
Jay Maisel, the master of 35mm color slide photography
is now in his fifth year of shooting digital. Known for his
vivid colors, defining the moment with subtle and
significant gestures, and his ability to collect incredible
light, he is the photographer’s photographer. He’s blessed
with wit, insight, intelligence, humor, and height, and has
been an inspiration to countless professional photographers
and students of photography worldwide. Jay is the recipient
of many impressive awards including the Art Director’s
Club, ICP and the Lifetime Achievement Award from the
American Association of Media Photographers. His work
now sells as prints, posters, and books, and he continues to
lecture and teach workshops around the globe.

Bobbi Lane (BL): You had both a graphic arts and painting
background when you went to Cooper Union—what was your
intention when you went to school? 
Jay Maisel (JM): I really wanted to be a painter and a de-
signer. It was a time when you’re influenced—as always—
by your contemporaries, and my experiences in high school
were being close to guys who were great designers. Painting
was a little secondary, but as I got more exposed to the paint-
ing world, I became more enamored of that. This was the
time of the Abstract Expressionists. So when I finished
Cooper and I went to Yale and studied with Josef Albers,
who was the antithesis of New York Abstract Expressionist
school. And who approached my painting with the kind of
disdain you might reserve for finding something ugly under-
neath a rock. He was very positive about me in terms of my
color, but he really didn’t like my painting at all. 

BL: Where did you first pick up the camera? Did you take
classes in that as well?
JM: At Cooper Union, I borrowed a Kodak 35 camera from
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my then brother-in-law (I was married for about a year). I
just went around taking pictures. And Cooper Union asked
for some of the pictures that I’d taken around the school,
and used one as a double-page spread for the school year-
book. And that infection set in.

When I was up at Yale, I always seemed to be sneaking off
to take pictures when I should have been painting. And the
day I graduated I said, “the hell with it—I’m
painting because all my friends are painting.
But I really like taking pictures.”

BL: Then you went back to New York?
JM: No, I stayed in New Haven, and I used
to sneak into the [Yale] darkroom at night
to use it, while I worked in a bakery during
the day. 

BL: You were shooting only black-and-white then, which is
interesting: the influence of Albers and studying color, but then
doing black-and-white.
JM: It’s funny, I just didn’t think in terms of color when I was
taking that black-and-white, just when painting. But a lot of
it is about perception, which is of course true in any field.
I’m working on a book now and it’s called Perception.
Because it has to do with, not what things are, but what they
seem to be in relation to the way we see them. 

BL: I’m interested in people you admire, both starting out and
now.
JM: The one individual that keeps coming back on a photo-
graphic level is Irving Penn. He started before me and he’ll
go on after me, forever. He’s wonderful.

BL: He can do everything well.
JM: Well, there are a lot of things he doesn’t try, but that’s
part of what makes him good, because he knows what he
wants to do and he’s not scattering his seeds endlessly.

Someone said “how does this or that influence you,” and
I said, “don’t be so linear, you don’t know if something
enriches your life, it makes you see things in a more focused
comprehensive way, but how enriches your work is hard to
quantify. I used to be very excited by designers, people like
Paul Rand, and then as I got older–all the obvious painters
and draftsman. Then I got into photography. Arnold New-
man was the one who got me into it—the picture of Stravin-
sky at the piano. And Bill Garnett, the aerial guy.

BL: And what about now? Who knocks your socks off now?
JM: Penn. I like a lot of what Greg Heisler does. The aerial
guy, Yann Arthus-Bertrand  He’s a genius. There’s millions
of people. Howard Schatz also does very good work. I don’t
like everything he does, but that’s because he works so damn
hard—I’m just amazed at the amount of effort that this guy
puts in in various areas. He in some ways has been very
influential on me, not graphically, but in getting me to try
and push myself on an entrepreneurial basis. I have a ten-
dency to be reactive rather than proactive.

BL: The classes you do, lectures, workshops—why did you
decide to do that? 
JM: You have to go out of your own grid and have new
experiences, so I look forward to these workshops. They’re
very rewarding in terms of seeing someone come back five
days later 5,000% improved. Or coming back to me and
saying, “Thank you, you’ve made my life miserable—now I

can’t go out and take a [bad] picture any-
more.”

I’m not going to use the cliché “Give
back,” and I can’t, because I didn’t study
[photography] with anybody. I’ll tell you
how I learned photography: I credit
Andreas Feininger, he had a book called
Introduction to Photography, and I ate the
book, piece by piece. And that was my back-
ground. I never really had any technical

training, and I think technical training is over-rated. But I
know I’m a majority of one on that.

BL: How necessary do you think it is now for photographers
now to get that training? 
JM: I think it’s necessary, but it’s not going to make the dif-
ference. It’s almost like you need shoes to be a runner, but if
you’re not fast, the shoes ain’t going to help. Form and tech-
nique are part of taking a good photo, but not the part that’s
going to make people remember you.

I think that Gary Winogrand said, “I’m trying to take pic-
tures for the content rather than the form.” I recently have
been trying to explaining that to people who are so wrapped
up in the digital world, and I tell them that you’re more con-
cerned with the content of your pixels than the content of
your pictures.  And it’s always been a thing with every
artist—I have to be careful about overdesigning things
because of my background. 

I’m not a photojournalist by any means. When a photo-
journalistic thing appears in front of me, my usual reaction
is “My God, look at that!” rather than taking the picture.
Before Eddie [Adams] died, I was sitting with Eddie, who
was bald at that point, and his son August came in and put
his arms around Eddie and put his head next to his, and I
was so touched by that. About three seconds later, I said to
myself, “take a picture you moron!” But the picture was
gone.

BL: Talking about the content, what content appeals to you?
You do your lecture series: light, gesture and color—is it in that
order of importance?
JM: I think you can’t put it in order; sometimes one thing
calls out to you, sometimes another, or all three. But content
is king. Gesture—probably most having to do with con-
tent—I would always take the gesture over the form. And
hopefully you get them both.

BL: How do you approach shooting?
JM: I think my approach to shooting is mainly putting in
time, being there. Someone once said to Jack Nicklaus,

I  t e l l  m y  s t u d e n t s
t h a t  i f  y o u  s h o o t  f o r  a n

h o u r ,  t h e n  i t  f i n a l l y  c o m e s
t o g e t h e r ,  a n d  t h e n  y o u

s t o p ,  y o u ’ r e  o n l y  g o i n g
t o  h a v e  a  c o u p l e

p i c t u r e s  t h a t  a r e  g o o d .
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“Lucky shot.” And he turned to them and said, “Yeah, the
harder I work, the luckier I get.” 

I don’t believe in talent. In this area of photography, if
you’re good, you’ll take a lot of good pictures; if you’re not
good you won’t, but you can be a good painter and not
paint a lot of good pictures. In photography, facility is easily
revealed. 

BL: You’ve been shooting digitally for more than five years
now—how is your approach to shooting digital different than
it was with film? 
JM: I think I shoot less, cause I’m not trying to shoot for
every possible exposure because I know I have it. That can
lead to laziness, or to further experimentation, because hav-
ing nailed it, you can move on to other things. It depends on
you. Sometimes I do more, sometimes I do less. I’m so fasci-
nated with the instant feedback, that sometimes I’ll put it on
bracket, and I’ll bracket everything I shoot. And I’m fasci-
nated with the fact that sometimes over is better, sometimes
under is better. Sometimes right on is better, and I’m always
surprised that there’s no pattern to it.

BL: When you go out to shoot, are you saying, today, I’m partic-
ularly looking for line, or quality of light, or people situations?
JM: Negatory. Not at all. Gary [Winogrand] once said, “I
take photographs to see what they’ll look like.” I go out to
see what’s out there. I don’t know what’s out there. I have no
preconceptions. Sometimes you shoot somewhere, and say
you want to go back, and you go back, so you know what

you’re looking for. But I walk out with a camera all the time,
and sometimes I never ever even take a photograph. 

I think Ernst Haas said something that explains it per-
fectly: “You don’t take a picture, you’re taken by a picture.”
Most people try too hard to take a picture. If something
moves you, it’s more valid than saying, “I’m going to make
this work.” Because if it doesn’t move you… well I wrote a
poem: “If it doesn’t excite you, the thing that you see/then
why the hell should it excite me?”

BL: I’ve seen a lot of my students when they first start shooting
digitally say, “OK, I’ve got it,” then stop. Where in film you
don’t know, so you explore, and it’s the journey.
JM: Well, you can explore in digital too. Those who stop,
stop. The beauty of digital is that you know you have it, and
you can quit if you’re lazy, or don’t have time, or don’t want
to intrude any more. You can also say, “I have it, now,  let’s
dig in and see what else we can do.” 

I tell my students that if you shoot for an hour, then it
finally comes together, and then you stop, you’re only going
to have a couple pictures that are good. It’s at that point that
you should dig in and do some more shooting. 

BL: That reminds me that I’d like to talk about your commer-
cial work. How did you start in commercial photography? How
did you decide, from Yale, what direction you wanted to go?
JM: I never decided what direction I wanted to go. I just
started going around and showing people my work. I’ve
never been as proactive as I should be—if work came in in a
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certain area I did it; if it didn’t come in, I did-
n’t do it. I didn’t say, “I’m going to learn to
do color, or lifestyles.”

BL: Did you find some commercial work challenging?
JM: Yeah, sure.

BL: Do you find some of it boring?
JM: I find all of it boring now that we’re at a certain point in
history. When I was shooting, we were in the golden age of
advertising. People would say, “here’s a concept of what we
want to do, now go out and investigate that visually.” Today
people say, “Here’s a layout—copy it.”

Now I’ve found that my business went down tremen-
dously when I put something in my paperwork that said we
will not copy your layout in any way shape or form. Because
we don’t know where you got it from, so we’re trying to
protect you and your client from a lawsuit. Furthermore it’s
not challenging for me to copy somebody else’s idea for a
photograph. 

This is not your father’s industry.

BL: So you really were working on your own [back in the day]?
Not with an art director?
JM: I was telling a student that I was working with an art
director for McCann-Erickson, who said to me, “let’s go
across the country, just you and me, and your assistant, and
we’ll shoot 6 TV-filled commercials for Coke. I said great,
but we’re not going alone, we’re taking a couple models. He
said, “see, you’re selling out already.”

I said, “No, not at all.” We knew the theme was Ameri-
cana, and that we wanted to go across the U.S., and I thought,
“We’re going to find ourselves in the most incredible space
with the most incredible light, and we’re not going to have
anyone to shoot.” So we went with a man and a woman.

At that point the student said, “If that guy did that today,
he’d be fired on the spot.” I said, “Yeah, I know.” 

We came back with eight commercials—no layout, no
approvals, no nothing. 

BL: Someone told me that you were hired to shoot for Harley
or a motorcycle campaign, and you went off and shot thou-
sands of images and gave them just one at the end.
JM: That’s so untrue. First of all, I never did a motorcycle
campaign. The actual real story about me editing, is that I
can’t get it down to one, I never have been able to get it
down to one, and I probably never will get it down to one. 

One time I did a job for Henry Wolf when he was art
director at Show magazine. He said, “I have four double-
page spreads, and a vertical for the cover—you can come in
with five shots. That’s all I need to see.” I came in with 80.

BL: You’re not doing commercial work anymore?
JM: I do some. We got a call the other day from a guy in a big
rush wanting a bid, and now it’s been two weeks and I
haven’t heard anything. This is the part I’ve always hated—
the BS around the job. The shooting, I love; the challenges, I

love. Going out there is great. It’s all the
crap beforehand. 

BL: When you’re in this business for the long
term, how do you not fall into a rut? How do you keep getting
a fresh approach?
JM: Who says I never get into a rut? Very often you get into
a rut; we all do. You have to go up there and take your cuts
anyway. Sooner or later you’ll come through. You just have
to practice. 

BL: You’re now mainly working on your own books and
posters and prints. Can you tell me about that new book you’re
working on?
JM: It won’t have anything to do with f-stops, or cameras, or
lenses, or exposures or anything technical. But it’s going to
help you make better pictures. The pictures in it will illus-
trate the points I want to make about visual phenomena. 

BL: What do you think has been your contribution to photog-
raphy?
JM: I have no idea. That’s kind of like, “What do you think
you smell like?” I don’t know.

BL: Well, what do you think of your own work?
JM: [laughs] I’m tremendously unappreciated, but I plan on
improving that situation by dying—that’s always been a
good career move.

I think that among certain people—mostly other photog-
raphers—they think I started something, or I did something
before other people did it. Among other people, I’m just a
very minor figure. Time will tell.

BL: Do you find that your taste in your own work changes?
JM: Yeah. I put it this way: if you had to rate your pictures
on a 1 to 100 basis, and you did it every day, it would prob-
ably change every day. 

BL: Is there something you’d like to try that you haven’t tried
yet? Something you’d like to do that you’ve never done?
JM: Well, I’d love to get caught up—does that sound OK?
[laughs] 

I had never been to India or China until this year. There’s
probably a dozen places I’d like to go. There’s projects that
have been germinating inside my head—I’d really like to do
something on [the building housing his studio, a former
bank]. Something on the view from the building. I’ve got
thousands of pictures, I’ve just never put them together. I’d
like to do something on circular forms. I’d like to put out
some more books. n

Bobbi Lane is a commercial photographer with 30 years experience.
She shoots people and travel for assignment and stock. Bobbi
teaches workshops for the Santa Fe Workshops, the Maine
Workshops and ICP in New York City. Bobbi’s book Creative
Techniques for Color Photography, published by Amherst Media, is
available nationwide. Her Web site is www.bobbilane.com.

I ’ m  n o t  a  p h o t o j o u r n a l i s t
b y  a n y  m e a n s .


