4 CRITIQUE | The Scotsman, Saturday 10 April 2004

spotlight

Watson, below, Is working on a new book focusing on Las Vegas ...

‘There's no disappointment but sometimes it's surprising.’

Viva Las Vegas

INALBERT WATSON'S PGHFOLIO.
Stars' cars or the the least artistic shot was the most stressful. Irwas,
state of Nevada ... says the Edinburgh-born, New York-based

photographer in his Connery Bond accent, a
nightmare. “Before the shooting my beard was
quite red. After the shooting, my beard was
white,”

Ina career defined by versatility—“Ishot cars, I
shot portmits, I shot fashion. I did hospital appli-
ance catalogues” — there is just one wedding, the
union of Prince Andrew and Sarah Ferguson.
The problems were varicusand mostly to dowith
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ALASTAIR McKAY in for the royals, Watson was up a ladder when he

heard a regal voice saying: “Which one's me?”

“The last place you want to be when you first
meet the Queen is up an 18ft ladder,” he says. At
the end of the session, Her Majesty disappeared.
“I'rushed over justas my assistant was helping the
Queen up the ladder. I said ‘Ma’am — where are
you going?’ She said: ‘T just wanted a quick look.”
Nothing in my life approached the absurdiryof
that moment.”

For much of his career, Watson's pre-
eminence wentunnoticed. A commercial photo-

Y

grapher, he exists on the cover of magazines
(Time, Newsweek, Rc-’!fﬂg Stone, 280 Vogue
covits). His advertising work includes the
Elizabieth Hurley campaign for Estée Lauder. He
did thé movie posters for Cold Mountain, the
Hours, and Kill Bill. e has made 600 TV
commercials.

All ofit is fine work, butin the minds of the [
public, authorless, Watson's breakthrough
towards broader recognition came with
the publication of his monograph,
Cyclops, in 1994, It was possible to
observe the unity in Watson’s
pictures: from the thick neck of
Tyson to the gold thimble of
Tutankhamen, it was a worldview
concerned with iconography,
whether ancient, or conferred by
the new religion of celebrity.

In recent weeks the photo-
grapher has been working on a
retrospective exhibition that will
visit Scotland next year. He
compares the experience tosurfing
television channels and carching

“fragments of news, sports and
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showhiz. But, perhaps because he was about to
address an audience at the National Portrait
Gallery, he located a common approach.

“You can do a portrait of a fashion shot, you
can do a portrait of Clint Eastwood and
you can do a portrait of an object. You
can do a portrait of a landscape. You
can do a portrait of Tutankhamen's
socks.”

The beginnings of Watson's acciden-
tal career are well-documented. Born in
1942, he was educated at the Steiner
school in Edinburgh and later at
Lasswade High. At 18, he and
his wife Elizabeth (who now
runs his business) moved
to London. Watson

worked as a scientific

assistant at the air min-
istry before returning to
Edinburgh to work at Duncan’s
chocolate factory. He studied
graphic design in Dundee, then
enrolled in the filmschool at the
Royal College of Art. When

Elizabeth gave hima camera for
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his 22nd birthday, he became “an overnight
fanatic”.

Atthe RCA, romake money, he photographed
shop fronts. In 1969, Elizabeth won an exchange
scholarship. The couple relocated to Los Ange-
les. He called the one person he knew, who called
the one person they knew: the creative director at
Max Factor. Watson blagged a model, spentall
the money he had and shot 110 rolls of film. Max
Factor bought five pictures at $1,500 a shot. “My
wife’s annual salary was $2,200."

He wasa success. He had a house in the Holly-
wood Hills, but found himself drifting. “I wore
Guei shoes. I thoughr abour surfing. I thoughr
about jogging. I knew it was time to get outof Los
Angeles.”

He opened a studio in New York and built the
business. In 1984 he acquired a 26000 sq ft studio
in the West Village and spent three and a half
years remodelling it. He now runs three
companies, with an advertising agency alongside
his film and phatography firms.

Ower the years he has photographed almost
everybody whoaspires to beanybody. The Clin-
tons, he recalls, were charismatic. Bill had seen
Cyclops: “He said: ‘Just make me look like Clint
Eastwood.™

Clint was less of 2 pushover. “A lot of actors
have a problem with having their picture taken.
They're more comfortable when theyarein char-
acter. It gets even worse when you photograph
them as who they are. You have Clint Eastwood
arriving and he’s wearing a peach tracksuit top, a
golfing shirt, and you go, ‘Can you change your
shirt?’ and he says, “Well, thisis really me." Then
you have to explain, “Yeah, but the photograph’s
not for your piano. I'm shooting this for a maga-
zine. A magazine’s part of the media and it’s part
of the imagising process, so we need to change
your shirt. That discussion took 25 minutes.”

This explanation suggests that Watson's work
plays on the heroie side of celebrity.

“I didn’t feel like doing a heroic shot of Al
Pacinowhen Ishot him, but somehow with Clint
Eastwood you did, because you have an image of
him. Also, I've shot him different ways. But you
certainly want to get one shot of him as a Mount
Rushmore, because he's got that kind of face
that'siconographicand monumental. Al Pacino's
amuch better actor, but for some reason you
wanted him with eye contact, you wanted him to
be feeling the camera,”

Warson photographed Michael Jackson for his
last album sleeve. The set-up involved the per-
former dancing between 12 mirrors for 90 min-
utes, “It was remarkable to see him do that: so
professionally and so fluid.”

Jackson, says Watson, was “onc of the oddest
characters I've photographed, but he treated me
with gigantic respect. He seemed to be a wonder-
ful human being.”

The approach is roughly the same, whether
Watson is photographing a box of matches or a
human face. He observes the object, considers its
function, tries to analyse what it could do. To
illustrate this he rearranged the objects on the
coffee table in front of him. “You set fire toitifit’s
matches. Ifit’s a bowl, you try and make it stand
up. When you do a portrait you're always
analysing things the same way.”

He runs through the checklist. What chair are
they sitting on? What's the background?

“How do you photograph Quentin Tarantino
one week and Oliver Stone the next?”

The poster for Kifl Bif/— Uma Thurman with
big sword —was dictated by the subject.

“In the film she’s with a sword the whole time,
soweshotitwith a sword. You then have to figure

Hillary Clinton ... Watson found the Clintons ‘charismatic’.

Clint Eastwood.
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out, how am I going to shoot this person? You
know the problems with the lighting on the face,
whatway the face looks better, also you know the
angle and the correct lens for the body.

“But everybody's geography is different.
Everybody'sa different country.

“You always do your best, but there is some
preparation. If you're setting off on your
holidays in your car, you want to make sure
you've gorgas.”

There was, he confe only one compl
failure, The first time he photographed Ni
Kidman, to publicise the aquatic movie Dead
Calm, he decided to spray her with water. The
shootwas scheduled to last three hours, Make-up
wok two hours and 15 minutes.

“I spritzed the make-up. I put her in front of
the camera without really looking at her face.
had her in a very good light and [ looked into the
camera. As I looked, I though, ‘Oh, she simply
looks awful.” And this is a Nicole Kidman that
would be 14 years younger than she is now.
thought: it can’t be as bad as it looks. It can’t be,
because the light's perfect. It’s one of these lights
that makes everybody look good and she just
looked terrible.

“She's beautiful, but I realised some of the
shortcomingsin the face. She doesn’thavea great
mouth, Nicole Kidman, She doesn’t havea
mouth like Angelina Jolie. And the eyes are not
that big. And somehow, with the make-up, the
eyeswere black. She looked horrendous. And
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when I peeled the Polaroid, it actually looked
worse. So at that point we have a PR person say-
ing she only has 15 minutes. And the art director—
who went on to be a very famous art director —
Fabien Baron, came into the room. He didn’tsay
it, but you could tell he was thinking: ‘My god,
that looks awful." He said: ‘Let’s do the pictures
nude’, and he turned and Nicole said: ‘Nude?
What do you mean, nude?™

Kidman was gone. The pictures were never
sentto Interview magazine.

“There’s a famous photographer in New York
called Hiro. He was very, very good, and very
famous. Especially in the late 1960s, early 1970s,
he did spectacular shots. Tmet him in 1971 when
hewasathis heightand he said tome: ‘Ifyoudon't
like the picture, don’t shoot it. Because they can
call you a shirty guy, but they can't call you a
shitty photographer.”

“It’s a good word of advice. It's a bitsimplistic.
Sometimes it's not like that. When you're in the
Sahara shooting a job for Sony you can’t say:
‘Sorry, I don’t like that, call me in New York.'
But I know what he meant. He meant: be true
toyourself.”

Watson's next book, Shot in Vegas, was
designed as a contrast to the classical elegance of
his last title, Maroc, which celebrated his second
home, Moroceo. He says he wanted to do “some-
thing that was completely decadent, almost pop
arty, neon-y, coloury, exaggerated”.

‘The Vegas pictures are full of glorious artifice:
fuzzy neon sunsets, the yellow light of a motel car
park, the sign in the desert boasting: “In God We
Trust™.

“You go to Vegas and there’s no disappoint-
ment. Itis Vegas. Lots of places you go to, they're
not quite what you think they are. Monte Carlo
wasn'twhat I thoughtitwas. Itwas tacky, whereas
I had an image of it being very chi-chi. And
maybe it was, 70 years ago.

“Vegas presents everything. It's very open. It
says: here itis, sex. Here itis, drink. Here itis,
gambling. Everything’s open, at you. But some-
times it's surprising. I've eaten some very good
mealsin Vegas.”

You might, if you surfed the iconography and
the boastful beauty of Watson's portfolio, begin
to detect a sea-spray of irony. To do sowould be a
mistake. “Tshoot what's there and you acceptitas
itis. 1 don'tmake any pointabout it.”

And his style? “You gotta dig deep to find that
there is a style there. To me most of the stuff I
shoot looks pretty definite. My pictures are not
wishy-washy.”



