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INTRODUCTION

This is the first book solely devoted to Norman Parkinson’s stylish and beautiful contributions to Vogue magazine, from the 1930s to the end of his contract in the early 1980s. Previous books and exhibitions have celebrated Parkinson’s anniversaries, such as his first major retrospective at the National Portrait Gallery in 1981. This exhibition, which I had the privilege to curate during my 40 years at the gallery, celebrated Parkinson’s first 50 years as a professional photographer and was largely drawn from his work with Vogue.

The publication of this book in fact celebrates the anniversary of the creation of “Norman Parkinson”, a name that originally began as a partnership of two photographers in 1934, and which was the name of the studio they opened at No 1, Dover Street with the acquisition of a lease at £400 per year.

The partners were Ronald William Parkinson Smith (known to his wife and on his passport as Ron or Ronald Smith) and a friend, Norman Kibblewhite. The two met when they both were working as apprentices at Speaight & Son Studio of Bond Street. Together, they took on the No 1 Dover Street studio.

At first, work was divided between them, but the partnership broke up and Ronald Parkinson Smith kept the new name and business. In the past, attempts to find out more about Kibblewhite stalled, but recently we came across a rare credit in a 1960s’ magazine for a photographer of this name.

Ronald Parkinson Smith was born on 21 April 1913 to William Parkinson Smith, a barrister, the second of three children with his wife Louie (née Cobley). Parkinson’s mother was half-Italian and a direct descendant of Luigi Lablache (1794–1858), the famous basso profundo and music teacher to Queen Victoria.
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Norman Parkinson photographed with Andrea Holterhof by his American assistant Chuck Zuretti for French Vogue, 1980.



Parkinson’s Dover Street Studio was well placed in Mayfair, opposite the Ritz Hotel off Piccadilly in a street where many other leading photographers of the time had studios. These establishments stayed open until 2 a.m. on the nights that débutantes were photographed for their presentation at Court (a custom which ended in the 1950s).

Parkinson’s financial plan for the success of his studio depended on the income of print sales, which cost ten guineas for a dozen presented in special folders and mounts, while publication in quality periodicals was around £5 per page at that time. Parkinson set himself ten per day as the bar to keep afloat financially.

A chance visit by an art editor from Harper’s Bazaar to visit another photographer at the same address, George Canons (trading as Canons of Hollywood), drew attention to Parkinson’s work. His framed travel photographs hung on the staircase wall and on the basis of these he was recruited to work for Vogue’s rival, who was seeking new talent to match the skills of other Bazaar photographers such as Martin Munkácsi. Parkinson’s success at Bazaar also led to commissions from leading fashion stores and designers, which appeared in several magazines including Vogue.

The majority of the images in this book have been selected from original vintage prints or new prints from negatives to show Parkinson’s published Vogue images. However, in some cases only variant poses survive and these are indicated in the caption text.

Terence Pepper
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Parkinson began the 1930s as a schoolboy, then in his last year at Westminster School, followed by a two-year apprenticeship to the Bond Street royal and society photographer Richard N. Speaight. As Parkinson recalled in his autobiography Lifework (1983), Speaight wanted a £500 fee from his father to pay for his apprenticeship of three years, in return for which Parkinson would be paid £1 a week, but “my father drove a hard bargain and I was ushered in for £300”.

As well as being present for the first photographs of Princess Margaret, Parkinson gained useful experience in taking studio photographs of the leading personalities and débutantes of the day. These would be his main photographic subjects when he opened his first portrait studio at No 1 Dover Street in 1934, aged 21.

Most of Parkinson’s work was published in news and society magazines such as The Tatler, The Bystander and The Sketch, but as his reputation grew, leading advertisers commissioned work for their campaigns, and his advertising portraits for brands such as Imperial Airways, and fashion houses including Matita and Ann Talbot, saw his work also published in Vogue, as seen here.

It is likely that other advertising images by Parkinson also ran, but at present we only know of those credited in the magazines at the time. One of his most prestigious clients was Matita whose logo “Goddess of Sport” joined their copy line “Matita, London… of Paris… New York.” A glamorous advert which ran in several magazines at the time read, “Australia sends us lovely Margaret Vyner to grace both the English scene and screen. In the heart of the country she wears a top coat of novelty diamond weave in greys, beautifully tailored: a dove grey jersey suit both by Matita.” (Margaret Vyner [1914–1993] was a model.)

Thelma Woolley (neé Garwood Blay), who is shown in another Matita fashion photograph with a pet tortoise, was also one of Parkinson’s preferred fashion models, and modelled for him from the late 1930s up until their marriage in 1942. Afterwards, they would live together in Tewkesbury in Gloucestershire. The advertisement for one of a long series of Ann Talbot fashion pieces shows the sister of actor Michael Rennie in a studio pose and is also an early example of Parkinson’s interest in double exposure techniques, which he used throughout his career.
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Thelma Woolley and a tortoise in a Matita “Goddess of Sport” advertisement. British Vogue, 27 April 1938.
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Feeding the birds: fashion advertisement for Dorville’s tweed suits. British Vogue, 30 November 1938.
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Posing at Admiralty Arch by Trafalgar Square: advertisement for Matita “Goddess of Sport”. British Vogue, 13 April 1938.
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Margaret Vyner with four dogs in an advertisement for Matita. British Vogue, 22 February 1939.
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Anne Paget, a cousin of the Paget Twins and a 1959 débutante. Photographed with her pet pug for a Matita advertisement. British Vogue, 11 January 1939.
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Advertisement for Braemar knitwear. The caption described the twinset as simple and classic, in the true Braemar tradition. British Vogue, 5 October 1938.
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Ann Talbot’s mid-season collection advertisement featuring the sister of the actor Michael Rennie. Double exposure photograph for British Vogue, 27 April 1938.
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Parkinson’s first editorial photographs for British Vogue appeared inside the July 1941 issue. Eight years later, one of his stunning photographs would appear both on the cover of British and American Vogue, further catapulting his artistic fame.

Previously, Parkinson’s main fashion editorial work was connected to the British edition of Harper’s Bazaar, but with the outbreak of war he closed his studio at No 1, Dover Street off Piccadilly and his fashion editorial stories for Bazaar were taken on by the photographer Nancy Sandys Walker, who had been his assistant both on location and in the studio.

Parkinson lived in the British countryside and was registered as a labourer in the national census. He worked only a day or so a week for Vogue until the end of the Second World War, focusing on morale-raising work on the Home Front and photographic reports of the war effort.

Cecil Beaton and Norman Parkinson were the two most important British Vogue photographers during the 1940s, but with Beaton absent overseas, commissioned to cover the war for the Ministry of Information, Parkinson shared domestic coverage with the American-born photographer Lee Miller in several of Vogue’s wartime issues.

Parkinson’s fashion photograph of Diana Nadin (1917–1996) shows one of a number of models who also worked in intelligence and other wartime activities such as Bletchley Park. Many special images of such 1940s fashion models survive in the Norman Parkinson Archive and provide us with a fascinating wartime fashion history.

An early European travel story in the February 1947 issue of Vogue, titled “Weekend in Brussels”, set the template for many future Parkinson fashion and travel stories – most dramatically, his first trip to New York in 1949 at the invitation of Alexander Lieberman of American Vogue, who requested that Parkinson photograph there for periods of six months each year onwards. It was in New York that Parkinson first met the young model Carmen Dell’Orefice, and he would continue to capture her up until the 1980s.

Parkinson would work with many renowned Vogue editors, from Audrey Withers to Beatrix Miller; and art directors including John Parsons, whose love of narrative fashion stories and settings became a particular feature in the magazine. An example of this is Parkinson’s “The Woman in White” portfolio, published in the July 1947 issue and photographed at Raglan Castle and Tintern Abbey, with accompanying text written by Lettice Cooper inspired by the Victorian novelist Wilkie Collins.

Perhaps the most important moment for Parkinson in the 1940s was a photo shoot for travel clothes, for the story “Boat, Train and Plane”. It was on this shoot at Vogue Studios that he was introduced to his most inspirational and cherished muse, the young actress Wenda Rogerson. He would marry her in 1951 and collaborate with for the rest of her life, first as model and then as Vogue travel writer under the name of Wenda Parkinson.

Other important Vogue models such as Anne Chambers, Della Oake and Barbara Goalen made their first entrances into the world of fashion with Parkinson’s stunning photographs, and their careers continued into the 1950s.
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Women during the Second World War: repairing a car, and lorry convoy drivers of the ATS (Auxiliary Territorial Service) studying their route. British Vogue, January 1942.
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Delivering fruit to the Preserving Centre, where members of the Women’s Institute and WVS (Women’s Voluntary Service) will turn it into jam. The woman on the cart wears a beige and brown tweed cardigan suit from Dorville at John Lewis and the woman on the ground wears a beige and black herringbone suit with a red crêpe blouse from Lillywhites. British Vogue, September 1942.
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Country women playing their part in the village war effort, visiting men in camp with their mobile YMCA canteen. Woman inside wearing an “Island Story” printed cotton dress from Cresta, the other wearing a silk shirt and a grey skirt, both from Simpsons. Variant photograph published in British Vogue, July 1943 in the feature “Country Ways – Community Life”.
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Fashion designer Lachasse experimenting with fabrics despite the coupon shortage. Model (left) wearing a tailored jumper with a matching skirt and (right) a mustard and brown tweed suit with a crêpe shirt. Double exposure published in British Vogue, April 1944.
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Mirrored portrait of a model wearing bright striped tailored shorts and a square-cut jacket from Simpsons. British Vogue, June 1946. Originally, this was published in the middle of a double-paged Vogue spread so that the mirrored image cleverly folded in half.
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Diana Nadin (1917–1996) photographed at the beach wearing















Wenda Parkinson

British Vogue, May 1947










































































Carmen Dell’Orefice

American Vogue, October 1949
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