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Internationally acclaimed photographer Kurt Markus is as at home on a fashion shoot as
he is on location oﬀ the beaten track anywhere in the world. He has made pictures for
Vanity Fair, GQ, Rolling Stone, Vogue, e New York Times Magazine and Esquire.
He has shot advertising campaigns for clients such as Armani, BMW, Sony, Levi’s, Calvin
Klein and Nike. But his home and his heart is in Montana where he was born and raised.

Sean: Kurt, your wife mentioned earlier that you
are spending a lot of time now photographing the
Montana landscape. What are you trying for with
these images?
Kurt: Oh, I am not trying for anything. What I do
now, I do for pleasure. To be able to go out with a
camera with no agenda is pretty special to me.
I don’t feel I have to come up with a concept or
reinvent photography now.
Sean: Do you feel you have already created iconic
images of the American West?
Kurt: Hmm, let’s say up front you would assume
too much that anyone would think I’ve done such a
thing. I certainly don’t. I’ve never consciously
searched for and photographed Americana. At best,
I am a troubled and reluctant patriot, and
the label I would least like applied to me is that of
propagandist. Don’t for a minute think I’m upset
that you posed that question, because I’m not.
What scares me about the idea is that someone
could apply a label to my work, categorise it and
file it away, because I’ve photographed quite a lot
outside this country. I have a significant body of
work done in Yemen, for example. I travelled there
four times between 1996 and 1999. But it is true
that my love affair is with the West. I could never
take my heart elsewhere, not for long. I need the
space and distances as much as I need to eat.
So I photograph this place of mine with deep
affection, even while I see it change in ways I’m
not fond of. And I would just as soon not see
Old Glory flying from oil rigs, subdivisions or
Wal-Mart parking lots, thank you very much.
A little respect for the flag is in order. Fly it in your
soul, I say, and you won’t need to fly it in public.
Sean: Perhaps iconic is the wrong word, but
looking at your work from the early 1990s, you did
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create hugely influential images for some of the
world’s biggest magazines.
Kurt: I happened to get into commercial work at a
really good time for me, given what I liked and
how I liked to make pictures. I never saw myself as
a fashion photographer however, until Bruce Weber
came along.
Through him I got a better sense of how I could
be who I am, and a fashion photographer. I never
thought of myself as being cool or hip or anything,
and I thought those were part of the package you
needed to bring to be a fashion photographer.
I didn’t live in New York and I didn’t think that you
had to play music when taking pictures.
Sean: What do you think was your appeal then?
Kurt: It was a time when skin and sun were being
celebrated. Back then it wasn’t about perfect
retouching. Herb Ritts, Bruce and some other
photographers were doing snapshots of the
sensuality of light and skin, which seemed really
great to me. It meant you could go out into direct
sunlight and photograph; it didn’t have to be this
studio-tweaked lighting. If you are photographing
something that you love, it is a little more
infectious than just being dragged along.
[Laughing] I was probably also hired when the
client couldn’t afford Bruce or Herb.
Sean: This natural approach permeates your
images of the American West. What drew you to
this subject matter?
Kurt: I was working for Western Horseman
Magazine and just became a chronicler of the
West. I even made it to editor of the magazine for a
whole month, at the end of which it was either quit
or be fired. Under slightly different circumstances
I might still be in Colorado as the editor of that
magazine. That was where I was headed and it was
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a shock to have that dream shattered.
Sean: What happened?
Kurt: I had dreams of making the publication a lot
better, but of course I probably would have run it
into the ground. I loved the idea of having this
vehicle through which I could hire other
photographers and writers whose work I really
loved. I thought this was the best of both worlds.
Sean: The images you created from that period are
unforgettable. What was it like to be there and how
were you received?
Kurt: Knowing there were no other photographers
doing this and that I had this world to myself was
tremendous fun. I could lose myself on these
ranches and it was just beautiful; it was wonderful
in fact. I lived with these guys. There were no
barriers; I didn’t have to go to my hotel room an
hour after my assignment was over. I lived the life
and it became my foundation. I was seeing the
world through the prism of people who were off
the grid.
I would do pictures just to collect them. I would
do portraits just to collect them. Collecting
becomes a mania and it sorts out probably some of
the process you would normally go through. “Why
do I want a picture of this person?” “Oh, he’s a
cowboy.” “Okay, I do pictures of cowboys.”
You don’t necessarily have to feel inspired by that
person every single moment you are working.
It’s what I do and then the body of work becomes
something else.
Sean: It’s no secret that Edward Weston is an
inspiration, but just how much has his work
influenced you?
Kurt: Seeing his images I knew instinctively that
photography could be a way of life and that was
what I wanted. There was nothing superficial about
his work; it came from him. That got inside me
and influenced how I approached my photography
on the ranches and with the cowboys. I didn’t think
of a great picture being a cowboy picture; I thought
a great picture could come from anywhere.
Sean: Was this a turning point for you?
Kurt: When I saw Pepper No. 30 it really changed
things for me. I realised that content was
everywhere and that you didn’t have to have
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special access or know someone to make images.
Nothing was keeping you from doing a great
picture other than yourself. I have found that you
have to be obsessed if you want to last in this line
of work because there are too many ups and
downs. But if you are passionate about it, when
you are down you are never really down, because
you can’t be. What sustains you is that at some
point you just go into this other place where you
feel a part of the work and start to feel like your
work has a place in the history of photography;
a small footnote perhaps, but that’s where I wanted
to be. [Laughing] I published a book about Edward
and Brett Weston’s work because I wanted my
name associated with both of them.
Sean: Talking of publishing, I know you are a big
advocate of printing your own work.
Kurt: If you don’t print I don’t see why you would
do this. Photography requires something. I don’t
know exactly what that something is, but it
requires you to put your name on it. You can say,
“This photograph on a computer screen is by Kurt
Markus,” but to me that doesn’t mean anything.
I haven’t touched it and I haven’t signed it.
It’s an unformed feeling I have that, without taking
image making to a print, it’s all just speculation.
You think it’s good, it looks good on the monitor,
but everything looks good on a monitor. They can’t
distinguish between good and bad. It reminds me
of colour transparencies when transmitted light
goes through the image, versus light which is
reflected off the image. These are two very
different visual experiences. For me, going into the
darkroom is a period of reflection and craft.
It’s up or down, whether I am satisfied with my
print-making ability, but at least it completes the
cycle and frees me to move on.
Sean: Did you enjoy this process when working
commercially?
Kurt: When I first started my commercial work,
I believed in doing my own black-and-white
printing; it’s where I came from. I believed that
was a part of the process. I wanted to get it done
here in the studio, so I could see the image, have a
hand in the chemistry and see how it was being
processed. I had three darkrooms working at once
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in my commercial heyday.
Sean: There are not many fashion photographers
working today that could enjoy that luxury.
Kurt: No, but I think the younger generation, that is
being introduced to photography through the
digital medium, who fall in love with it, will
gravitate back towards print making. Otherwise
I think they’ll lose interest. You have to take a
different path if you are going to go into a
darkroom. It is a commitment but, if you make that
commitment, it doesn’t seem like a hassle. If you
want immediate results, however, and you are
getting these wonderful and beautiful prints from
your printer, then it’s a step back. To go back into a
darkroom would require some stamina, and would
be the true mark of someone who is doing it for the
love. Anyone doing it for the satisfaction of
traditional printing will be rewarded by it, but there
will only be a small number of those people.
I have picked up a digital camera twice and I
think it has its place. I did an eyewear shoot in a
studio not so long ago. I was tethered and
connected to a laptop and I had two technicians
that could set the camera for me, and I shot with
that. A few years ago I had a similar experience
shooting a fashion campaign. I think it was the best
way to do it, but it was not satisfying. I only saw a
tenth of the images I shot. That’s the disconnection
commercially that I see happening. The person
actually pressing the shutter is going to be
disconnected from the work more and more.
It’s like professional Hollywood filmmaking. It’s a
collaborative effort.
Sean: But back in the 1990s, weren’t people giving
you their input?
Kurt: Working commercially is like passing a baton
in a race. There may be some photographers out
there that are much more forceful about laying
their hands on the work and guiding it all the way
through publication, but not me. I don’t think I
have ever gotten my way. I developed the attitude
that at some point you are going to have to trust the
people you work with; otherwise you are setting
yourself up for major heartbreak. If you just let go
and trust someone else, potentially what you are
going to do is find out really what their talent level
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is in your estimation, and you will be able to see
your work in other people’s eyes translated; which
is a much more valuable experience to me than just
knowing how it should be presented, because then
you are only working in yourself.
The digital of yesteryear was Polaroid, and I
very quickly got to the place where I wouldn’t do
Polaroids because I could see the process was
leaving my hands. By the time I had done that
Polaroid I was on to doing another picture. I wasn’t
trying to do that one over again and trying to get
off centre and keep it moving. That was my
ambition. I loved the honeymoon period. I didn’t
want to see the pictures as I was making them
because I never really believed that I would know
how to respond to them; especially in front of the
person that I was photographing.
The collaborative part is terrific when you can
surround yourself with people who care about your
work and have some of the same goals as you have.
But if I am doing pictures that I really love doing,
I don’t care what they look like in a magazine or
anywhere else. I have done tons of pictures that
have no afterlife, believe me. But there are times
when I know this is a good picture which, okay, no
one is really saluting now, but I think will have
some lasting power. That is the hope anyway.
I have something that I feel is mine. If it was done
in a way that has some spirit in it, maybe today it’s
not worth showing, but perhaps 10 years from now
it will have a life.
Sean: And what do you make of the moving
image?
Kurt: I ponder the future of photography every now
and again and I think it is becoming motion more
than stills. In the past, trying to tell stories with
stills was called photojournalism. Now, to be able
to do motion easily; that is the story. It is moving,
so why be stuck with pictures that don’t move?
Commercially, the life of the stills photographer is
over. If you look at CNN, or other news
corporations of that size, they are starting to show
primarily the camera work of people that are just
there, and that has the veracity of the raw image.
I was watching Gaddafi being dragged from his
hole. It put me in the place. It was blurry, but so
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real, and reminded me of the newsreel images of
the D-Day landings. You just believed it. This
work is taking the place of professional image
making now there’s a camera in your phone and in
your coffee.
Stills photography is something much more
personal now. Dare I say, it’s art that is not based
on commercialism. I do wonder how we will
document our history now that the digital age is
upon us. I say that because we trust the newsreel
footage of previous events – from wars to civil
rights movements – because people were actually
there. But it seems to me that given the
manipulative quality of digital technology, will we
have an accurate record of what happened, or what
people looked like? We may not have a visual
record of our history from henceforth. Maybe
experts could see, but you sense that the software
is taking over.
I was reading the other day about a technology
that can alter the dimensions of a person’s head to
match the ideal proportions at the moment of
capture. At some point we will be in a position,
when it comes to still photographs, when we will
be saying to the photographer: “I don’t believe any
of this, so prove me right.”
Part of a photograph’s power is the fact that you
can say it really was like that. If you remove that
power of believability, you have done some serious
removal. Still photographs have to go to a different
place from then on. They won’t be a document any
more; they will have to live at another level.
The real world is still a powerful place. I think
it’s that commercial drive that everyone wants to
look good in the pictures and the pictures have to
be sunny and look good. In the desperate attempt
to make everything beautiful, nothing is beautiful.
You need the cracks to make everything else sing.
Sean: Your filmed documentary on the musician
John Mellencamp is beautiful and has enjoyed
festival success. What’s next?
Kurt: Well I am trying to learn my new Sony
PMW-EX3 digital camcorder. I remember a long
time ago, during the making of Apocalypse Now,
that Francis Ford Coppola’s wife made a little
documentary. Commenting on ‘this digital thing’,

Coppola famously said: “The great hope is that
some little fat girl in Ohio is going to be the new
Mozart and make a beautiful film one day.”
Well I want to be that little fat girl from Ohio.
I want to see if I can make something myself with
this. I want to live for three months in this world
called six-man football, and there is no way I can
do that by travelling back and forth, because the
distances are too great. So my wife and I are going
to have to live it. I can’t pay for someone else to be
part of it, but I like that restriction. I am going to
have to make it work with what I have; not with
what I would really love to have. I am going to
have to come to grips with the tool and find a way
to make it mine.
Sean: What is six-man football?
Kurt: It’s when small towns don’t have enough men
to fill an 11-man football team. Small-town
America is getting smaller and so two small towns
pool their kids to make one team. There are a lot of
these schools out there. If you look at a map of
Montana, there are two interstates running through
it, and most of the state is way away from this.
These are very rural farming and ranching
communities. It’s a whole other thing and for me
this is a really compelling draw, because
it’s so counter to the culture. I think the same
emotion that triggered me to work with the
cowboys is working now. I have all questions;
I don’t have any answers. That’s the great thing
about what’s in front of me here. Most of the
places I will visit I have never been to. This is a
whole other world for me, another planet.
This isn’t about winning or losing; it’s about the
experience. I think it’s a definable space to me – a
season – which is attractive. I have no plan.
It’s the uncertainty that’s drawing me. It’s not that
I know what it’s going to look like or what it’s
going to be. It’s that I know if I get in there,
something will sort itself out. That said, I am trying
to figure out sound and prepare myself for the
season next year. If this is a visual medium then
there should be something visual happening.
And what would happen if you took away the
soundtrack? Would it be worth looking at? That to
me sets the bar really high. Can you turn the sound

off and still be entertained? Conversely, you should
also be able to shut the projector off and enjoy the
work just as much. That’s what I am shooting for.
www.kurtmarkus.com
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