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Portrait photography is about  
establishing relationships.

“I’ve gained a lot of people’s trust,” 
Michael says. “They know me, they know 
my reputation and my work.” His main 
concern is engaging the artists to make 
them feel comfortable and, certainly, a part 
of the session. From their comfort, Michael 
suggests, comes the great expressions, 
the true emotion. “I want them to have 
a pleasant, painless experience whenever 
they’re working with me, and I want them 
to get images they’re happy with.”

Sometimes he has the luxury of time, 
sometimes not so much. “I can have only 
five minutes, so I do my thinking and 
planning ahead of time. I have my assistant 
stand in before the artist arrives, and I 
work out the setup, the position and the 
lights, and I do the tests. When the artist 
comes in, I’m ready. Five minutes can be a 
long time.” 

Lately Michael’s been turning more and 
more toward portraits. “There’s a sea of 
photographers out there,” he says. “As 
far as the live [performance] photography, 
almost everyone’s a photographer, and 
they can get access by shooting for almost 
any website. So for the live stuff I’ve got 
to be better and smarter. The portraiture, 
with good relationships with artists, and 
interesting and intimate settings…that’s a 
way to really set myself apart.” 

And the aim of the portraiture is to have 
the viewer see the person in the image.  

“i want the artists to have 
a pleasant  
experience, 

and i want them  
to get images 

they’re happy with.”

left  
Karl Denson of Karl Denson’s Tiny Universe. “I was in Alabama, 
met up with him and wanted to take some portraits. Turned 
out he needed some photos.” D200, AF-S VR Zoom-NIKKOR 
70-200mm f/2.8G IF-ED. 

below  
John Popper of Blues Traveler on the set of a music video. D200, 
AF-S DX Zoom-NIKKOR 17-55mm f/2.8G IF-ED.

opposite page top 
Saxophonist Ravi Coltrane. “This was taken in the stairwell 
of my studio—it’s a favorite location for portraits, a great 
background. The pose happened organically…but I’d asked him 
to place the sax on the floor.” D3, AF-S Zoom-NIKKOR 28-70mm 
f/2.8D IF-ED. 

opposite page bottom  
Pianist Herbie Hancock. “I set up a portable studio backstage 
at the Newport Jazz Festival. The framing’s the result of a crop 
from a larger shot—the D3 gives me the file quality to do that.” 
D3, AF NIKKOR 85mm f/1.4D IF.
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Long story short, Michael made it hap-
pen. “Everybody got into it, and it became 
something of an event in itself,” he says. 
Not only that, he turned a selection of  
the resulting images into a Jam Cruise 
calendar that benefited the New Orleans 
Musicians’ Clinic.

But now that he’s done Jam Cruise 
dress-up twice, he’s thinking that’s about 
the limit. “I’ve got to come up with 
something for next year,” he says.  

“Maybe I’ll just go on the Jam Cruise, listen 
to the music and drink Margaritas.”

Sounds like the right idea. 

The Jam Cruise is about… 
yeah, what is that all about?
“It’s basically a music festival on a boat, a 

live music cruise, with jam bands and jam 
band musicians,” Michael says, and he ought 
to know—he’s been the house photographer 
for the Jam Cruise for seven years.

So what’s with the photos? “Well, I did a 
lot of documentary-type images of the cruise 
for a lot of years. Then three years ago I went 
on the cruise with a seamless backdrop and 
set up a portrait studio and did portraits of 
the musicians in addition to the performance 
shots.” It turned out well, but the portraits 
could have been taken anywhere; they 
caught the personalities of the artists, but 
not the spirit of the Jam Cruise. 

So Michael and a friend dreamed up 
something different. “We thought of putting 
the musicians in the uniforms of the ship’s 
crew members—the captain, the bartender, 
the chef, the dishwasher….”

opposite page top  
The dishwasher is Al Schneir of moe. 
D200, AF-S DX Zoom-NIKKOR 17-55mm 
f/2.8G IF-ED. 

opposite page bottom  
The janitor is Ivan Neville of Dumpsta-
phunk. D200, AF-S DX Zoom-NIKKOR 
17-55mm f/2.8G IF-ED. 

left  
The captain is bassist Les Claypool, 
whose credits include Primus, Oyster-
head and the South Park theme. D3, AF-S 
NIKKOR 14-24mm f/2.8G ED.  

below  
The bartender is Colonel Bruce Hampton, 
guitarist, singer, jam band legend and 
founder of the Aquarium Rescue Unit 
and Col. Bruce and The Quark Alliance. “I 
caught the pour with a 1/60 second shut-
ter speed.” D200, AF-S DX Zoom-NIKKOR 
17-55mm f/2.8G IF-ED. 

 

 

To see a selection of Michael’s performance, 

portrait and stock images, and to learn about 

his music business workshop, visit  

www.michaelweintrob.com.




