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How do you set up for a shoot?
Here we are today at Atlas Galleries on Dorset Street, off Baker Street and today I’m using
a 20 x 24 Polaroid land camera which is a big mother-shooting Polaroid, and we’re
photographing Adrian Gill who wrote the introduction to my book, who’s also a friend and
it’s for the National Portrait Gallery and I’m really looking forward to it, having done
endless tests and cracked the problem... we’re doing alright actually. These cameras are
quite a thing to operate, I mean first of all the image is upside-down, to focus, and just the
whole process is very painful. I mean I sat in for this one ‘cause I had to know what Adrian
Gill was going to go through, when he’s going to get impatient and when he’s going to
want to go and I certainly found that out. I mean, he’s got to stay totally still and you’ve
got to activate an interest in him to get it to come across in the portrait, so this is the
ultimate portrait test, believe me. Focussing is done with a magnifier to get it exactly
sharp because you have to be totally spot on, no near-miss or anything with this camera
otherwise you’re in trouble. There’s only six of these in the world at the moment, it is fun
shooting this but this is the test of the photographer ‘cause it comes out 20 x 24” which is
enormous you know, so you can’t get away with anything, the portrait’s got to be smack
on the button. I operate the camera from the front and someone will be keeping an eye
on the back which will be Richard my assistant and everything’s the other way round at
the other end, everything’s upside-down, right to left, left to right and all that but I mean
you just have to trust your eye when you press the button that you’ve got the picture.

Richard: Really, it’s minute movements that you make that suddenly are hugely
exaggerated in the back of the camera.
Terry O’Neill: I’ve been told that before…
Richard: Ah ha.
Terry O’Neill: You mentioned you were bringing a pooch in for the last bit. Ok, perfect.
Terry O’Neill: Those are the processing marks …
A.A.Gill: Can you notice how similar our hair is?
Terry O’Neill: Yes.
A.A.Gill: Sort of coarse, wiry…
Terry O’Neill: It’s just a bit.
A.A. Gill: Well… Bit? Very…
Terry O’Neill: No, it doesn’t show.
A.A.Gill: I mean, I’m going to have cross-over like you soon!
Terry O’Neill: I know.

Terry O’Neill: Terence, thank you for coming!
Terence Pepper (photographic curator at the National Portrait Gallery): I had a dream
about this last night that you came dressed up as Nefertiti and said that this is ...
Terry O’Neill: No, he nearly did.
A.A. Gill: Who me? I came dressed up as Nefertiti?
Terence Pepper: Well, I am not sure …
A.A. Gill: I nearly bought all sorts of things I thought it was going to be so dull.

Richard: Adrian, if you could shift to your right ever so slightly…
Terry O’Neill: Richard, you’ve got that hand and not that?
Richard: Yeah… The hands that we want to see can come higher.
Terry O’Neill: Crop there right?
Richard: It crops at the very bottom of the cuff.
Terry O’Neill: Fab, perfect, right… and we’re all sharp?



Richard: Well that’s what I need to check now. Adrian just lean backwards for me a little,
whoops, too much!
Terry O’Neill: Perfect, good face!

A.A. Gill: Oooh! That’s it.
Terry O’Neill: Now it’s a very strong shot of you but the face is great Adrian. Christ, you’re
going to be a really good 75 year old!
A.A. Gill: That is fab, God it’s so good this camera…
Terry O’Neill: I know, it’s fab.
A.A. Gill: The lens is brilliant.
Richard: It’s incredible…

What is the process behind deciding how to portray a sitter?
In the case say of Faye Dunaway who I wasn’t married to at the time - though I did end
up marrying her - I made an agreement the week before the Oscars in which she was up
for a film called ‘Network’ to do a picture the morning after. I wanted to do a picture the
morning after of what an Oscar winner, what state or what goes through her mind and
she agreed but I mean it was a hell of a job to get her up, in fact she never even went to
bed apparently. So that was her at 6.30 in the morning at the Beverley Hills Hotel,
looking... I mean it was a good photograph because all the excitement had worn off and it
just dawned on her that she’d actually won an Oscar and her life was going to totally and
utterly change.

How much do you respond to chance and occurrences?
I remember when I photographed the Queen and the Duke at Sandringham for the first
time of which I was extremely nervous for three months thinking of everything that could
go wrong but that’s all by the by, and I was sitting doing a sort of family portrait and
suddenly this corgi came along, it was unbelievable, this dog sat up and put it’s paw on
her knee and it’s posing like a royal servant and it turned out to be a fantastic picture that
I never thought the Queen would pass but that’s the one she passed with Royal approval
to be sent around the world.

What is the story behind the Bowie and dog photograph?
Funny enough, animals feature a lot in some of my pictures, I remember doing some
pictures with David Bowie for the ‘Diamond Dogs’ album cover and I had to take him in

different positions of a dog for the artist Guy Peellaert to draw, because it was an artistic
cover and when he’d finished I just said ‘Lets do a couple of shots with the dog’ and
David’s sitting there and suddenly this dog leaps up in the air, and thank God I had a
wide-angle lens on, and it’s just up there large as life just singing and Bowie didn’t even
move a hair.

When do you know you have captured something interesting?
Sometimes I’m in a place where I have to take pictures because you just can’t be seen
standing there waiting for the magic moment, so you take sort of pictures just to of pass
the time of day, ‘til you get near when you know that something’s going to happen of
importance and I did that with Frank Sinatra on a film in Miami where every morning I
used to watch him walking to work along the boardwalk and then one morning there was
nobody in the way so I just hit it and got one of the most memorable pictures I’ve ever
taken. And when you’ve captured something interesting you just know it, you might as
well pack up, I mean, everyone goes on taking pictures including myself but I know I could
walk away at a certain time but it just looks so silly to have 36 shots and only print one but
what can you do. I mean, I really admired Frank Sinatra, he was one of the most talented
men I’ve ever met and they’ll never be another Sinatra as long as you live, there won’t be



another Dean Martin either or Sammy Davis I mean all those people were extraordinary
artists of which there’s nobody around to approach them today.

Do film and rock stars respond differently to being photographed?
Now, I’ve photographed a lot of film stars and rocks stars and they are totally different.
Rock stars are sort of like women, they quite enjoy being photographed whereas all the
male actors definitely do not I mean they just wonder what they’re doing there. But rock
stars like Elton and all that they quite enjoy it, you know, I mean it’s not a thing that
they’re used to doing but it’s sort of more part of their job so to speak. In this particular
Elton John shot, it was taken during the filming of Tommy and he had these enormous
false boots made which he looked fantastic in and dominated the whole set, it was
incredible.

Are double portraits a collaboration or a battle?
In sort of two shots it’s a process, it’s never a battle, I mean everyone takes their own
position but I remember a shot I did with Bob Hoskins and Michael Caine I said ‘Oh I am
making this film called Mona Lisa’ and I said ‘Where are you making it?’ he said ‘Down in
a bar in Soho’, I said ‘I’ll come down’. So I go down there and I put him right in the front
of the picture and he’s like the star of the picture but in fact the actual star was Bob
Hoskins, it was Bob Hoskins film, but that’s what happens sometimes.

Is the double portrait format of particular interest to you?
I actually enjoy taking double portraits because there’s always a different challenge, it’s
like Michael Caine and Bob Hoskins playing these two thugs, and there’s one in particular
that I’m quite proud of, of Mia Farrow and Woody Allen and it was a couple of months
before they broke up and in the picture I just sensed there was something wrong, they
weren’t together, so I engineered her sort of in two thirds of the picture and him on the
edge of the frame and you look at that picture and it told the story of exactly what
happened and how they broke up in their lives and I was really proud of that, because that
was all years of experience and it was a way of showing it photographically that no-one
else could capture.


