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By the editors of PDN

Show me stories.” That’s how Sabine Meyer, Audubon  
Magazine’s director of photography, recommends photog-

raphers present their work if they want to land assignments 
from the nature and wildlife magazine. It’s advice we’ve heard 
from many photo editors we’ve interviewed in recent years. Be-
fore they trust photographers with assignments, photo editors 
want to see that they can cover a topic from many angles and 
develop a narrative through a sequence of images. To find pho-
tographers with storytelling skills, they rely on many sources. 
Instagram, photo blogs, portfolio reviews and photo contests 
are a few favorites they’ve named. 

YVONNE STENDER, SUNSET MAGAZINE
Sunset, the lifestyle magazine (owned by Time Inc.) for the 
Western states, seeks a variety of imagery, and director of 
photography Yvonne Stender says she looks at multiple blogs, 
galleries and Instagram to find photographers. “I’ve told pho-
tographers: Putting your location on your Instagram feed is 
key,” says Stender. She doesn’t like the phone, however. “I like 
a creative mailer with your place of residence on there. It can 
be a link to your blog: Just let me know where I’ll find the work 
you think is most relevant to us.” She adds, “Portfolio reviews 

How Photo Editors Find 
and Hire Photographers

“

Photo © Holly Andres for The California Sunday Magazine
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are key for me as much as for photographers. There are people 
I’ve known about but never met who I get to see, and I get to 
see their whole body of work.”

SABINE MEYER, AUDUBON MAGAZINE
“Show me stories. Unless you’re a portrait photographer, I’m 
not interested in individual images,” says Sabine Meyer, direc-
tor of photography for Audubon. “Show me stories that have a 
long narrative arc. Show me some personal projects. Show me 
things that touch on environment, conservation, wildlife, social 
issues—domestic or international. It’s perfectly acceptable to 
show the work on an iPad or a laptop as a slideshow.”

JACQUELINE BATES,  
THE CALIFORNIA SUNDAY MAGAZINE
Director of photography Jacqueline Bates says she looks for 
photographers by paying attention to gallery shows, photo 
blogs and arts journals as well as Instagram. The magazine also 
features stories on Latin America and Asia, so her needs go be-
yond the region. She also relies on word of mouth from friends 
and photographers. She notes, “I’ve been seeing a new wave of 
photographers who are less competitive with each other and 
eager to share their friends’ talents with me. The sense of com-
munity is really wonderful to see.”

HELEN ROSNER, EATER
“What I’m particularly looking for is a narrative,” says Helen 
Rosner, the features editor at Eater, a food-centric site under 
the Vox Media umbrella. “You look at the portfolio, but I’ve asked 
photographers before, ‘I totally love these three selects that 
you showed me from this one story that you shot, do you have 
the full film?’ It’s helpful for me to understand how much is this a 
photographer who isn’t just great at Photoshop and benefitted 
from great photo editors at great publications, but is a photog-
rapher who does his research ahead of time, really thinks about 
the shots ahead of time. I try not to be too micro-managey, but 
I also don’t want to be surprised when I see the film, and I don’t 
want the photographer to be surprised when they get my reac-
tion to it.”

AMY PEREIRA, MSNBC.COM
“We spend a lot of time researching and watching what people 
are doing. We look at agencies, of course, photographer’s web-
sites, Instagram and other social platforms, award and grant 
winners,” director of photography Amy Pereira says of her photo 
team, which includes three associate photo editors and a senior 
photo editor, who fill photo requests and conduct research, 
and also assign features and photo essays on news and social 
issues. “We are looking not only for great photographers, those 
who can compose an engaging and interesting photograph, but 
they should also be solid journalists who can report a story with 
depth and intelligence. That includes complete, accurate cap-
tions, [and] multiple aspects and perspectives on a story.”
She adds, “I have a particular love of photo essays, which are so 
much more than just a series of photos in a slide show.” 

What I’m 
particularly 
looking for is 
a narrative.”
—HELEN ROSNER, EATER
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By David Walker

Brooklyn-based photographer James Farrell shares some 
valuable lessons he learned from the photographers he 

used to assist, about how to negotiate (and collect) the fees and 
expenses required to deliver the production values his clients 
expect. 

1. ALWAYS ASK WHAT THE CLIENT’S BUDGET IS.
“I used to send out estimates that covered everything, to 

shoot for my dream. Now I ask what the budget is,” Farrell says. 
“That’s because the answer tells me whether they’re working 
with real money, or with $1,000.”

Knowing what the client has to spend gives Farrell the param-
eters he needs to plan the shoot, and make it work on the client’s 
budget. For instance, it gives him an idea of how many assistants 
he will be able to afford, whether there will be enough money to 
hire a digital tech, and what level of talent he’ll be able to hire for 
the job. 

2. PUSH FOR A BIGGER BUDGET, AND  
JUSTIFY THE ADDED EXPENSES.

“I always push to see what [money] they have,” Farrell says. 
One client recently offered him a flat fee for a shoot, but it was 
clear to Farrell they expected higher production values than the 
budget allowed for. He told the client he needed an additional 
$500 to rent the lights required for the job. “They came back 
with $400.” It was $400 more than they originally said they 
could pay.

Farrell says he also pushes on fees for his assistants, and 
asks to bring two instead of one. Most clients resist, but he 
tells them that the assistants he hires are going to help make 
the client’s day less stressful. Usually, clients accept that 
reasoning. Farrell notes, however, that commercial clients are 
more easily convinced to increase a shoot budget. “Editorial 
budgets are a little more strict.”

3. KNOW THE GOING FEES AND PRODUCTION 
COSTS SO YOU DON’T UNDER-VALUE YOUR 
WORK.

Photographers’ fee and expenses vary by market. He uses 
BlinkBid estimating software for guidance. BlinkBid and similar 
estimating software (such as fotoQuote) provide only ranges of 
numbers, rather than exact estimates. For more exact numbers, 
Farrell compares notes with other photographers he knows. 

4. WHEN TRIMMING AN ESTIMATE, CUT  
EXPENSES—NOT YOUR FEE.

When a client tells Farrell that a bid he’s submitted is too 
high, “I never cut my own fee. We have to stand strong on 
that,” he says. Cutting your fee signals to the client you’ll work 
for less than you have in the past, or for less than what other 
photographers charge. 

7 Tips for Getting 
Clients to Pay 
What You Are 
Worth
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I used to send 
out estimates 
that covered 
everything, to 
shoot for my 
dream. Now I 
ask what the 
budget is.” 

Instead, find ways to cut expenses if you have to 
lower your bid to make it more competitive. Farrell 
says he recently submitted an $80,000 estimate for 
an ad campaign, and the client told him competing 
bids were $60,000 to $70,000. He brought his overall 
number in line by cutting talent costs. “I had gone to 
a higher-end model agency–Wilhelmina. The client 
wasn’t willing to pay that much, so we found a cheaper 
source for that.”

5. CHARGE RENTAL FEES—REGARDLESS 
OF WHETHER YOU RENT GEAR, OR USE 
YOUR OWN.

“There are plenty of photographers who don’t 
charge [rental fees] for gear they personally own,” 
Farrell says. But charging clients for use of your gear 
used to be the custom, and it makes good business 
sense to Farrell. Gear costs money, and it is subject to 
wear and tear. If you don’t charge clients to rent your 
gear, you’re subsidizing them by paying for something 
they would otherwise have to pay for you to rent.

6. CHARGE FOR THE LITTLE EXTRAS 
THAT CLIENTS ASK FOR.

When clients ask Farrell on set to shoot things that 
were not part of the estimate, “be up front and po-
lite. Go along with it and just ask them: Do you have 

more budget for this?” Farrell says clients under-
stand that the extras cost money, and they’re willing 
to pay if you ask.

7. BE DIRECT—BUT POLITE—ABOUT  
LATE PAYMENTS.

Farrell says he typically lets clients take up to 90 
days to pay. That’s a long time for photographers 
trying to sustain the cash flow of a small business, 
but not unreasonable for accounting departments of 
big companies, where a series of small, unintentional 
delays can quickly add up to a drawn-out payment 
schedule.

Once payment is 90 days overdue, Farrell sends 
a friendly reminder email, with the original invoice 
attached. “Most of the time I’ll get an email back that 
says, ‘Sorry, it did fall through the cracks.’ And usual-
ly I’ll get a check within two weeks,” he says.

What you don’t want to do, he advises, is to get 
heated about late payments. “You have to be polite. 
[The] next time they hire someone, they’re going to 
remember that last interaction with you–especially if 
it’s in the form of a letter from your lawyer.” That said, 
Farrell says he would contact a lawyer if the client still 
hasn’t paid after six months, assuming the invoice is 
for enough money to justify the legal expense. 
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In our profiles of the photographers selected 
for PDN’s 30 2016, they explain some of 

what it took to make their marks in today’s 
photography business, and recall the most 
useful lessons they learned along the way. Here 
they offer more of their experiences, providing 
useful insights for all photographers.

FINDING A CREATIVE VOICE
Natalie Keyssar: 
I think the most important thing I’ve learned is 
to focus on subjects that I’m obsessed with:  
Things that make me happy or angry or sad 
or all of the above, things that take a while to 

How the PDN’s 30 2016 
Broke into Photography
By the editors of PDN

understand. Because if you’re going to make 
good work about anything, you’re going to 
need to stick around for a while, you’re going 
to need to get into a long-term relationship. 
You’re going to need to fight with it and make 
up and come back and not want to poke your 
eyes out when you look at the pictures for the 
thousandth time and realize you need to go 
back and shoot more. If you find subjects that 
you’re interested enough in to sustain that 
type of process, then eventually, you’re going 
to a find your voice and you’re going to make 
something that’s unique to you, your vision 
and the subject. Without that, you’re just 

following the news around imitating photographers that 
have already done it better.

Anand Varma: 
You take on a project; it seems like an impossible thing. You 
break it down, and you try to make it into these manage-
able problems and solve each one of these in a sequential 
way, and somehow you get to the end of it, you have a 
publishable piece, it goes out, and then the next week it 
feels like you’re starting from scratch again. I thought I just 
did the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and now I have to do 
something harder. It’s both a blessing and a curse…I want 
that challenge, I want to be creatively pushed, I want to 
be working at my mental and intellectual capacity. But so 
much of my time is spent thinking this is such a mistake. 
Why did I promise I could do this? How is this going to work 
out? This is going to fail miserably and why should I keep 
doing this? The biggest thing I struggle with is figuring out 
how to keep moving forward in the face of massive exis-
tential questions of, “Why am I doing this?” I think the way 
I’ve overcome it so far is, like I said, trying to set aside that 
bigger question… and breaking it down into what can I do 
about it today…As long as I have one more experiment to 
try, one more step to take, one more email that I can send 
to try to build a connection to a lab, then there’s a reason 
to keep moving forward, and that seems to be a key to 
tackling these bigger challenges.

Ciril Jazbec: 
The most important lesson I learned in school is to do 
things I care about. You don’t want to go somewhere 
and work on a story because you think it’ll sell, you have 
to do things that when you were a child you were crazy 
about. That’s powerful.

River Jordan: 
I had an amazing instructor when I was at Art Center 
[College of Design]. His name was Paul Jasmin. [He] asked 
to see some of my work and he says, “You need to go shoot 
your fantasy, whatever that is.” [T]hose words stuck with 
me, and it was: go curate your life story and make it amaz-
ing and make it a story that you want to live. So as soon 
as I was able to trust that and hone in on that and start 
traveling and taking photos for myself, everything started 
to open up because it was getting back to the basics and 
I’m not trying to fake anything. It was just: This is what I do 
and who I am. So finding stories came a lot more naturally.

ON MARKETING AND RUNNING A BUSINESS
Winnie Au: 
In our industry, being a great photographer is more 
than creating pictures with great lighting. Now I admire 

what the photographers are doing before and after the 
shoot—you don’t realize how much was going on behind 
the scenes until you do it yourself. Great photographers 
are also great managers and directors.

Chris Patey: 
I learned a lot as an assistant with Norman Jean Roy. Out 
at dinner on a travel job, [I was] talking about how I wanted 
to shoot and I had been shooting and everything else, 
and he goes, “All right, if I’m an editor and I ask you why 
should I hire you, what would your answer be?” I thought 
about it for a minute, and didn’t really know. He said, 
“Then you’re not ready. The answer is: ‘Because I can do it 
better. Whatever you have or whoever you have doing this 
is great and everything, but I can do it better.’” The other 
piece of advice I got from that same dinner was: When you 
show your work, you need to be confident in your work. 
You’re not there trying to get an opinion about your work. 
You need to have it in your mind that if they don’t like 
it, then they’re just not getting it. There are clients that 
really well established photographers will never shoot for 
because [the clients] don’t like their work…Your work sits 
somewhere and someone will love it as long as it’s to a 
certain level of quality and you get it out there enough.

[Art Streiber] showed me a lot about how he brands 
himself and the level of consistency that you have to 
have as a photographer—to the point where people will 
hopefully see a photograph and know right away that it’s 
your photograph. But beyond that, the branding that goes 
along with sending promos, with the website, letterhead, 
the checks: Everything that comes out of the office has 
you stamped on it.

David Urbanke: 
Knowing your self-worth is incredibly important. You do 
experience clients that will hire you and then negotiate 

The most important lesson I learned 
in school is to do things I care 
about.” —CIRIL JAZBEC
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the rate you agreed on. Stay on top of your 
emails, the details, the facts. It’s so important! 
I’ve learned from making mistakes and taking 
jobs I maybe shouldn’t have. Not all clients are 
bad, but be careful.

Natalie Keyssar: 
I saw Nan Goldin speak at LOOK3 [Festival 
of the Photograph] a few years back, and she 
said something along the lines of, “When I see a 
picture I want to make, I shoot it, and I sort out 
the rest later.” Hearing that was a big epiphany 
for me. Sticking a camera in peoples faces, 
asking if you can shoot strangers…It takes a 
lot of mental energy to ask for something from 
a stranger. It’s really easy to talk yourself out 
of shooting a picture. You can think “She might 
get mad” or “He’s too upset right now” or “This 
situation is too crazy.” So hearing Goldin say 
that just sort of branded it into my head, that 
when you see an image you want, you take, 
or you miss it forever. It’s been really import-
ant for me to set as a goal to stop hesitation 
or doubt from hindering my process, while 
maintaining respect for subjects especially in 
delicate circumstances.

KEEP LEARNING
Stephanie Gonot: 
[While working at Redeye Reps] I learned the sort 
of business person I wanted to be, and also at 
Redeye we had a lot of photographers just com-
ing in either to consult with us or they wanted to 
be repped by us. They’d come in and share their 
portfolios with us. I actually think I got a lot out 
of that.

I saw some people coming in and it was like, 
“I used to be working, why am I not working 

Photos (top to bottom) © Natalie Keyssar;  David Urbanke 

Photos (L to R) © Damon Casarez; Christopher Patey

now?” They were grumpy and their work 
hadn’t been evolving. So that was something 
that I noticed. You can’t just keep doing the 
same thing and hope that people will hire you 
for that exact same thing. You have to keep 
doing things that excite you, and also not just 
assume that work is going to come your way.

Ciril Jazbec: 
I’ve been always looking for criticism, I still do 
workshops with photographers I admire, in Slo-
venia. We also have an unofficial collective that 
meets. We show each other our work. I trust 
them and they give constructive criticism. 
There’s no other way to progress.

Damon Casarez: 
Keeping pressure and stress on yourself is 
when you learn the most about yourself and 
what you can accomplish…I always try to keep 
as busy as I can when I’m not working much, by 
reading on topics I want to pursue with personal 
projects or trying to come up with a new promo 
that’s different from what I’ve done in the past. 
It’s important to have this type of pressure and 
the feeling that you’re always trying to complete 
a goal. Having interests beyond photography is 
as important as challenging yourself to make 
new, relevant work, keep your business running 
smoothly and keeping client relationships up. 
For me, spending time alone fishing or camping 
in the woods a few times a year becomes a form 
of therapy where I’m not talking to anyone or 
thinking about work. 

Photos (top to bottom) © Anand Varma; Ciril Jazbec
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By David Walker

Over the past two years, Brooklyn-based pho-
tographer Frances F. Denny has launched a 

multi-track career in fine-art, editorial and com-
mercial work. Radius books published her first 
monograph, Let Virtue Be Your Guide, in December 
2016, and she has been busy shooting for com-
mercial clients including Chipotle Mexican Grill, 
online fashion retailer MM.LaFleur and digital 
communications agency Logic & Grace. Denny has 

How Frances F. Denny 
Made the Jump From 
Assistant to Fine-Art 
and Ad Photographer A

ll 
ph

ot
os

 ©
 F

ra
nc

es
 F

. D
en

ny

also shot editorial assignments for ArtReview, 
Architectural Digest, The Boston Globe and other 
publications.

“I realized that one practice could feed the 
other,” Denny says of pursuing both fine-art and 
commercial work. Commercial work supports her 
fine-art projects, she explains, and the different 
types of work satisfy different sides of her per-
sonality. “I’m an introvert at heart. I can be alone 
for days on end, working in the studio. But I also 
love collaboration with clients.”

The key to her success can be summed up in one 
word: networking. Nearly all of her assignments, 
as well as her book deal, have landed in her lap 
through her personal and professional connec-
tions.

She graduated from New York University in 
2007 with a BA in a self-designed major that 
included a lot of feminist theory and women’s 
studies. Her liberal arts education informs her 

work creatively, but also taught her invaluable 
communication skills. “It’s essential to have 
strong writing skills. You have to be profession-
al, and write in a way that’s clear, organized and 
expressive,” she says.

Immediately after college, she worked as an 
intern at a New York City art gallery. When offered 
a job there as a receptionist, she quit. “I felt: I want 
to make work that’s hanging on these walls, not 
answer the phones,” she says.

Denny had always been interested in photog-
raphy, and through her cousin Mary Blair Hansen 
(editor of the book Dash Snow: I Love You, Stupid), 
Denny landed an internship in 2008 with photog-
rapher Kava Gorna, whose career balances fine-
art and commercial photography.

After the internship, Denny took a summer 
course at Maine Media Workshops that convinced 
her to devote herself to photography.

Back in New York, she began working as a 
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darkroom assistant at the International Center of Photography and started 
meeting photographers. She also started studying the websites of pho-
tographers whose work she admired. She noticed that many had gone to 
art school, or had an MFA, or both. And many were able to teach because 
they had MFAs. “I liked the idea of doing commercial work. They were doing 
that. I liked the idea of teaching, too. But I had no technical experience, so I 
wasn’t getting assisting jobs beyond internships.”

She enrolled in ICP’s General Studies program to get technical training. 
Just before graduation, she cast about for jobs. Through ICP she was 
introduced to a photographer she admired, Hannah Whitaker, who had 
earned her MFA at ICP. Whitaker, an in-house photographer, hired Denny as 
her assistant at W magazine. In six months, Denny says, she learned from 
Whitaker most of what she knows about lighting and composition. She also 
observed how Whitaker— like Gorna—balanced assignments and fine-art 
work.

Denny enrolled at the Rhode Island School of Design in 2012. While 
there, she periodically assisted wedding photographer Lucy Brown  
Armstrong, a family friend. By watching Armstrong work, Denny says, she 
learned valuable networking skills. For instance, Armstrong was good at 
meeting people at weddings, which often led to future gigs.

While at RISD, Denny was also starting to get assignments. “Some of 
them were big shoots for me at the time,” she says.

All of them were through personal connections. ArtReview hired her 
on a recommendation from a writer friend (and PDN contributor) Brienne 
Walsh to shoot a feature story about the New York art gallery scene. That 
led to another assignment for the magazine.

Architectural Digest also called with an assignment. “They were doing 
a travel piece about Providence. A good friend of mine is a senior writ-

er there. He pitched me as a 
photographer.” That assignment 
led to another for the magazine, 
shooting a portrait of a RISD 
textile artist.

Last summer, after she gradu-
ated, she got a small assignment 
from MM.LaFleur, the online 
retailer specializing in business 
attire for women. The first  
assignment led to another, 
shooting a portrait of MM.LaF-
leur’s founder. “We got along. I 
met the whole team, and now I 
shoot for them all the time.”

MM.LaFleur was a start-up at 
that time. It has since grown rap-
idly, and Denny says she’s grown 
with it. Most of her assignments 
are for MM.LaFleur’s social 
media accounts and its online 
magazine called The M Dash. 
It features “interesting women 
doing interesting work,” Denny 
explains. “They hire me to shoot 
a lot of the profile [portraits] for 
them.”

MM.LaFleur editor-in-chief 
Tory Hoen says the company 
hires Denny frequently because 
of her style, her ability to make 
subjects comfortable in front of 
the camera and her “ability to 
roll with the punches. We have 

to improvise as we go, and she’s up for that. She 
contributes at every level, including styling and 
scouting, and goes above and beyond her role as a 
photographer to help a shoot come together,” Hoen 
says.

Denny says she likes working with repeat clients. 
“They’re the best kind because you have a better 
sense of what works, what they expect, and they 
know what your strengths are.”

She has done some email promotions to ex-
pand her client base. But most of her work comes 
through word-of-mouth recommendations and 
networking, including people she meets on jobs.

“There’s a lot to be said for jobs leading to other 
jobs. If you do the job well, and get along with the 
client, that can lead to another job with them, and 
that’s great for both of you,” she says, noting that 
subsequent jobs may also require “a well-timed 
follow-up email or two.”

For instance, a subject she photographed for 
MM.LaFleur ended up going to work for Logic & 
Grace, giving Denny her “in” with that client. Last 
summer, she took an assignment to shoot promo-
tional photos for the NoMad Bar in New York. The 
photos ended up on various food blogs, and archi-
tects Stonehill & Taylor, the designers of the bar, 
called Denny to shoot other projects they had done.

Meanwhile, her fine-art career has also been 
propelled by her networking. Denny started “Let 
Virtue Be Your Guide”—a project about her family—
in 2010. She completed it while she was attending 
RISD, where she took a class about photo books 
from Thomas Palmer.

He invited Todd Bradway, formerly director of title 
acquisitions at D.A.P and now director of publishing 
at David Zwirner Books, to talk to the class. Brad-
way liked Denny’s project, and asked her to keep 
in touch. She emailed him once the project was 
finished.

“He said, ‘This is a book,’” Denny recounts. 
Bradway put her in touch with David Chickey, the 
publisher, designer and editorial director of Radius 
Books. 

Asked what advice she has for others trying to 
establish photography careers, Denny reeled off a 
list. First, she says, “Take any job that comes along, 
within reason. Just say yes to the job, and figure 
out how to shoot it later.”

Second, “Go to as many shoots as possible, and 
observe. You’ll learn a lot.”

Third, “Be good at pleasing clients. Write short, 
polite emails. Have clever ideas, and get ahead 
of problems, by anticipating them and coming up 
with solutions.”

Fourth, she says, “Outsource the things you need 
help with. You can’t do everything.”

And finally, “Never work for free. People will often 
ask you to work for free. I turn them down politely. 
[Doing that] is beneficial to you, and the rest of us 
trying to make a living as photographers.” 

Go to as many 
shoots as possible, 
and observe. You’ll 
learn a lot.”
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By David Walker

Ari Michelson spent a decade assisting top photographers in 
Los Angeles after he studied photography at Santa Monica 

College, but thought of himself as a photographer from the 
start. “I was always shooting from day one—testing, shoot-
ing horrible things. I never wanted to be an assistant, 
but at the same time, I loved it. I loved the people I 
worked for, and I learned everything I could. Then 
one day I got too big for my britches.”

That was ten years after he started 
assisting, though. Originally, Michelson 
aspired to shoot like the two photog-
raphers he admired most: Helmut 
Newton and Joel-Peter Witkin. But the 
dream was going nowhere. “Back then I 
didn’t have the balls to ask someone to get 
naked, or shoot a corpse,” he says. One day 
around 1999 he got a job through some friends as 
a third assistant for Peggy Sirota, and it changed the 
course of his career. “She had this beautiful freshness, 
and I was inspired by it,” Michelson says. “I got behind the 
curtain. I watched and I learned.”

That led to other stints as an assistant. “I took any [assist-
ing] job to survive,” he says, but he worked primarily for Sirota, 
Jeff Lipsky and Sheryl Nields. “I loved their work. I would make 
any excuse to get out of other jobs [if one of those photogra-
phers called].”

Michelson says the most important lesson he learned was 
how to work with celebrities. “They’re just people. It would be 
hard to treat them as just people if you’ve never assisted. You 
might be intimidated. Talk, timing, anticipation: You learn all that 
assisting,” he says.

Michelson continued shooting personal work, too. “I shot all 
the time with the intent of becoming a photographer,” he says. 
Eventually he got some small assignments for music maga-
zines and as a set photographer for music videos. “I also took 
any look book assignment I could get my hands on,” he says.

Anxious to get advertising jobs and finally break out on his 
own, Michelson asked a rep he’d met through his assisting 
work—Tricia Burlingham of Artist Representation in Burbank, 
California—to look at his photographs. She saw Michelson’s 
potential, and in 2008 began grooming him for big assignments, 
he says.

One of the first things she did with Michelson was go 
through magazines, pulling out tearsheets and discussing 
them. “She was trying to raise my level of awareness [and] 
expand my visual vocabulary,” he says. She asked him to 
show her what he liked, what he loved, what he hated—and 
to explain why. Then she used those discussions to talk about 
what was missing from his photos that could take them to the 
next level.

Ari Michelson’s 
Professional Transition

FROM ASSISTANT TO PHOTOGRAPHER:
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And, Michelson says, “She started giving me 
homework in the form of test shoot assignments.” 
Burlingham would critique the shoots, calling 
attention to all the details, including lighting, hair 
and makeup, and retouching. Eventually she began 
to edit every image Michelson had ever shot for a 
portfolio.

“It took months,” Michelson says. “We got it 
down to 40 or 50 images.” Burlingham asked for 
retouched, color-corrected prints of all of them. 
That turned out to be a good exercise in retouching, 
Michelson says.

In 2009, she helped Michelson get his first big 
assignment: a shoot for Esquire magazine’s “Women 
We Love” column. The subject was Anna Torv, star 
of the Fox television series Fringe. In early 2011, 
Burlingham landed 
Michelson his first 
big advertising job for 
Häagen-Dazs. It was 
a studio shoot for an 
ad campaign in Asia, 
and it seemed daunt-
ing at the time. But 
Michelson says, “I’ve 
always wanted more 
than I could handle.” 
The job was a success, 
and Michelson says it 
“made me say, ‘It’s time 
to go.’”

By that he meant it 
was time to quit assist-
ing, as well as to end the 
coaching sessions—and 
his professional relation-
ship—with Burlingham. 
“I owe her my beginning,” 
Michelson says, but adds 
he didn’t feel that the 
chemistry was right for a 
long-term rep-photographer 
relationship.

Michelson signed with August, a celebrity photo 
syndication agency in Los Angeles. The agency 
helped him line up meetings with reps and potential 
clients in New York City last year. In preparation for 
the trip, he went through all of his work once again, 
and re-did his portfolio.

The difference between the first and second 
portfolio, he says, was that the new images put more 
emphasis on test shots that reflected his vision, 
and less on the small assignments he’d shot as an 
assistant. “They were my locations, my subjects, my 
pictures,” he says.

Another difference was the higher caliber of the 

models and subjects in his second portfolio. “The 
more you shoot and the better your work gets, the 
more recognizable the [celebrities] and the more 
beautiful the models” who are willing to work with 
you, Michelson explains.

All the small improvements added up. “I was 
printing out pictures I was feeling excited about, as 
opposed to work that I thought was OK. When you 
go into a meeting with images you’re excited about, 
and have stories about, it gives you a huge psycho-
logical boost and all this positive energy. I got great 
feedback,” he recounts.

But he also noticed that he had some portfolio 
images that photo editors and art directors weren’t 
responding to. “They were like: Hmm, why is this 
picture in here?” So after that first day of meet-
ings, he removed half of the images, following the 
advice of a friend he was staying with. “He said, 

‘[Art directors and photo editors] 
don’t want to see what you can 
do. They want to see what you 
do do.’

“It’s hard to interpret that,” 
Michelson continues. “But [the 
implication] is that [photogra-
phers] can try to do anything 
and everything. But what 
is our style? What is really 
great to us? Those words 
my friend said were huge. 
[At meetings] the next day, 
I was like, ‘This is what I do. 
This is me.’”

As a result of that trip, 
Michelson ended up sign-
ing on with Creative24 
for representation. Since 
then he’s shot numerous 
assignments. Advertis-

ing clients have included adidas, Fox 
Motocross, Anchor Blue, Red Bull, Sony and Virgin 
Records. He’s also done editorial work for Redbook, 
Shape, More, Lucky, FHM and Esquire (He shot two 
more “Women We Love” columns with actors Daniela 
Ruah and Kristen Bell).

Asked what advice he has for other photogra-
phers trying to transition, Michelson warns against 
underestimating the importance of energy and 
personality. “People say: It’s all about the work. But 
it’s not. Your work is a big thing, but your personali-
ty is a huge part of it.”

To tap into the positive energy that gives clients 
confidence, Michelson says, “You have to find peo-
ple [along the way] who believe in you. You just have 
to find people who can help you build your self-confi-
dence in any way, shape or form.”  

She was trying 
to raise my level 
of awareness 
[and] expand 
my visual 
vocabulary.”

By David Walker

Photographer Jesse Dittmar’s career took off 
last year after an assignment to photograph 

actress and musician Idina Menzel for  
The Washington Post. Suddenly he was getting 
calls to shoot celebrities for Rolling Stone, the 
Village Voice and The Hollywood Reporter, among 
other magazines. He has since landed advertising 
jobs, too.

What seemed like sudden success, though, was 
the culmination of a long, sustained effort to launch 

How Jesse Dittmar 
launched his portrait 

photography career

FROM ASSISTANT TO 
PHOTOGRAPHER:

his career. He’d worked for five years as an assis-
tant, building his portfolio all the while with test 
shoots. Once he stopped assisting, he spent more 
than a year trying to meet as many photo editors 
as he could, and taking any small job that came his 
way. “I had 50 to 100 meetings with people before I 
got the Post job,” he says. 

Every job he’s landed so far has resulted directly or 
indirectly from those meetings. “Word of mouth is the 
most important thing,” he says. “That, combined with 
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shooting as much as possible so I can meet people.”
Dittmar started assisting right out of college. He 

freelanced for three years, then spent two years as a 
full-time assistant for Ben Baker. “As a freelancer, you 
get to see how different photographers do things, how 
they solve problems, what kind of lighting they use, 
[and] how they interact with people. Working with Ben, 
it was valuable to see the process every step of the 
way.”

From Baker, Dittmar learned how to handle big celeb-
rity shoots. “Ben is a master of getting as many setups 
as he can in very little time,” Dittmar says, recounting 
the seven setups Baker managed to pull off in a 20-min-
ute session with Michelle Obama at the White House. 

In his spare time, Dittmar did test shoots. “My goal 
was not to be an assistant. It was to be a photog-
rapher,” he says. About two years ago, he reached 
the point where he wasn’t learning any more as an 
assistant. He started showing his portfolio around 
to potential clients, and decided to quit assisting 
altogether in late 2012 when he was forced to choose 
between an assisting job and a small assignment. “I 
wanted photo editors and art buyers to think of me as 
a photographer, not an assistant,” he says. 

Dittmar credits a college friend, Jacqueline Bovaird 
of LL Reps, with helping him get his career as a photog-
rapher started. “She would push me: ‘Go to photogra-
phy events, go meet people, go talk to them.’ That got 
me off my ass to go to meetings [with potential clients],” 
Dittmar says.

Those meetings started paying off slowly with small 
assignments. For instance, he showed his portfolio to 
BlackBook magazine, which doesn’t pay fees, but takes 
chances on new talent. Dittmar hit it off with the photo 
editor because he had pictures in his portfolio of sever-
al Brooklyn-based indie bands that they both liked. 

Through BlackBook assignments, he ended up meet-
ing a publicist who had dated one of his best friends 
from high school. As a result of that connection, he got 
his first assignment shooting actor and B-list celebrity 
Josh Gad.

Those connections happen over and over again “be-
cause I don’t sit at home. I’m not some brooding artist 

If I have time, 
I’ll shoot it. 
That’s how I 
got [the client] 
Wheels Up.”

in the corner,” Dittmar says. “I like meeting 
people. I like talking about my work, about what 
the people I meet are doing. I consider meetings 
[with clients] very much like shoots, figuring out 
what the person I’m meeting with is about.”

Everywhere he travels, Dittmar tries to 
arrange meetings with clients he wants to work 
for. “Most of the meetings I go to, I know the 
publication because I’m a fan,” he says.  

He got a meeting in the fall of 2013 with 
Anne Farrar, senior photo editor for features at 
The Washington Post. Shortly afterwards, she 
needed someone in New York to photograph 
Idina Menzel, who provided the voice of the 
Snow Queen Elsa in Frozen, the 2013 Disney 
animated film. 

“He charmed me with his passion and drive 
to succeed. It didn’t hurt that he had been a 
successful assistant dealing with high-profile 
personalities,” Farrar says, adding that she also 
saw in his portfolio “a glimmer of where he was 
going with his style and lighting technique.”

Around the same time he photographed  
Menzel, Dittmar sent a personal email to Village 
Voice art director Jesus Diaz, explaining that it 
was his dream to shoot for the publication. He 
got a meeting with Diaz, and then got a call the 
same day to shoot a cover photo of singer Sharon 
Jones. 

“That picture re-sold to Rolling Stone, New 

York magazine, and a bunch of others. That was huge 
for me,” Dittmar says.

One of Dittmar’s strategies has been to take every 
assignment he’s offered, no matter how small, because 
those assignments lead to unexpected opportunities. “If 
I have time, I’ll shoot it. That’s how I got Wheels Up,” he 
says.

The New York-based jet taxi service is his biggest com-
mercial client to date. He’s shot three assignments, all of 
them testimonial ads showing portraits of people who use 
the service posed inside or in front of the client’s jets.

Dittmar got his first Wheels Up assignment because a 
college friend told him that her new boss needed a head 
shot. He took the job. “I treated it like a magazine shoot, 
and took the best picture I could,” he says. His friend’s 
boss loved it. 

“Four months later I got an e-mail from her”—his 
friend’s boss—“with an art director’s name attached.” 
The message was a recommendation for Dittmar to 
the art director on the Wheels Up account. 

“My entire career to this point has been 100-percent 
predicated on interactions like that,” Dittmar says. “If 
you knock it out of the park, and you’re nice, people are 
going to think of you for the next thing they need.”

Dittmar’s goal now is to expand his advertising work. 
He has just signed with commercial rep Cynthia Held 
(Redux will continue to represent him for editorial stock 
sales). Dittmar says, “Cynthia immediately doubles my 
efforts. She’s going to push me to do the [traditional] 
marketing to expand my business that way.” 


