
From there, Owen started getting small 
assignments from Paper. A few came with 
promises they would be five-page stories  
“and then they would cut it down to one 
[page], yet again.” She was surprised when 
her Chloë Sevigny shoot ended up on the 
cover last fall. Since then, she’s been shooting 
for Paper more frequently, and working with 
celebrities higher up the food chain.

Owen has cultivated relationships with 
more than a dozen other publications, too. 
Last year, she started shooting for The New 
York Times. But she was first published by the 
paper—unpaid—in 2011. That happened after 
she met a Times writer at an event she’d been 
hired to photograph. “He snuck me into the 
assignment,” she explains, adding, “Parties 
are a great way to meet people. Your camera 
is your license to talk to everyone in the room. 
Every person you meet can lead to a good job 
or a good connection.”

Owen saw the editorial work as free 
promotion, and a means of building a portfolio. 
She also continued to do fashion test shoots. 
She regularly approached friends and aspiring 
models and stylists with ideas. “A lot of people 
are willing to give their time in order to make 

something cool,” Owen says. “You can do these 
things for not a huge amount of money if it’s just 
for yourself, depending on how complicated it 
is.” She shot at outdoor locations and borrowed 
clothes to avoid the expenses, for instance.

Owen started shooting behind the scenes at 
Fashion Week in the fall of 2010 by cadging an 
all-access pass from a friend who worked for 
Palmer Schwartz Agency, a fashion industry 
production company. “I was shooting all over 
the place!” she says. She used the pictures to 
get her first Fashion Week assignment—from 
Palmer Schwartz—in 2011. Then she used that 
assignment work to get more Fashion Week 
assignments from magazines.

Owen was also posting her fashion week 
work on her blog. In 2014, Tumblr ended 
up promoting her blog on its home page. 
“Her photos have a very distinct flair. Her 
subjects and colors possess this joyous, 
painterly quality,” says Tumblr’s fashion and 
art editor Valentine Uhovski, adding that he 
had noticed Owen’s blog early on and started 
following her. The Tumblr homepage feature 
boosted her followers from 2,000 to 20,000 
in a couple of weeks. Last year, Tumblr paid 
her to post a lot during fashion week.

Shortly after Tumblr promoted her for 
the first time, Instagram featured her, and 
her Instagram followers shot from 2,000 to 
30,000, she says. It was a boon for business. 
“When you’re at meetings with clients, a big 
part of what they’re looking for today is social 
media presence,” Owen says.

The assignments started to get bigger, and 
the lulls got shorter, she says. It wasn’t all the 
result of social media; she was also sending 
personal emails directly to magazine photo 
editors she wanted to work with. “You have to 
push yourself and say, ‘Hey, I love this work 
you’ve been doing, this series is right up my 
alley. I can show you my work or maybe we 
can go get a drink.’” 

Owen says she has also been sending email 
blasts every two or three months, to announce 
recent assignments and projects. All of the 
outreach contributes to keeping her name top 
of mind with clients, she says. And it’s a good 
way to show potential clients her capabilities 
and interests.

Besides Rebecca Minkoff, Owen has shot 
look books and campaigns for other clothing 
and shoe companies, such as Madewell, 
Robert Geller, Tory Burch and Adidas. She’s 
also shot campaigns and product shots for 
Doppler Labs, a designer of wireless ear buds 
founded by some of her Brown University 
acquaintances. Owen came up with ideas, 
including product shots inspired by the most 
recent Valentino accessories campaign shot 
by Terry Richardson.

She continued assisting to pay the rent 
until the end of 2014, when work for other 
photographers started getting in the way of 
her own assignments. Owen says it was an 
uneventful shift, because she had always 
thought of herself as a photographer. She 
recounts hearing Art Streiber talk at Photo 
Plus Expo in 2010. “He said you really need to 
push yourself to the next level whether or not 
you think you’re ready for it.” That includes 
thinking of yourself as a photographer, even if 
you’re not quite there, Owen says.

“If you meet someone and you say, ‘I’m a 
photo assistant,’ they’re probably not going 
to hire you. If you’re like, ‘Oh yeah, I’m a 
photographer, and I do this and I do that and 
sure, I assist on the side, but this is my work,’ 
then you’re setting yourself up to be successful.” 
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KATE OWEN had 
no strategic plan for 
launching a photography 
career, other than to 
move to New York City 
with her camera and her 
moxie, and take any work 
she could find. Last year, 
she shot her first cover 

for Paper magazine—a photograph of #Horror 
star Chloë Sevigny covered in (fake) blood 
“that sort of blew up all over the internet,” 

Owen says. Around the same time, she landed 
her first fashion campaign, for designer 
Rebecca Minkoff.

“Establishing a career is a slow process of 
one thing leading to another,” she says. “It’s a 
snowball effect.” For Owen, a big advantage 
has been her ability to make connections and 
build relationships. “It’s a little bit of luck, 
and a little bit of spunk, I guess, and just 
pushing your way in, seeing what you can get 
away with, and doing everything you can.”

Owen already had some momentum when 
she moved to New York City in 2010. She had 
just graduated from Brown University, where 
she studied “a lot of photography and film, 
and music and art.” Although she wasn’t a 
photography major, she had started building 
a portfolio. “I would wrangle my most stylish 
friends, and we would do shoots in different 
places around town,” she says. “That’s when  
I started getting into fashion photography  
and seeing it as a viable business.”

In her junior year, she won the grand prize 
in American Photo magazine’s 2009 GoPro 
contest for college students. Her prize included 
a Canon EOS 5D Mark II camera, which 
enabled her to start shooting immediately 

when she arrived in New York. “Not needing 
to rent equipment, not having to think ‘Oh,  
if I don’t get paid, I’m losing money’—I think 
that made a huge difference,” she says.

A personal connection to gallerist  
Peter MacGill also helped. She was friends at 
Brown with MacGill’s daughter. He critiqued 
Owen’s work, and also sent it to Annie 
Leibovitz and Jim Goldberg for their feedback. 

“I had never received such harsh 
critiques,” says Owen. It shook her 
confidence, but she doubled down, and 
says one of the lessons she learned was the 
value of having others critique your work. 
Another lesson was that every element of 
a photograph has to be intentional, and 
contribute something to the image.  
“My need to be a perfectionist was honed.”

One of the first things Owen did in New 
York City was answer a “desperate plea for 
assistants” on Craigslist, “no pay at all, of 
course.” It turned out to be a shoot for Paper 
magazine. She met editorial director Mickey 
Boardman on the set. A few months later,  
she ran into him and re-introduced herself. 
“He was like, ‘Of course I remember you. 
Come on in and show me your portfolio.’” 
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FROM ASSISTANT TO PHOTOGRAPHER

KATE OWEN, 
FASHION AND 
CELEBRITY 
PHOTOGRAPHER
The 28-year-old fashion and 
editorial photographer explains how 
she launched her career with her 
persistence, spunk, connections 
and luck. BY DAVID WALKER

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: Kate Owen’s photo of earbuds designed 
by Doppler Labs; for Interview, she photographed garden 
designer Madison Cox; a recent shoot for Brand Assembly. 
To get work from new clients, “You have to push yourself 
and say, ‘Hey, I love this work you’ve been doing, this series 
is right up my alley. I can show you my work or maybe we 
can go get a drink,’” says Owen. 


