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Opposite: Solo. Philadelphia, 2018

he guitarist sits alone; his only friend is his instrument. 

Dwarfed by the columns of the public, yet empty, 

space around him, he is one with the sound. We can 

almost hear the notes echoing through the still air. The 

lighting in “Solo” underscores the sense of contrast; we are aware 

that this musician is a singular person, yet we are also pretty sure, 

from the architecture, that this is a building in an urban setting. 

On his blog, the photographer describes this scene as an act of 

courage as well: “It takes courage to find your song (in life) and, 

if you’re musical, to share it right in the middle of the big city. 

Even when no one seems to listen or care.” 

Street photographer Steve Miller exemplifies the courage it 

takes to pursue a passion at a time in life when people are often 

expected to sit back and relax after a career doing something they 

may or may not have felt passionate 

about. In 2002, after many years running 

non-profit agencies dedicated to doing 

good works in this world, Miller “left the 

board room for the darkroom,” as he puts 

it. He was in his mid-fifties. Of the impe-

tus for this major life change, he says, 

“I’m not happy with the state of the 

world. Despite having spent most of my 

adult career running charitable organiza-

tions designed to improve the human 

condition, I fear the world has become an 

angrier place, though more connected. 

Steven L. Miller 
TRADING THE BOARD ROOM  

FOR THE DARKROOM
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Somehow I think we need to be reminded of our humanity.” And 

that is what drives him as he strolls pavements and parks with an 

eye toward recording moments that do just that. Moments that 

remind and inspire.  

Miller is drawn to light and shadow as well, and will often wait 

for — or in — a particular kind of lit atmosphere, sensing that the 

image is right there, about to show itself. It’s the singular image 

that he feels best communicates the sense of shared humanity he 

wishes to express, not the 24/7 streaming visuals we are currently 

bombarded with on our various electronic devices and screens. As 

he will stop and sit expectantly for the shot to present itself, so do 

his photographs ask the viewer to sit with the feelings they evoke.  

Born in San Francisco and raised in Seattle, Miller was exposed 

to a broader world-view thanks to his father’s career as the man-

ager of a television station. (He recalls one evening when he was 

fortunate to have dinner with Edward R. Murrow, the legendary 

broadcast journalist.) When Miller was 13, his dad gave him an 

8mm camera. An early project was to record the construction of 

the Space Needle, one frame at a time, so that he could play it 

back after the tower was completed, compressing the months-

long process into a mere three minutes. “I also shot a few images 

with my dad’s Rolleiflex,” he says, adding ruefully, “I later sold 

that camera, like an idiot, to make money toward a down pay-

ment on a house.”  

In high school, Miller encountered a teacher who was a 

destructive influence, telling him he shouldn’t go to college. On 

the flip side, though, while working in a television art department 

at the age of 16, he found a mentor there: a man by the name of 

Frank Yamasaki. “Frank was a talented graphic designer, among 

other things. Of Japanese descent, he taught me about the value 

of simplicity in both design and writing.” Miller did go on to col-

lege, earning a bachelor’s degree in journalism and sociology 

from Eastern Washington University.   

After graduation, however, photography took a back seat to his 

commitment to social causes, and Miller’s adult professional life 

encompassed various leadership roles with United Way of 

America; he began as a public relations assistant and ended as 

CEO of an Ohio-based United Way. During that time, he married 

and raised a family, and due to the rigors of his profession, they 

moved often and lived in seven states. “So I have a good sense of 

different cultural environments in the U.S., ranging from San 

Francisco to Sioux City,” he says. 

 “I loved what I was doing,” he affirms, “but I felt there was 

another person inside me that needed to be heard — without the 

understandable expectations of being a quasi-public figure.” To 

give that inner entity a voice, he turned back to photography in 

his forties. “Not being good at developing color, I opted for the 

much simpler process of black-and-white. I also felt that, without 

the allure of color, it was more incumbent on the content to sup-

port the image. I shot mostly people — but not with excellence. 

Around 1999, a prominent philanthropist saw my work and 

encouraged me to get more training, which I did, first at the 

Maine Photographic Workshops and later through various men-

tors. Additionally, I narrowed my interest to street photography as 

a way to record — and hopefully influence — the human condi-

tion.” Eventually, it was clear to Miller that he couldn’t run an 

organization and find time to record the lives of people on streets 

around the world. The choice was easy.  

For those who wonder how one can just quit their job and start 

a career as a photographer, Miller says, “I resolved to continue 

working — this time as a photographer. By doing so, I became my 

own boss, with the prospect of working until I can’t anymore. 

There’s a cycle to it, too; the income from photography allows me 

to travel and make images that will generate interest as well as 

more revenue, though I tour modestly.”  

When he’s not out shooting, Miller sells his photographs at 

large juried art festivals in five states, as well as Eastern Market 

in Washington, D.C. People invariably ask him the same ques-

tions. When they inquire about what camera he uses, he will 

respond: “You’re asking the wrong question. Instead, you need to 

ask, ‘How do you see?’ Cameras can make important differences, 

but they can’t replace a good eye.”  

He describes this with an example. “I made ‘Lone Commuter’ 

in Athens, Greece. The train station’s architecture was stunning 

but I wanted to make an image, not simply record the artistic 

achievement of someone else. To do so, I played with different 

angles and then decided to capture one train in motion while 

another was stationary. The key, though, was to wait for some-

thing unique to happen in the terminal. Finally, after two hours of 

freezing, a single commuter boarded. And that was it.”  

I loved what I was doing, but I felt there was another person inside me  

that needed to be heard.

Opposite: Just Us. Italy, 2015
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Miller titles all his shots. “Titles are frosting on the cake,” he 

says. “They enhance what I’m trying to say with my images. 

Some shooters insist on leaving their photos untitled, or going 

with something generic, such as ‘series 1, image 1’ and the like. 

They feel that titles distract. To that I say more power to them. 

People who collect my work, though, have told me they appreci-

ate the simple two or three words I add to each image, saying they 

better understand what I was feeling and trying to convey. The 

nice thing about image-making is that you only have to please 

yourself. For me, I just want people to feel a connection to my 

work. And, all modesty aside, making effective titles is much 

harder than it seems — often requiring a Scotch or two!” 

Because he travels a good deal, people assume he’s always 

looking for the perfect shot and will ask if that inspires or dimin-

ishes him. Miller generally responds with cautions and advice. 

“It’s natural to want to evolve, but chasing the perfect image will 

lead to some form of performance anxiety. Shoot what interests 

you, not what is your latest indication of professional improve-

ment. The myth of perfectionism is the downfall of many a pro-

The nice thing about image-making  

is that you only have to please yourself.  

For me, I just want people to feel  

a connection to my work.
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Need for Speed. Arizona, 2015                                                                            Opposite: Burning Faith. Cambodia, 2014
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fessional … in any industry. Celebrate good work, commit to 

growing each day and focus on seeing the world more clearly in 

ways that lead to images that truly touch people.” 

Miller’s fascination with street photography has grown out of 

this desire to reach people in their hearts, not just their eyes. He’s 

often challenged by folks wondering if he wouldn’t make more 

money doing wedding photography, or selling colorful landscapes 

and beautiful photos of monuments and covered bridges and such. 

“Look,” he says, “I didn’t leave a decent-paying job to shoot things 

that don’t interest me … even though more money would be nice. 

My photographic goal is to cause people to think about what 

makes us human, often by capturing ‘moments’ we can all relate 

to.” He adds, “Most times after walking my aging posterior off!”  

Through teaching at art centers over the past 15 years, Miller 

shares his experiences with others. He has taught in Washington, 

D.C., and at Philadelphia area arts centers and community orga-

nizations, including Main Line School Night, The Community 

Arts Center and The Arlington Arts Center. His main message to 

photography students and enthusiasts is often very pointed: 

“Break your shooting habits to find your style and quit talking 

about the newest equipment. Focus on content, not the latest 

multi-megapixel camera.” 

Additionally, Miller explains that the eye follows light and 

focus. He notes that there are different kinds of light at various 

times of the day. “There is no bad light. You simply need to under-

stand its impact and then decide if the impact is what you need 

to make a striking image.” 

Miller has garnered numerous art festival awards, including 

Best in Photography (Manayunk Arts Festival), and he was recent-

ly given the distinction of Master Craftsman by the Pennsylvania 

Guild of Craftsmen. In 2004, The Smithsonian Institution acquired 

nine of Miller’s images for its permanent collection, thanks to an 

introduction made by a professional museum consultant. This is 

clearly a matter of pride for him, but, Miller says, “While I will be 

forever grateful for the distinction, in my mind, you’re only as 

good as your last capture.” 

Miller also does pro bono work for non-profit organizations. 

He has made photo essays for Neighborhood Hospice in West 

Chester, Pennsylvania, The Arc of Northern Virginia, and other 

groups, helping them use photography to differentiate themselves 

in a crowded marketplace. He is currently shooting for Kennett 

Area Community Service in Kennett Square, Pennsylvania. 

In spite of his schedule, Miller is able to plan two large trips 

per year. Traveling not only helps him create more content, but 

also fosters his continued appreciation of how big the world really 

is and how many moments there are that connect us all, human 

to human. Although he does travel a lot, Miller is family-focused. 

“They come first,” he says. “I am acutely aware of two things. 

First, I am no longer 30. Secondly, even the greatest words and 

images get lost from one generation to another. As a result, I’ve 

made a legacy box that includes numbered prints of my 40 best 

images, complete with descriptive notes I have written, in pencil, 

beneath each one. Without this guidance, my kids and grandkids 

would never know my guide in Cuba was a little off the charts, 

literally and figuratively. Or that the image made in the Sahara 

Desert required me to actively run up and down hot sand dunes 

— not the smartest thing to do for a guy with aging knees.” 

 Today, Miller articulates a firm sense of accomplishment. “I 

feel leaving a traditional job was worth the loss of income and 

security. Maybe my level of satisfaction goes back to my first pho-

tography workshop, where I told the instructor that I would like 

to be remembered for one image, ideally a photograph that made 

people a little kinder. One image that actually does improve the 

human condition.” 

He continues, “I’m not sure I’ve made that image yet, but I 

keeping trying. Because photography gives you a license to do 

things and go places you might normally avoid. It gives 

you courage you might not otherwise have. Maybe that promise 

will inspire others to follow their passion, despite the risks.” 

  

Visit www.SLMphoto.com to see Steven L. Miller’s portfolio. 

(“Don’t just google ‘Steve Miller’ or you’ll get the rock star!”) s 

 

Julie Simpson is the managing editor of Photographer’s Forum.

Break your shooting habits to find your style and quit talking about the newest equipment. 

Focus on content, not the latest multi-megapixel camera.

Page 18: Chicken’s Pride. Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, 2013 

Page 19: Head Shot. Santa Monica, 2017 


