
Long before art galleries got hip to the ar-
tistic merit and commercial value of color 
photography, there have been a handful 
of photographers who are true color in-
novators. Eric Meola is one of those par-
ticularly inventive and imaginative artists, 
along with photographers Ernst Haas, Pete 
Turner and Jay Maisel. 

Mutual friend and fellow photographer 
Pete Turner asked Eric to give me a call 
while Eric was visiting my hometown 
Sante Fe, NM. Over drinks at a local hotel 
we talked about our lives and work. It was 
a rare opportunity to meet with one of the 
masters of photography. 

Eric grew up in Syracuse, NY, where his 

father had a medical practice. Eric loved 
magic tricks and reading about Harry 
Houdini. At 14, he was introduced to one 
of his father’s patients, an engineer whose 
hobby was photography. He taught Eric 
how to develop film and make prints. Eric 
says, “The first time I saw a print come 
up in the developer it was, well, magic! I 
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remember very clearly that I knew at 
that very instant I wanted to become 
a photographer.”

His father shared Eric’s love of pho-
tography and together they would 
eagerly scour through Life magazine. 
Says Eric, “I recall waiting by the 
front door every week for Life to be 
delivered, memorizing the names of 
all the great photographers of that 
era that the magazine published. My 
dad loved photographer W. Eugene 
Smith’s ‘Country Doctor’ photo essay 
shot in the small town of Krem-
ming, CO, and the captivating 
coverage he did on Dr. Albert  
Schweitzer in French Equatorial 
Africa, now called Gabon.” Eric 
continues, “I would look at the work 
of photographers like [Henri] Cart-
ier-Bresson, Richard Avedon, David 
Douglas Duncan, even Mathew 
Brady.”

Eric’s first forays into photography 
got a kick-start from his job as a phar-
macy soda jerk. With his earnings, 
Eric built a darkroom and bought a 

camera, and would walk down the 
street, shooting away. Largely self-
taught, Eric studied Look magazine 
in addition to his weekly Life issues. 
“Whereas Life was reportage and 
mostly black and white, Look was art, 
architecture and lifestyle,” says Eric. “It 
was photographers Irving Penn, Bert 
Stern and Pete Turner, whose work I 
loved and seemed the most inventive. 
I knew when I saw a specific image 
that it must have been taken by him, 
and it always was.”

While in his third year in college, 
Eric had the opportunity to interview 
his idol, Pete Turner. Eric comments, 
“I was knocked out that he took the 
time to see me and he said to come 
back the next year after I graduated, 
but I didn’t think anything would 
come of it.” After graduating from 
Syracuse University with a bache-
lor’s degree in literature, Eric worked 
as Pete Turner’s studio assistant for 
18 months from 1969 to 1970, before 
opening his own studio. Eric shares, 
“Pete was demanding, but I wouldn’t 
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trade those days for 
anything. He taught me 
how to think about a job, 
both in terms of the cre-
ativity but also the busi-
ness side. He was a great 
teacher in many ways 
that most of the assis-
tants, in what became 
known as ‘Pete Turner 
U,’ didn’t appreciate or 
fully understand at the 
time.” During his time 
working for Turner, Eric 
learned an invaluable 
lesson about artistic vi-
sion. He shares, “Peter 
had a unique vision and 
I realized from the start 
that’s why the phone 
rang, because someone 
wanted him to project 

his vision onto their world, their product 
or their story.”

Inspired by his mentors, Eric embarked 
on his photographic journey. “I started 
making images when photography was 
about inspiration. I was inspired by my 
mentors, and by their love of their craft and 
the magical way in which they captured 
and manipulated both the light and mo-
ments in time.”

Eric’s first camera was an Asahi Pentax 
K, a classic single-lens reflex from the 60s, 
along with an early Weston handheld light 
meter. When he first started shooting with 
digital cameras six years ago, he wasn’t 
happy with the results from the RAW pro-
cessing engines, nor with the early digital 
cameras because the files couldn’t be 
pushed much and the shadows were noisy. 
He still likes film better in many ways, but 
he saw the potential for where photography 
was headed. Eric says, “Nearly every year 
there’s been a huge jump in quality—the 
sensors are far better, the computers have 
more processing power. But it’s the RAW 
processing engines and software that have 
improved the most. Now I only shoot with 
Canon EOS full-frame digital cameras. I 
find I’m shooting a lot more because it’s 
fun having the immediate feedback and 
you can shoot in light that was impossible 
to shoot in just a few years ago.”

Currently, Eric is researching half a 
dozen potential projects—mostly books. 
Specifically, he would like to do a book 
on America as “pop art.” Not the old gas 
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Eric Meola’s Advice for New Photographers
Whoever you are, it’s a long road—you earn your way and you pay your dues. Apprentice, 

apprentice, apprentice—work for someone whose work you like. It’s a way to understand and live the 
daily routine in the real world of how jobs evolve, working with location scouts, meeting art directors, 
bidding jobs. But don’t be afraid to go out on your own and be ready to starve for more than a few 
years. Practice, practice, practice. Tiger Woods didn’t just pick up a bag of clubs and start teeing off 
yesterday. Do your own work—always make your own images, and do your own projects. So many 
photographers look at photography as pointing a camera at a scene and recording it. Technically, yes, 
that’s photography. But no one will be able to look at an image and know it’s yours, simply because—
it isn’t! It’s the image the camera saw. You were just the instrument that pressed the shutter button. 
Either you have a unique way of seeing, or you don’t. But developing that vision and having it mature 
takes time. If I inspire one kid to become a photographer, or to look at photography differently, then I’ve 
accomplished something important.
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stations and such, but contemporary 
America. In addition, he is interested in 
creating a book of black-and-white land-
scapes. His future project ideas are kept in 
stacks of scrapbooks—places he would like 
to go and images that trigger ideas. 

His ideas for books aren’t limited solely 
to his photography either. “There’s only 
one profession harder than photography, 
and that’s writing,” Eric comments. “I’d love 
to write a book about specific images and 
what they mean to me, but you don’t evolve 
as an Errol Morris or a Susan Sontag over-
night. I don’t read much these days because 

I use my eyes so much as it is, but I’m a fan of 
Cormac McCarthy novels as much as I am 
enamored of Peter Matthiessen’s work or the 
incredible essays of Barry Lopez.”

Eric views the rapid technical changes in 
photography with benign interest, instead 
focusing more on the artistic vision of pho-
tography rather than the tricks of the trade. 
“Photography is always about a personal 
vision, about an Edward Curtis wanting to 
photograph American Indians, or Helmut 
Newton photographing nudes. Whether 
one uses digital or film cameras, they are still 
just cameras; it’s all about the one thing 

photography has always been about, which 
is light. For some people it’s form, shape, 
color or shadow. Or simply telling a story.”

He continues, “[Photography is] always 
evolving whether we like it or not. It’s 
strange to me that the era of the great 
photojournalists like [Alfred] Eisenstaedt, 
[Carl] Mydans and [Elliott] Erwitt was so 
short. In 1970, when Life was in its first 
phase of death throes, it was if the world 
had ended for photographers; it is hard to 
believe that today.

“We just think it’s become easier with 
digital cameras, and maybe it has. But in 
some ways I think it’s become harder. Gion 
Mili had to think about his images. And 
in some ways, Ernst Haas’ images came 
about because of the limitations; slow film 
speeds begat slow shutter speeds and some 
memorable studies in blurred motion.”

When Eric is on the road he downloads 
his shoot in the evening, importing the im-
ages into Adobe Lightroom—he likes the 
RAW processing engine, the interface, the 
software’s workflow and processing steps. 
It’s critical for him to keyword immediately, 
especially with a project as intense as his 
recent book on India. He calibrates his 
MacBook Pro before heading off on a 
project, as he likes to do a rough process 
and edit while in the field. Later on, he does 
a critical edit with the images on his 30-
inch Apple Cinema Display, using X-Rite’s 
Eye-One Match software, which he finds 
extremely easy to use and very accurate.

Eric loves having control, being able to 
make his own prints, which he does a lot. 
He likes to see his work large—not just 
as an image through a 4X loupe or on a 
relatively small screen at his desk, with 
its limited color space. “What digital sen-
sors have done for the camera end, inkjet 
printers have done for the printing end 
in terms of immediate feedback,” he says. 
“There’s a gallery mentality that draws a 
line between the old methodology and 
the new—because the galleries feel inkjet 
prints are made by the machine and not 
the photographer. For me it’s only about 
one thing—getting an archival print that 
comes closest to what I see in my mind’s 
eye for the image I’m printing. But that’s 
changing, almost overnight.”

Eric’s photographs are in several private 
collections and museums, including the 
archive of the American Society of Media 
Photographers (ASMP), the National 
Portrait Gallery in Washington, D.C., the 
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International Center of Photography in 
New York, the George Eastman House in 
Rochester, NY, and the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in Munich. He has received nu-
merous awards from The NY Art Directors 
Club and Communication Arts magazine, 
and in 1986 he received the Advertising 
Photographer of the Year award from the 
ASMP. In 1988 he was included in the first 
annual Who’s Who in Advertising; in 1989 

he was the only photographer in Adweek 
magazine’s national creative all-star team. 
Also in 1989 his images for a Timberland 
campaign won him a Clio award, which 
honors creative advertising in package de-
sign, print, radio and television.

In 2004 his first book, Last Places on 
Earth, was published. Sponsored by 

Eastman Kodak, it is an exploration of the 
disappearing beauty of various cultures, 
ceremonies and wildlife in many remote 
areas of the world at the end of the 20th 
century. He is also a popular speaker in 
the Canon’s Explorers of Light program of 
distinguished photographers.

His long list of clients is a virtual who’s 
who of American corporations: Coca-Cola, 
Nikon, IBM, Eastman Kodak, American 
Express, AT&T, Jeep, Porsche, BMW and 
more. His image publication credits in-
clude Life, Travel + Leisure, Time and Es-
quire. Eric resides in New York with his 
wife, Joanna McCarthy, a fine photogra-
pher in her own right. 

Exhibiting his work has been extremely 
rewarding. So much so that he’s donated 
some of the proceeds from sales to two 
preferred charities. Eric shares, “My ex-
hibition in England last year, black-and-
white images of Bruce Springsteen, set a 
world record for print sales. But the best 
thing was that I was able to donate a six-
figure sum from the sales to two charities. 
That was the best, and it was something I 
could never have dreamed of when I made  
the images.

“Galleries and exhibitions and repre-

sentation are a science as well as an art. 
I’ve just started getting into the fine art 
aspects of photography, and it’s easy to 
go off in the wrong direction, so I’m 
approaching it slowly. I’ve won lots of 
awards, but that’s not important to me. I 
want to do what amateurs do; go out and 
take photographs. A few months ago, 
one frigid, early morning in New Mexico, 
I was out photographing with my wife, 
Joanna, when suddenly, for no apparent 
reason, she exclaimed, ‘Photography is 
like being a kid. Forever.’ I’ve never heard 
it said better.” 

Currently Eric is finishing up a major 
photo book on India, which will be re-
leased in October 2008. He did six months 
of research on India before making a trip 
there. To learn more about Eric and his 
photographs, and see a sneak preview of his 
exquisite book, India: In Word and Image, 
go to www.ericmeola.com.

Paul Slaughter is a world-traveled photographer, 
writer and ASMP member residing in Santa Fe, NM. 
Paul specializes in location, stock and fine art pho-
tography. An avid jazz lover, he has an extensive 
photographic collection of jazz legends. You can 
view portfolios of Paul’s work at www.slaughter 
photo.com.

Eric’s After Capture
Printers: Epson, primarily the 7800 and 3800.
Paper: Epson Exhibition Fiber paper or Ilford 
Galerie Gold Fibre Silk. 
Software: Adobe Lightroom; Imageprint 7 
Software RIP, using their profiles; X-Rite Eye-
One Match.
Computer: MacBook Pro, 30-inch Apple 
Cinema Display
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