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Gabrielle Motola is an award-winning 
photographer raised in America, 
based in London and born, it seems, 
to photograph people. Her gift for 
drawing compelling images from equally 
compelling stories has helped her create a 
body of work full of revealing portraits

We love your Women In Iceland project. 
What was the thinking behind it?
The financial crash of 2008 got me 
interested in Iceland because I started 
to hear lots of things in the media about 
how women were cleaning up the mess 
the men had made, so to speak. It wasn’t 
about picking sides, but it was interesting 
to hear that it was so women-centric. Then 
I started doing some research and found 
out that Iceland was number one in gender 
equality, and they have schools where 
they teach gender equality – so the project 
was building up in my head for five years. 
Then I was sitting with Olympus and they 
wanted to work with photographers on 
location – so when they asked me where I 
wanted to go, I said ‘Iceland’.

I wanted to create a visual representation 
of the types of women who live there, and 
the kinds of things they think and do. I 
wanted to create a platform for discussion 
about gender and equality, putting positive 
female role models out there.
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Who: Gabrielle Motola
Location: London, UK
Genre:  Reportage, portraiture
Camera: Olympus OM-D E-M5

Gabrielle Motola PHOTOGRAPHER BIO

EXPOSURE: 1/400SEC AT F/1.8, 
ISO 800
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What kit did you take to shoot  
the project?
It was all shot on the OM-D EM-5. I used 
to shoot with a Nikon, but it never really 
fitted me, and I’ve used Hasselblads 
too, but they’re also huge. Then I got a 
Panasonic GF1 and thought, ‘Wow – I 
can really do things with this camera I 
couldn’t do before.’ But when the Olympus 
E-M5 came out, it blew the GF1 out of the 
water in so many ways for me.

So I’ve been shooting that as my main 
camera – even on commercial jobs. I used 
to take my Nikon as backup but I stopped 
that last year. I’ve had comments about 
how unobtrusive the EM-5 is and how it’s 
possible to work more intimately because 
you don’t have a big camera scaring 
people. When I shoot portraits with a big 
‘machine’, I have more work to do to get 
people to relax. And when you take big 
cameras out on the street, it’s like going out 
with a shotgun – but I want a .22 pistol!

Did you take a single camera?
No, I took three bodies with me. If I tried 
that with Nikon or Canon, I’d be way 
over my baggage limit and have a broken 
shoulder by the time I got there.

I can pack three bodies, three lenses, two 
spares, eight batteries, a couple of pop-up 
flashes and a reflector – and that’s it. If I 
need lights when I get there, I’ll rent them. 
But all of the existing Iceland portraits 
were shot without lights, just reflectors.

© Jill 
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EXPOSURE: 1/30SEC AT F/2.8, 
ISO 800 

EXPOSURE: 1/500SEC AT F/2.2, 
ISO 320
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ISO 400
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ISO 400
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So the Iceland shots had a really simple 
set up?
No tripod, just natural light and reflectors. 
Early on in my photographic journey I was 
very wary about using flash, even though 
I worked with Annie Leibovitz who’s a 
master of lighting. I’ve since worked out 
how the flash can help me, but I still prefer 
natural and reflected light – off buildings, 
sidewalks, reflectors, anything. I just try to 
work with what I see.

Are there any features of the OM-D 
EM-5 that helped you get the shots 
you wanted?
Well, the speed of focus is tremendous. 
I talk to people a lot when I’m 
photographing them, so I’m shooting 
them in the action of the conversation 
rather than just asking them to pose. In 
order to do that, I need them to be in focus 
constantly, because I often need to look at 
my subject rather than the camera.

I sometimes shoot with the touch screen, 
but more often I use it to show the image 
to my subject. It somehow makes them 
have more respect for the camera. I usually 
take a RAW plus a JPEG shot, then show 
the JPEG, because it often looks better. 
That then makes my subject relax because 
they like what they see, and I feel more 
creatively involved because I like what I 
see and can start imagining what the shot 
will look like when I’ve processed it.

Also, the size of the camera means I can 
have three bodies on standby, so if I’m 
talking to someone and they start to do 
something interesting with their body, 
I can switch from the 45mm lens to the 
17mm and take the wider shot. I don’t have 
to faff around with changing lenses all the 
time because I have a whole range of tiny 
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EXPOSURE: 1/125SEC AT F/4.5, 
ISO 200

EXPOSURE: 1/125SEC AT F/8, 
ISO 160

EXPOSURE: 1/125SEC AT F/4.5, 
ISO 200
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little bodies strapped to me.

Most portrait photographers shoot with 
big DSLR or medium format cameras, so 
your approach is quite unique, isn’t it?
I’ve never seen any other portrait 
photographers shoot with three bodies, 
but then I don’t think we’ve been able 
to until this camera came out. A lot of 
people who came to the Women In Iceland 
exhibition were surprised at the quality of 
the prints at A1 size.

The shot of Margret Pala from Iceland is 
a good example of what you can achieve 
by constantly talking to your subject. 
She’s in mid-conversation, vehement, 
strong – it’s a powerful image, and 
revealing too.
That session for me was like riding a bull! 
She’s a powerful character and she has a 
lot to say. I didn’t assert myself over her, 
so I was able to trust in the camera. I had 
it locked into face recognition, so I could 
take my eye from the viewfinder and look 
at her, seeing when she was hitting points 
in her movements. I was able to just push 
the button and know I was getting the 
images.

A lot of your work has a story that 
underpins it. The Honeyboys project, for 
example. It’s almost photojournalism. 
That makes sense. I studied psychology, 
so I’m always interested in what makes 
people think and what makes us who we 
are. I think I lock into themes that are 
about us and our world, and try to explore 
that in a philosophical way. The people I 
shoot are like butterflies and the camera 
is the net, and their stories are something 
I’m definitely more interested in.
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ISO 200
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Are there particular types of stories 
you’re drawn to?
I seem to be drawn to stories of struggle, 
or difference. Looking at things we take 
for granted differently, or have antiquated 
views on – particularly gender. I think 
we have an incredibly antiquated way of 
looking at gender, for men and women.

One of the first pieces of storytelling 
I did that really put my head above the 
parapet – it got on the cover of Guardian 
G2 – was of Tony at Francesca’s Café, 
a place in Broadway Market, my 
neighbourhood at the time. It’s become 
quite prosperous, a consequence of which 
is that this man got moved out of his café. 
I went in to get coffee one day and he told 
me he was getting kicked out. I went back 
and took a picture of him two days before 
he got evicted. We made this plan that 
I would turn up with a big camera and 
pretend to be from the press to scare off 
the bailiffs, which we did – twice! That’s 
one of the powers of photography. People 
are made accountable by it.

Your interest in gender as subject matter 
leads to a fairly fundamental question 
about photography: why are the majority 
of professional photographers men?
That’s a good question. Well, there’s 
opposition to women in the world in 
general, which is my reasoning for doing 
gender projects.

I think perhaps it’s to do with 
confidence, and the way society 
builds confidence in young people. 
When you photograph people, or 
shoot for advertising, you bear a lot of 
responsibility. You need a lot of confidence 
to do it and I would say our way of raising 
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boys is more in line with that at the 
moment, but not the way we raise girls.

But if you want to be a photographer, 
you just have to do it. Just get as good as 
you possibly can and enjoy it.

The way you got to work with Annie 
Leibovitz is a good example of 
how confidence is important for a 
professional. Tell us about it.
I really loved her early work. I really 
connected with it. So when I went up 
to New York in the spring before I 
graduated, I found her number on the 
internet and just called the studio. I spoke 
to the studio manager and arranged to 
meet him. I showed him my work and 
he asked, ‘Why do you want to work for 
us?’ I said, ‘I figured I should start at the 
top.’ I got a three-month internship after I 
graduated, working on the studio side.

Is there any advice you’d give to help 
readers take better shots of people?
Consider how much you’re thinking about 
the technical side of shooting – because 
you shouldn’t be thinking too much about 
it at all. You should be engaged with 
your subject. If you’re thinking about 
something else, you’re not watching them 
for expressions, you can’t anticipate. 
Connection is really important, I think.

I was always told, ‘Make sure the eyes 
are lit.’ That’s not right for every photo, but 
it does help with that connection. You can 
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do that with a simple reflector.
Also, be aware of the changes in the 

scene. If you’re outside and clouds are 
coming and going, get your readings done 
so you can flip between two settings.

If you’re shooting kids who are jumping 
around, Aperture priority might not 
be right because you might not get the 
freezing of the image you want. I find 
it’s sometimes better to shoot in Shutter 
priority.

At this time of year, natural light is in 
short supply. How do you handle low-
light situations?
First, you can raise your ISO. And think 
about whether you’re moving – use a 
tripod or body brace to reduce movement. 
The metering is important too. The 
camera will want to make everything 
bright, so think about under-exposing.

The nights are getting longer at this 
time of year, but the quality of light is 
changing too. The sun is lower on the 
horizon throughout the day, so you get a 
kind of ‘magic hour’ from about 3pm. So 
think about changing the time you shoot 
at. The light is more beautiful at this time 
of year – so think of it as an opportunity. 

Low light shooting is about thinking 
of light differently, and it’s beautiful! 
Think of the painters Edward Hopper or 
Caravaggio. Light is a lot more interesting 
when there’s less of it.

See more of Gabrielle’s images here: 
gabriellemotola.com 
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