


Bﬂuduxicfd.{?, it 1s Watson'’s skill—has very versatility—that has
made him less known than he ought to be.

hovers about any single cause, it may be
the central }w:.‘u!nx of his success: that
his very versatility has rendered him less
well known than he ought to be. Iron-
ically, Watson's skill has made him one
of the most underrated professional
photographers in the world

T-[‘:l'“" I"liﬂfl] |‘r IL Liy 1.'i.'|t{_:gUT|xL" Flllll'!lli_"rl
Warson's photography? Before [ met
him, I sat one afternoon in a room with
four sophisticated photography buffs
and asked them to define the Albert
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Watson look. Each had a clear idea of
what the essence of that look amouwmed
o, but there was such a divergence of
apinion that the five of us were soon
reduced to blithering.

To understand Watson and his pho
tography, one must understand that
chameleon quality. Watson is the quin-
tessential craftsman, a photographer
\VI'I“‘ Ir1.'il1.'|:gf.'x O meet hih own ‘..'].bl.h:'ll
demands while also satisfving his clients.
But what emerges from his work is not

an Idic'm:,'!ln’.'r:l1lt persona—you cannot
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look at a Watson fashion shot, as vou
could a Bruce Weber or an Arthur El-
gort shot, and come away with a well
defined notion of whart the man behind
the camera is like.

Oine senses that Watson has a clearer
idea of his identity than his public does.
Yet he also takes pride in thar chame-
leon versatility, which derives in pan
from the intense energy he brings 1o
everything he does,
lem,” he admits, “it's being a workahol
.tL' I[r‘\- not s hl'i!l.tl\:q," Ill. t]“_" L'l.-ld_ []lC
ability to relax helps yvour work im-
mensely.” Has he learned thar ability
vet? His answer is a telltale oxymoron:
“I'm working on it all the time."”

Recently | watched Watson in action
as he shot a magazine ad for Clairol. The
product being celebrated was Frost &
Tip, a highlighting kit for women, There
Wwas a 1?&".] .rr.‘:.!l SCNSC t?! I:Ir!_‘;‘lu':l.' ..t[-!“ll,l[ l'l'll;_'

“If 1 have a prob-

scene—and with good reason: Some
$85,000 vo $100,000 was changing hands
just to ensure that a persuasive image
of Frost & Tip's glories might enter the
consciousness of America’s legions of
mall-crawling consumers.

Milling about Watson's roomy stu-
dio, under the nonstop blare of tapes
ranging from reggae o Bach, were an
executive quartet from Clairol; a five-
person “creative team” from D.DB,
MNeedham, the agency that had de.
signed the ad; two models 1o be fea
tured in the photo; stylists for makewp,
hair, and wardrobe (the last equipped

The long and short of it: Watson shot twa
different looks with like-nrinded attention
to desarl, His FSA-exque story on flea-
mearkeet fachion (feft) war thot mear Barstow,
Califormia, in 1985, hiz take an

meore modern girls (right) was dowe fast vear
in Naples, L'.-nﬁ' Overleaf, left: On Crege to
do a stary about saitn clathes, Watson made
a wonderfally textured black-andaohite shot
by carefully combining sun, strobe, and
lemismescent donds. Overleal, righe: He
decided that a feature om men's watches
wonld “comimrancate betier” if the watches
HOETE WA By tooren

In Watson’s portrait of Andy Warhol, the artist wears weird glasses
that mirror his fragmented genius.

with at ||_';J:-l ane .Lh:-i:?l.lll[l. F | |.FI.:L'L'I'I'ID:
stylist; Watson's two assistamts; and the
photographer himself, squinting into
the viewfinder of his tripod-mounted
Hasselblad.

The shot called for a woman's face in
profile, her lusciously frosted tresses
being caressed by a lover’s hand. (The
latter role hl:huu::*d to A _?H-}rt':!r-nir.l
hand model named Laurence White.)
For hours, Watson “covered” the shot
that the Needham gang wanted—he
photographed it the way they'd de-
signed it. But then he began to fool
around with the pose, He put White's
1,1!]1:'r ]'!I.Il'll:l Hf(!‘llllLl L hi: ||1.'1.'IC. l.}t. I'I'Th \[1]!{'
ing partner, Ford model Debra Cheva-
lier; he plopped her hand on White's
shoulder; m last he brought White's own
rugged profile into the picture, pro
maoting the hand model to the privilege
of an on-camera kiss of Chevalier’s brow

Despite a constant friendly badinage
:IIHHHH rE'll.' i.'.\'F'I‘I;_"T[:\ o i'lﬂ nti [I'l = li_'[t'\lun
was palpable. The hair stylist fussed
with his comb while the wardrobe styl
ist tugged at Whites sleeve, and |
l.‘i]'ﬂr'l_"'b'dj"‘.'lllill.‘d on a disembodied ][['dl'l!.-'
ol worries:

“It's just that I don't know what those
sausages are doing in her hair.”

“Going in, Albert ... Sixteen poim
sSeVien |:'| ".‘i].:"i!“l“.‘lli.'l' “.‘i.“.li]li:] !

“1 don't think YOu need a release for
hands."”

“Theres still a hole there as big as
the Holland Tunnel.”

“That nose is getting awfully shiny.”

“Albert, when we present it to man-
agement, will yvou be there?”

At the still center of this vortex of
anxiety, Watson was the portrait of calm,
lJI{'ﬁ!‘i‘.‘.ii, as Is I'l.].‘i hthll imna 'l.'-'l-ll.tf.' :-|‘||rI,

h s z|..'.n'r.ﬁ. 1.1"'.'1"-"-1. .rJr.u 1 rrJ.'r_-_y'J_ _.-"lf'Jr.rr
right: Boxer Mike Tyson, Overleaf For a
story on Amrertcan fasheon, Watsan fook
fouur models an a drive across Texas
Shoating e a matel rooms, be made this
smiricarely composed pictire fook baphazard
by wsireg a Nekon F2 with @ 35nae lens in
natrral bt

burtoned o the neck with no tie, black
trousers, and black shoes. His assistants
had on identical costumes,
me o \L'-::-hl.lL'l' “'hl‘lhl.'l- It was 1|'IL 1'\..('.“'

prompring

son Inc. uniform of the day or a mute
:cstimuni.LJ to the powver of the man's
As he shot, pon
dered, and molded the models, Watsan
delivered a soothing patter: "Smile. A
little bit of energy in the lips. Laurence,
it’s nice when your lips go in there and
you're smiling. Debbie, more profile
head up a little, .r‘:-lil:l.' there, You're al-
maost finished.”

I..'I"."]'I .'II:II'T lh\'.' ITI“I-l hiid 1,1[.‘\!“.."]'54"("_ [
was struck by Watson's sublime assur
ance ||:|H| ]H.' h:.“j ]ﬂ-:!-rJUL't"d not -:rr1|}' 40
exceptional photo, but one that would
please all factions. He hadn't been much
impressed by the design sketch, but, as
“I shoot to the layour and get

sartorial example.

he put i,
it over with, rather than argue about the

validity of the drawing. Then once I've
covered it as well as 1 possibly can, |
can go to what | consider the right way
to solve their problem.”

A gig like the Clairol shoot repre
sents Watson's work at its most rigid and
pl'f.'hl."l‘”:'h.'Ll. On the other end of the
spectrum lie some of the startling im
pges he has produced for European
magazines, {Warson tends o shoot ad-
vertising work for American clients
while focusing his editorial efforts on
European magazines, which, he be
lieves, allow |'.-|!1::1ugr:!p]u‘r5 greater
creativity than do their American
counerparts. | For ltalian \'Frgrr:' he fol
lowed a pair of slinky models around
Vianessa Bells English country house,
scripting a lyrical essay in Bloomsbury
style and sensuality. For the same mag-
azine, he limned “Cinderella” with can
dlelight, strobes, and davlight in a Re
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naissance villa. Watson, in fact, is a
virtuoso of color who can talk for hours
about the technical subtletics of ren-
dering distinctly the seven shades of
purple in a single dress. As he bluntly
puts it, “Color is harder than black and
white."”

Same of his best work has been wrung
from assignments in which he must
“gol]” ohjects—ijewelry, warches, wiler
ries, and the like. A series for Italian
Harper's Bazaar, meant to illustrate men's
accessories, dazzles with wit and sub-
liminal shock: A beautiful woman's
cheeks and chin are lathered up, as she
holds her razor poised; a model’s painted
lips, laid sideways, leap out in surreal
magnification through a bottle of eaun
de roilette, In another series, snakes
writhe amid snakeskin shoes and
snakelike fabrics, For German Vogue,
seminudes in sepia tones lounge asleep
with watches binding their wrists.

I all these images the technical ex-
cellence is so routine that the viewer
forgets to notice it; what one feels in-
stead is a happy mixture of amusement
and desire. Watson's editorial work
teases constantly at the borders of fe-
tishism and S & M (a woman holds an
open safety pin in her teeth; an ear,
painted silver, is pierced with 11 silver
rings; a topless nymphet reclines, shiny
black boots held before her breasts). The
freedom Watson finds in European
matkets is salient: There has not been
much work this daring in recent Amer-
ican magazines,

In many of Watson's photographs a
lively humor comes to the fore. Models
demonstrating the Valentino collection
stroll in evening gowns through a pas-
toral bric-a-brac of fallen Greck col-
umns, or linger beside 30-foot-tall
bowling pins. Andy Warhol wears weird
spectacles that mirror his fragmented
genius. There are times when yvou could
swear that Watson, in his versatility, is

Previous pages: A master nranipulator of
cobar, Watsan considers paséels hardest to
capture. He tested bimself to the limit with
these shots for Iralian Vogue, which show
the range of biv paletee, Left: For British
Vogue, Watsan created this 1985 beauty
shot with warming filters and @ Hassefblad
twith a 250mm lens
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Watson is wunmmpnessed by reputations based on a specialized
look—from Deborah Turbeville’s to Ansel Adams’s.

parodving other photographers. A
port lluliu for Stern—Iloueche black and
whites of tough wens making out in
gangster autos—appears o be a takeoff
on Bruce Weber. Watson denies such an
idea with mild irritation. In fact, he in-
sists he doesn't know what [ mean when
I talk about irony in his pictures,

The man's pride in his formal skill is
plain, however. [t's as if he could look
at another master’s work, size up the
“tricks” that give it its identity, and say
(to himself, never aloud), “Oh, I could
do that if [ wanted.” He seems unim-
pressed by reputations based on a spe-
cialized look. Of Deborah Turbeville,
for instance, he remarks, “It's graini-
ness that gives her her stamp"; he can
number on two fingers the photos by
Ansel Adams he finds outstanding,

Watson originally wanted 1o be an art
teacher. That was back in Edinburgh,
where he grew up, and where he met
his wife, Elizabeth, in kindergarten.
They were married when he was 18, and
today they are very much the close, long-
married couple, the sort who finish each
ather’s sentences and share opinions of
movies they've seen. (Elizabeth now
runs hcr own agency for hair and
makeup stylists, some of whom work
for her husband.)

Despite his inclinations woward arg,
Watson's first jobs were scientific; He
did computer work in the British Air
Ministry. Later he spent a year as a tast-
er and chemical tester in a chocolae
factory. The couple moved to the United
States in 1970 not to pursue his ambi-
tions, but because Elizabeth got a pri-
mary-school teaching job in Los An-
geles, By then Albert had gone 1o anart
college in Dundee, where he special-
ized in graphic design. One day a week
he studied photography in a course in

Obvious tdeas, obvionsly well done: Watson
wsed a five praire smake for a feattre on
straketkin shoer (left) and a meingature
Fishbow! and goldfesh to give scale to a take
on waterprogf watches (right).

which all the students shared a :iih;_:|L'
Pentax Spotmatic (“We treated it with
awe,” Watson recalls), Subsequently, at
the Roval College of Art in London, he
studied film and television, with pho-
wography a very ancillary third subject.

In Los Angeles Albert was unabash-
edly Elizabeth's dependent, Those vears
of scraping by in the 1960s and early
19705 make Watson's present affluence
all the more delightful to him. As he
puts it, “1 still think it's luxurious to go
out to a diner and have breakfast,”

For about a decade, phowgraphy was,

N WO
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in effect, Watson's hobby, albeit a seri-
ous one. One day in 1974 a friend in
L.A. wangled him an introduction to an
assistant art director at Max Factor, The
man looked ar Warson's photos, only one
or two of which were pictures of women,
and made an interesting offer. He would
book a model for rwo hours and take a
!‘(K]k at “’h:lt ‘\‘:‘I:Hl!il:‘r] I:.'Hu[d. 'IJT‘.JE!IIL'I’.' !.I'ﬂm
the session,

Watson met the model and renego-
tiated her two hours inwo a full day, with
the promise of free chromes for her
portfolio. She had wo do her own makeup
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Y;dmique is everything, and it’s nothing: Graphics can override
the human element in a photograph.”

Shoating for binself at the Calgary

Stampede, Warson’s viewpoint was persomal,
reportorsal, and original

day-to-day work. His black-and-white
photos from the 1978 Calgary Stampede
jone of the big-time rodeos) have a
brooding power: sunlight, duse, leather,
and sweal conspiring in a somber lyri-
cism, These pictures often frame Indi-
ans or cowboys from the back, height-
t.'.:u:ing their r:|1j.'.-.1cri(:-u.-. :!ln_1|1].'rnir:c;
closeup shots sacrifice literal coherence
to a piguancy of texture, A kindred
marriage of elegance and mystification
dignifies Watson's pictures of padlocks
in the Forbidden City of Beijing, shot
in 1979,

Both projects forced Watson to con-
i!{"l“. Ltf}]jil( i!l |1|";5h!i']|!:‘\ J'.Ii.‘ WS |=n'|,i.‘;-l.'\l.‘|
to. In fashion, he shoots almost every-
thing with a tripod, whereas the Cal-
gary photos were done with a handheld
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Hasselblad. In Beijing, where he had
gone to do a job for Bloomingdale's,
Warson sl:.'l':'t:r.! an, w-::rl-cj:'l.g ]nl'l].:, hours
without a guide, to shoot the padlocks.
He photographed 88 different locks in
two davs—"every one | could find,"” he
savs, Such noncommercial work—Ca-
nadian rodeo, Chinese padlocks,
American nudes—will loom large in a
L'UTIIPIL']‘L']'I.\-E.\'“ ]'H.JH!‘: 1\{".“?{(1“ .i.\_"\ I'll.]1 t:irl'l
together, to be finished by the end of
1988, Strong as 1 hey are, however, these
images are unlikely to shift the prevail-
ing notion of what kind of thing it is
that Albert Watson does best,

The photographer is not simply proud
of the technical proficiency of his work;
hL' RS !“l.L'l"l i.']'l]' |..'1':||::|.'|.:|'I!'«.|-||!1 asa .‘ii]'!l.," ';.Ill.ﬂ
non linking art as diverse as Avedon's
portraits from the American West,
Penn's platinum prinis, Van Gogh's
brushstrokes, and even the finish in a

Warhol :ii]!-uu'n:i:n. H-.wi:nr_: seen too
many avant-garde photo shows full of
sloppily printed pictures, he seethes: “If
a photo is scratched 1o picces, and that's
part of the art statement, that's fine. But
if there's a hair in the picture that looks
]IL“.' l[‘h tTL'!’.'l'l retouc l'H‘.'{] .l'.l'}' a tl‘ll‘l.‘.t‘-!.-‘t;:!r-
old child—I'm not quite sure what the
justification is.”

Warson's four years of graduate study
gave him the firmest possible schooling
in graphic design. The department-store
catalogs were, he thinks, superh “on-
the-jobs training” in the basics of fabric
and clothing design—and, he adds,
"“most fashion photographers don't
k now a—'u't:.'[hi!'lj._'. about fashion.”

Yet Watson can say, “Technique is
everything, and its nothing. If [ get
really tired, 1 always fall back on com-
positional tricks to solve a problem. You
can use the rectangle of the camera as
a IJ-'l.hl}i 1.|.'H.' an “\'L'fl}' sStruct Llrl.*d [ThUT(}'
graph. The graphics can override the
human element.”

In terms of mere worldly success, it
would be hard for life o get much bet-
ter than it currently is for Albert Wat
son. In terms of the permanence of his
work, all the man's formidable drive and
ambition scem bent toward clearing a
space for himself in the wilderness of
lasting art. Already famous in fashion
and photography circles, he may soon
become a household name in the larger
world, along with Avedon and Penn,

As he refines his vision, Watson
strives to liberate himself from his own
instincts toward control (the canon of
Avedon) and perfectionism (Penn's sin-
gular pursuit). The effort, he senses,
entails a battle against the very strengths
of his gi‘:s}:]'lil_' and scientific tr:lin:r]g. a
deliberate search for the spontaneous
and playful

While I was in his studio, a visiting
magazine editor leated through War.
son's "books"—bound pertfolios of tear
ﬂ!"‘.'t't:\ H.llLI. cover .‘i]'l(l:h'-. Iui “J!'C Iﬂi; l]PI ]'II:"
asked, “Do vou allow for accidents?™

*OF course,” answered Watson, “al-
though sometimes it's hard to make
them happen.” ||



