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BY JILL JOHNSON - "Ercugo tho ontrcpy; I'vo bo6n pa.tylng tot tour daF," oxplalnod

Mlchaol Zoppotollo, a! hq lank Into the couch In tho Toar Shoot ofllcs.

Actually thlr lt probably tho boat rtate In whlch to catch an Intorvlowoo, l{umb

from a ttdng ot Chrlatmat cocktall partlg8 and lunchooh!, Mlchgsl w.3 rol.red and

aoady to paovldo ltaalght{rp an3wo]3 about hls oxperlencgr &omlng In on thg world'3

molt lurclout llngads modql&-a lob perk whlch he vlow! rathor nonch.lantly. llo dldn't
got lnto th. bu3ln6.! to plck up hot modob, and tho only d.oollng bolng dong a.ound

hli ghotot lr that ot most malo tfarrn rcadoi€.
Actually, Mlchaal clalma that hla careor bahlnd th€ leda lavod hlln fto|n a solou,n

bohlnd b..3. | 3!y tho guy moy clalm to b€ ar Intorlcatod, .lmolt sxaonvlct, but the

roallty l. th.t-Jn .ddltlon to bolng Incredlbly talontoHro l. a3 .ttablo a3 thoy cono.

Jr: You'r. r lcllow Upltato Now York natlve, rlght? I'n tron Rocholto.. Youto

lrom Syracutg?
rtz: Born and raised unti l  I  was 21.

Jr: W.9 photography you. way to e3cape from frlgld Syraculo and coms to ths

Blg Applo?

nz: Photography was my way to escape 1to 15 years in jai l .

,: R6rlly? (Ho'r !srlou!, but he told rne the 3tory off th6 roco.d .o I c.n't rovoal tho
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dstall. of wh.t nl3l b. on hb rrcod....)
rz: ...1 got into photography when I was about 12. IThen in high
schooll my guidance counselor advlsed that I pursue photography
br theraDeutlc reasons. and I was Interested too. I took olctures
for the tearbook. Then I wanted to study photography 8t a school
in California-Brooks Instltute of PhotografiFbut I kept putting
it off. After hlgh school I became a deejay in a discothgque during
the heyday of dls€o, Then, after a couple years of that land after
narrowly escaplng the aforementloned Jail sentencel, rny father put
on the pressurHither go to school or get a job. I had a cholce
between Rochester {Rochester Instltute of Technologj/) and Santa
Barbara (Brooks), so I chose the sun.
,r: Wlrc dccldon
xzi So I head€d out to school lin 1979] and a year before I gradu-
ated I started going to L.A. to test models from wilhelmina. we'd
have xeroxed pictures from Wue and HatEtE gazaar and try to
duplicate them in a llttle garage studio. After lgradusted lwith
honors in 19821 | mo\red to New York to become an asslstant,
Oudng the flrst summer I ended up driving a truck-a huge truck
whlch I lied and sald lcould drlve. I drove furniture around to ohe
tographers shootlng commerclals. By Nowmbet after freelanclng
and not really flndlng what I wanted, I was ready to leave New
York, but just by chance I ran Into a photographer who was the
assistant ot lrving Penn, He had been there for seven years and
was getting rcady to go out on hls own. He arranged for me to
meet Mr. Penn...[who then] asked me to join the team,
,r: lh.t wr . lucb baal. For how bnj u"|! you hb aralatalt?
rz: Almost three years. Dudng that tlme I lived wlth Avedon's
assistant. Wb took over a loft space, at 109 Wbst 26th actually (a
few buildings avray from Tear Sheet). vJe .eno/ated it, cheaply of
course, and used it to shoot photos for ow portfolios and u/e rent-
ed it out to other photographers. Eventually I became the cheap
substitute tor clients who couldnt afford Penn. And really the
beginning of my belng where I am today was meeting lfashlon styl
ist and lear Sheet Photo Edltorl Fred Bernstein; he helped me
v/ith my book and got m€ Involved with a small magazine called
ls/and magazlne. Thls was when Madonna was playing at the
Mudd Club and f€|th Harlng was a.ound, and it was a whole
scene going on in New York. But there w€re no magazines then

except HarrerE Bazaar and vogue. Allwe didn't exist, E/e didn't
exist, Wdidn't exist. The edltorlal opportunltles were in Europe-
Milan specifically and Paris, whlch was a bit more difficult but not
lmpossible.... So when it nas time to go out on my own I rlent to
Milan for a bit and then Parls.
,r Hou lorE rult you h Parlt?
rz: Nine yea.s, most of which I dldn't come back here and work at
all. The whole center of the fashion business was still there. with
predominantly American models, Amerlcan stylists, American
makeup arflsts.
,: Dld you p.y your draa In P!dt?
fzr Well, by the middle of'89 | w€s down to my last $50. But I
was starting to get some work, and by '90 | was working, slowly. I
paid my dues tor sure.
x: 30 uodd you rry lt trl(.! ! drcada tor r plptoSt ph.r to lt F
ly 3.t ctrblldEd?
rz: For me it did. l$/ent to school In '79, assisted from '82 to
'85, really started working decently '91, '92. I don't know what
would ha!,/e happened if I had never gone to Paris, because ry the
iime I got back things had already changed and some of the
opportunities had been tak€n up by people who had stayed here.
But, I have no regrets, I llved In France, ltaly, Australia, and ltrav-
elled a lot.
,r: Whd vould you tall rn .|plrlng photoar.ph.r now-lt tchoo[
lnt Inpon.[9 lr golng to Eu|op! lm9o mt?
rzi Now you're going to hear my cynicism. (Pause...) lthlnk there
are no rules anymore. You can go to school and you can come to
New York and try to assist a good photographer, but there aren't
many photographers left of the caliber of say Penn or Avedon wlth
a history and a technical background. So to learn that, you have to
learn that from people rvho have worked for them. I have a triend
who has a portfolio but knows nothlng about,photography. He
knows the right people, he has I model girltriend, and he's suc-
cessful. lt just depends. lt's a transitory world. lf you want to be a
photographer for a little whlle, ltb probably not that difficult. lf you
want to be a photographer for your whole llfe, lt wouldn't be a bad
idea to go to school and to try and asslst somebody. At my level,
It's not about whether I have the abillty to take the picture-my

abllity and talent is, l'm sure, equal to the bigger known stars out
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there-bLrt,  ts about gett ng the job. l ts always been pol i t ical,

even 30 years ago. l ts a bitchy business.

,r: Who aro your mejor cllontb now?

Mz: This year: Victoria s Secret, Wonderbra, Perrier Jouet cham'
pagne, Oi of Olay, Procter and Gamble, L'Or6al, Maxim magazine,

French Photo, a lot of international issues of G0, and a lot of my
pictures get sold al l  over the world because of the supermodel

stature of the photography.

,: I notlced you don't have tear 3h€€ts In your book. Why 13

that?

Mz: Jrrst as of this year, my agent and I decided we wanted to

make a presentation which was more than just a ttunch of images

of gir ls in underwear and was more about the photo than just

about what's been published. That [ the undeMear shots] is only

something that I've been doing for the last 18 months. l've pre'

dominantly been a beauty photographer

,r: lt's tunny to hear you talk about all thl3 wo* 3hootlng sup6r-

model3 In llngerl€. To mo3t mon thb would bo a droafi lob, but
you 3ound pretty blas6 about lt. la lt a di6.m lob?
Mz: lt's a great life, photography. I wouldn't want to do anything

etse.

rr: And shootlng all thGe modeb In llngerlo,..

Mz: Well ,  people want to hear that i t 's glamorous and that i t  s a lot

of fun. l t  is a lot of fun, but i t 's also hard work that requires a lot

of concentration, energy, and thought. People often think that I m

not interested when I 'm working, but I 'm just very focused.

Jr: So what we 9ee when lt'B prlnted 13 a halt-naked gorg6ou3

supormodol, but that's reelly not what yo!'io 3eslng wh6n youle

ehootlng.

Mz: Yeah, well ,  I  have fantasies...but they certainly aren't  publ ish

able. No, real ly, they're al l  nice gir ls. They al l  make way too much

money. What I feally want to emphasize about photography, what's
great about it, is lcan go from lingerie back to beauty or portrai-

ture. lf I decide I want to try landscape photography, I have the

ski l ls and contacts, I  could do that. And l ' l l  never know it  al l ;  every

day I learn something new. But everything gets boring if you repeat

i t  too much. I  could come back to shooting l ingerie in a newer evo'

lution after doing something different for a while, but at the

moment it's getting a bit repetitive.

,r: It you could 3hoot anybody, who would bo your dr€am 3ubrect?

Mz: Probably Claudia Cardinale, or Sophia Loren, or Grace Kelly.

JJ: Whon we were dolng the covo, shoot, you made a commont

about belng "done datlng modsls"; 60 you've dated 3omo mod-

ol3?

riz: I dated some models, I guess because they came to me. I

never real ly pursued models. I  l ike models, but at this point,

thereb too much of an age difference.

,: Boy 13 that rctre3hlng to hearl

MZ: Time is precious, you know.

,/: Are you In a relatlonahlp?

itzi  No.

,r: Are you looklng tor gomeong? Do you want to have a tamlly?

Mz: I  would l ike to, but I  don't  want to go out with models, and I

don't really want to go out with anyone else in the business-

makeuo art ists or hairdressers or styl ists-and the women I meet

who aren't  in the business have a real ly hard t ime dealing with

what ldo. l t  wi l l  have to take a woman who is pretty damn confi

dent in her own thing to let me do what I  do. And the f ield is l imit-

ed. Im in love with al l  my fr iends'gir l fr iends and wives-the lucky

ones that found the good ones... .  I  love women.

.rr: Well, datlng a3ldc, do you havs a favorlte styll3t?

Mz: Lysa Cooper is great and Eric Orlando.

,r: What'3 mor6 lmpo ant: halt or makoup?

Mz: Hair,  because there are few good hairdressers. Makeup is

more about paint ing; i t  stays. Hair is l ike sculpt ing. Hair l ives in a

way; it moves throughout the shoot. The best picture occurs in an

evolut ion of the hair,  and with a great hairdresset l ike Patr ick

l\4elville or John Sahag, the photographer doesn t need to commu-

nicate what he wants-just a hand gesture and the hairdresser

knows.

,: What was thc b63t ploco ol advlce you woro glven regatdlng

photography?

Mz: I  learned the most from a painter who said, " l t 's al l  about the

control of the detai ls in the shadows." l t 's al l  about l ight to me.

My background-technical aspects-became very important to

me .

,: What type of camera do you u30?

Mzi Hasselblad.

T: FIIM?

Mz: Ektachrome

,r: What b your favorlto photo?

Mz: Oh, I  don't  know... .  The best pictures sort of happen by acci-

dent, l ike the picture of Magdalena (see p. 19). l t  was the end of

the shoot, she was t ired, and that 's when lgot that shot.

Jr: So nany photographers are dolng books. wlll you do one?

z: lvlaybe when I have a couple dozen photos I m proud of.

r: Youte book has a t6w dozon photos you should be ptoud ot.

You'rc too humblet Any final advlco tor photogmphers/a3phlng

photographsrs?

MZ: Established photographers need to take more chances and not

be so safe. For aspifing photographers: lf you have passion, do it.
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