Recently,

Stephens was featured as an expert contrib-

utor to Shape magazine.

Stephens wants to bring boudoir out of

the shadows and into the mainstream by

focusing on the elegance and seductive

strength of women in their skin. It’s obvious

when you consider the content in maga-

zines, movies, television, and newspapers

that people accept her philosophy that skin

can be revealed in a tasteful way while leav-

ing something to the imagination. 

Says Stephens, “The notion that it’s

acceptable only if you’re a model or celebrity

is just a double standard. It’s my goal to

destroy that and level the playing field so all

women can enjoy being pampered, dolled-

up, photographed, retouched, and empow-

ered the same way models and celebrities

have enjoyed for decades, regardless of age,

size, shape, ethnicity, health, or mobility.” n

See more of Rachel Stephens’ work at rachel-
stephensphotography.com.

Karin Leperi is a writer and photographer
living in New Mexico.
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