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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Sir Cecil Beaton was born in Hampstead in 1904. Throughout his life he was a diarist, painter and interior designer but most recognised as a fashion and portrait photographer for Vogue, Vanity Fair and LIFE. He won several theatre and film awards, including two Academy Awards for his stage and costume design for My Fair Lady, and was knighted in 1972. He died at home in Wiltshire in 1980.
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EDITORIAL NOTE

Between 1939 and 1945 Cecil Beaton produced a major body of photographs for the Ministry of Information in London. Imperial War Museums now hold that material, which consists of 7,000 prints and their negatives.

At the time of Beaton’s official appointment following the outbreak of war, he was a prominent figure with numerous connections in English society and was recognised as a gifted portrait photographer with a great eye for fashion and theatre. He was to become a celebrated costume and set designer for the stage and cinema. In the summer of 1939, on the eve of war, he had been commissioned to photograph Queen Elizabeth at Buckingham Palace. Beaton was to become the greatest of royal portrait photographers and photographed the Coronation of the current Queen in 1953. He regarded himself as a loyal servant of the monarchy and the nation. Despite his glamorous life on both sides of the Atlantic, he always regarded England as his home and the source of his creative nourishment – a fact he reiterated throughout his extensive diaries.

Kenneth Clark, the young Director of the National Gallery during the war, was an advisor for the Ministry, and through his offices Beaton was set to work photographing on the home front. He began to record the destruction of the Wren churches in the City for History Under Fire (1941), a book he published with James Pope-Hennessy, and then widened his scope to record the wider devastation of the Blitz, the heroic defence of the city and its citizens under fire. At the invitation of Bomber and Fighter Commands he conducted a photo survey of the RAF, much of which was published at the time with Beaton’s astute written commentary. He was an effective propagandist, but his voice, like his photographs, was touchingly elegant. Whatever his subject, Beaton was always a stylist.
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‘Desert Dhobi’ laundry dries at a British air base, Western Desert, 1942

 In 1942 Beaton sailed in a convoy for North Africa. After an introduction to the exoticism of Alexandria and Cairo he left for the Western Desert, where he was to produce his most dramatic abstract studies of the detritus of war in a landscape that he described as surreal. Beaton recorded the hardships and physical extremes experienced by the troops, just as he registered the sometimes sublime beauty of desert life. His travels continued that year through Iran, Iraq, Palestine, Transjordan and Syria. Beaton became familiar with the courts of Middle Eastern royalty.

Before leaving for India in 1943, Beaton produced a body of work reflecting the energy of manufacturing and farming at home. The shipyards provided him with a fertile arena of industrial forms and massive geometrical shapes. No subject seemed outside his realm. He was able to realise the visual potential from the most mundane as well as the most dramatic circumstances. When he reached New Delhi, the glories of Lutyens’ architecture offered him a staggering backdrop against which to record the last years of the Raj. His views of the thrones of Delhi and Calcutta were set against pictures of basic military training or Indian factory production. Outside the cities he revelled in the lush landscape. He came closest to action when he joined the Burma campaign and witnessed the terror and intimacy of jungle warfare against the Japanese.

His final excursion was deep into southern China with the Nationalist forces. Weeks of trekking through jungle gave him vistas of overwhelming beauty coupled with scenes of rural poverty. Even though the views were extraordinary, the experience was so physically taxing that Beaton left China drained and shattered. He headed to New York to recover.

Before the end of the war he enjoyed the hospitality of Diana Cooper at the British Embassy in Paris. He photographed Churchill and de Gaulle at the front as the Germans retreated. In Paris he photographed Picasso, who was an international hero in a liberated city.
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Ruined house, Tobruk, Libya, 1942




I had not realised that I had taken so many documentary pictures and that so many were only of technical interest. The amount of work confounded me. I looked at them with the eyes of today, and not those of thirty years ago, and saw many things that today are ‘accepted’ and that were before their time. It is nice to have so many pictures added to the repertoire of my ‘Best’. It was a thrilling but upsetting morning, for I felt that I was dead and that people were talking of me in the past. ‘The greatest collection by one person of any subject in our service.’ It was also very disturbing to see how many of the people were completely forgotten. But so many too were brought back to life from death.

It is very eerie to discover that, at the age of seventy, I have survived so many younger people. Here were ADCs and husbands of Wavell’s daughters all long since out of the running. And those that survived are no longer recognisable. It was fascinating to see the scenes in old Imperial Simla, the rickshaws drawn by uniformed servants, the grandeur of the houses, the palaces. It was extraordinary to see the bar scenes, the men on leave, swigging beer, and how I had been able to ‘frat’ with such unlikely types. It was a morning of deep concentration, and when three hours had passed and I had uncrossed my legs and got up from the dark to prepare myself to go home, it was as if I had been living in a completely different world …

I came away pleased that I had done such big jobs (I must go back and see the other half – all Egypt and the Middle East and England at war), and marvelled that I had done it with only one Rolleiflex. How it wasn’t broken, I do not know; how I had used no shade, or the lens or light meter. Yet it had worked and some of them are, apart from their historic interest, extremely beautiful.

EDITED EXTRACT OF BEATON’S ACCOUNT OF A VISIT TO THE IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUM, LONDON, MARCH 13th, 1974
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Eileen Dunne, aged three, recovers in hospital after being injured by shrapnel during a German air raid, London, 1940
This photograph, from one of Beaton’s first Ministry of Information assignments, had an enormous impact in America as well as Britain

The PM settled himself and stared into my camera like a bulldog guarding its kennel. Click! ‘One more, please.’ By slow degrees I stealthily stalked my prey, coming at last within close range of him on his left side. He glowered into the camera, and by slow degrees dissolved into a half smile …

Finally Churchill said, ‘I must go now. I can’t wait.’ Haupt [Beaton’s assistant] at last was ready and let off his flash – but far too soon. Oblivious of the disaster, Mr Churchill, now in excellent mood, smiled benignly at me. I had not the heart to let him know that his magnanimous gesture had been unrewarded. Nevertheless, I was later able to beam with satisfaction myself, for although less than five minutes had elapsed since we had been admitted into the Cabinet Room, one of the results of our negatives made a little history.

SEPTEMBER, 1940
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Winston Churchil, the Prime Minister, in the Cabinet Room at No. 10 Downing Street during the Battle of Britain, London, 1940
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Queen Elizabeth with Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret, Windsor Castle, 1943
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Queen Elizabeth on the eve of war, Buckingham Palace, London, 1939. The photographs from this sitting were Beaton’s first work to be published in wartime and received universal acclaim
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Cecil Beaton photographs bomb damage, Belgravia, London, 1940





    The city was still in flames after last night’s raid when eight Wren churches and the Guildhall were destroyed. It was an emotionally disturbing experience to clamber along the still-smouldering ashes of this frightful wasteland. It was doubly agonising to realise that, had precautions for fire-spotters been taken, much of the damage could have been avoided. But it was too late, and some of the best churches have gone with little to indicate what was there before.

St Bride’s in Fleet Street is now just a gutted orangery; St Andrew-by-the-Wardrobe, a hideous black mass with a molten copper roof like a blanket pall over the charred remains. No signs of Gog and Magog at the Guildhall, and only a few baroque memorial tablets with sorrowing cupids and skulls remain at St Vedast’s.

In the biting cold with icy winds beating around corners, James P.H. [Pope-Hennessy] and I ran about the glowing smouldering mounds of rubble where once were the printers’ shops and chop houses of Paternoster Row. We have trundled under perilous walls, over uncertain ground which, at any moment, might give way to the red-hot vaults below. We have known Ypres in the heart of London. We could not deny a certain ghoulish excitement stimulated us, and our anger and sorrow were mixed with a strange thrill at seeing such a lively destruction – for this desolation is full of vitality. The heavy walls crumble and fall in the most romantic Piranesi forms. It is only
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St Paul’s Cathedral after a heavy incendiary raid, London, 1940
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Bomb damage, Bloomsbury Square, London, 1940



[image: ]
Westminster Abbey and Carlo Marochetti’s bronze statue of Richard the Lionheart from the Palace of Westminster, London, 1940
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A display case at the Natural History Museum, South Kensington, London, 1940






[image: ]
Bomb damage to the Church of St Lawrence Jewry, Guildhall, London, 1940
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Bomb damage to the Church of St Giles, Cripplegate, London, 1940. The church was the burial place of John Milton
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Bomb damage to the Church of St Anne and St Agnes, London, 1940. The church was designed by Sir Christopher Wren and used by John Bunyan, John Milton and Charles Wesley
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The Blitz, London, 1940
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A woman, made homeless by the Blitz, receives a hot meal at a welfare centre, Bermondsey, London, 1940
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Clearing fallen debris from the roof of St Mary-Le-Bow, Cheapside, London, 1940. The church, designed by Sir Christopher Wren, was completely destroyed a few days later
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Young evacuees from London at Churchill village school, Somerset, 1940
The Queen congratulated Beaton on his coverage of evacuees
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A soldier of the Royal Artillery mans a stereoscopic rangefinder at a coastal-defence gun battery, Dover, Kent, 1941
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A Royal Artillery searchlight monitors the night sky at the height of the Blitz, London, 1940
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A Wren serving with the crew of a harbour launch, Portsmouth, 1942
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A British sailor on shore leave, Harrogate, 1941
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Flight Lieutenant David Donaldson DFC of No. 149 Squadron RAF, Bomber Command and his co-pilot shortly before an operation, RAF Mildenhall, Suffolk, 1941
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The interior of an RAF Short Stirling bomber, Britain, 1941
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The rear gunner seen through the Plexiglas of his gun turret, Britain, 1941
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Squadron Leader M.L. Robinson, commanding officer of No. 609 (West Riding) Squadron RAF, a veteran of the Battle of Britain, seated on the wing of his Spitfire, RAF Biggin Hill, 1941
He was killed in action while commanding the Tangmere Wing in 1942
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Flying Officer Neville Duke of No. 92 (East India) Squadron, a Battle of Britain pilot, with his Spitfire at RAF Biggin Hill, 1941. After the war, Duke became one of Britain’s leading test pilots and broke the World Air Speed Record in 1953
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Flight Lieutenant David Donaldson, DFC, of No. 149 Squadron RAF and his co-pilot prepare for take-off in their Wellington bomber, RAF Mildenhall, Suffolk, 1941. Donaldson was regarded as an outstanding pilot. He rose to the rank of Wing Commander and survived the war
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Cecil Beaton in the ruins of Tobruk, Libya, 1942
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