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Irving Penn: Beyond Beauty 

Exhibition Wall Text 

 

Irving Penn (1917–2009) was one of the twentieth century’s most prolific and influential 

photographers of fashion and the famous. His pictures, a unique blend of classical 

elegance and formal innovation, were widely seen in print during his long career at 

Vogue magazine. His achievement, however, extends beyond conventional notions of 

depicting beauty or fame to include a radical reconsideration of how we understand 

fashion and art, both separately and in relation to each other.  

 

A courtly man whose polite demeanor masked an intense perfectionism, Penn adopted a 

workmanlike approach to making pictures, what his friend and Vogue art director 

Alexander Liberman called “Penn’s American instincts.” Schooled in painting and 

design, Penn later chose photography as his life’s work, scraping the paint off his early 

canvases so they could serve a more useful life as tablecloths or as backdrops for his 

photographs. But his commitment to making art remained in force throughout the seven 

decades of his active career.  

 

This exhibition, the first retrospective museum survey to be organized since the artist’s 

death, describes the full arc of Penn’s photography from his early, surrealist-influenced 

work to the modernist icons for which he is best known and the iconoclastic late work 

that simultaneously incorporates and renounces fashion. The prints were selected from 

The Irving Penn Foundation archives and are a gift from the Foundation to the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum and to the American people. 
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Antique Shop, Pine Street, Philadelphia 

1938 

gelatin silver print made 1990 

 

Irving Penn studied drawing, painting, and graphic and industrial design at the 

Pennsylvania Museum School of Industrial Art (now the University of the Arts) in 

Philadelphia from 1934 to 1938. After finishing school and moving to New York, he 

bought a Rolleiflex camera with money he had saved while working at Harper’s Bazaar 

as an assistant to its art director, Alexey Brodovitch, who had been his teacher in 

Philadelphia.  Though he never took a formal course in photography, after graduation 

Penn spent his free time wandering the streets of Philadelphia and New York, taking 

what he later described as “camera notes.” These pictures show Penn’s early interest in 

European surrealism as well as a documentary spirit today associated most with Penn’s 

contemporary, Walker Evans. 

 

 

Beauty Shop, New York 

1939 

gelatin silver print made 2001 

 

Penn claimed Eugène Atget, a photographer who had recorded Paris and its surroundings 

at the turn of the last century, as a major influence. Atget’s straightforward, workman-

like pictures were promoted by the surrealists during the 1930s and received widespread 

attention in both Europe and the Americas. Like Atget, Penn treated the storefronts and 

architecture of the urban environment as his subjects, engaging with worldly fact while 

rendering it poetically.  

 

 

Chicken Plucker, American South 

1941 

gelatin silver print made 2001 

 

In 1941, declaring a “need to paint,” Penn left New York and traveled through the 

American South en route to Mexico City, a cosmopolitan haven for intellectuals and 

artists. He returned to New York after a year not with paintings, but with photographs. In 

his travels he was often attracted to subjects in African-American neighborhoods, 

photographing people, in his words, “as chance composed them, lounging in front of 

barber shops and shoeshine parlors. The camera in my hands did not seem to intrude.” 

 

 

New York Theatrical Producers 

1947 

silver print made about 1947–48 

 

This portrait, which is a classic still-life arrangement of shape and form, impressively 

demonstrates Penn’s ability to arrange twenty-one egos more used to doing the directing 
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than being told where to go. The lighting test for the group portrait could have been a 

straightforward exercise; instead Penn turned it into a sly memento mori, posing himself 

and a skull on the set. 

 

 

Shop Window, Mexico 

1942 

gelatin silver print made about 1942 

 

Living on the outskirts of Mexico City, Penn continued his exploration of vernacular 

architecture and delighted in chance discoveries of the odd arrangements of things. An 

image of a Mexico City shop window full of brooms crowded together like imprisoned 

stick figures was, in Penn’s words, his “first serious picture.” It was later published in the 

New York surrealist magazine VVV. 

 

 

W La Libertà, Italy 

1945 

gelatin silver print made 2001 

 

In 1944 Penn took a leave from Vogue to serve as an ambulance driver and staff 

photographer for the American Field Service, which supplied medical and other aid to 

Allied soldiers. During the last year of the war he was attached to the British Army in 

Italy, Austria, and India. His job was to photograph the troops; in his free time, he made a 

private documentation of war’s upheaval. After the war ended he continued to travel 

abroad, photographing and reporting for Vogue. 

 

 

Anton Dolin, New York  

1946 

gelatin silver print made about 1946 

 

Tanaquil Le Clercq, New York  

1947 

gelatin silver print made 1998 

 

In the years following the war and his return to New York City, Penn began a new style 

of studio portraiture. He eliminated props and asked many of the most accomplished 

artists, writers, and intellectuals of the period to pose in a stark space constricted by plain 

wood and canvas flats. Quite literally, his sitters were placed in a tight spot. The resulting 

portraits describe individual characters even as they create a compelling metaphor for the 

human dilemma in the post-World War II era.  
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Irving Penn at Work in Cuzco  

1948 

gelatin silver print made 1997 

 

In December 1948 Penn traveled to Peru for a fashion feature that would be called 

“Flying Down to Lima” when published in Vogue the following year. When everyone 

else went home Penn stayed, traveling further inland to the remote Andean town of 

Cuzco. He rented the studio of a local photographer and made portraits of Quechua 

Indians and festival participants who had come to town for the Christmas holiday. His 

personal photography adventure, which resulted in these photographs of an unfamiliar 

culture, was his initial attempt at what would become a favored way of working, as he 

alternated one genre or type of project with another. With these works he established a 

pattern he would continue all of his life.  

 

 

Bouillabaisse, Barcelona 

1948 

chromogenic print made 2000 

 

In the 1940s and 1950s color photography turned from being a novelty to the norm. 

When Penn photographed in color it was an opportunity for invention—he could give 

color the graphic pop of black and white. Furthermore, he wrote, “If the camera always 

tells the truth, the color camera must always tell the absolute truth.” In this image, made 

as part of the photo essay “Barcelona and Picasso,” Penn photographed the Spanish 

painter’s favorite dish of Catalan bouillabaisse on two napkins spread on the sidewalk.  

 

 

[Case with six vintage Vogue magazines]  

 

When Penn returned to New York in 1943, he began work as assistant to Vogue’s new art 

director, Alexander Liberman, beginning a creative collaboration that lasted throughout 

both men’s careers. Penn’s first assignments were to sketch cover designs that would be 

photographed by others. He soon began to make the photographs himself, learning how 

to operate an 8 x 10 inch studio camera and to compose still-life arrangements that 

brought a new look to mid-twentieth century magazines.  

 

 

New York Child (Juliet Auchincloss) 

1949–53 

silver print made about 1949–53 

 

Penn photographed children throughout his career, sometimes as part of large editorial 

projects, sometimes as simple portrait commissions or private projects. Posing them 

precisely in the confined space of the studio, he described an innocence marked with 

some premonition of the future, good and bad. Not surprisingly, Edward Steichen 

included New York Child in his landmark 1955 exhibition, The Family of Man.  
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New York Still Life 

1947 

platinum/palladium print made 1978 

 

Penn’s arrangement of objects and a sumptuous array of foods echoes classic 

seventeenth-century Dutch still-life paintings and was done for a July 1, 1947 Vogue 

article titled “Elements of a Party.” He rendered the folds of fabrics and curves of cups in 

velvety light that softened the composition into a harmonious whole and emphasizes 

aesthetic appeal. Yet on the nearly overflowing sack of grain, Penn placed the spoiler of a 

beetle: a reminder perhaps, that luxury, like beauty, can be fleeting. 

 

 

Girl Behind Bottle (Jean Patchett), New York 

1949 

platinum/palladium print made 1978 

 

Penn’s fashion photography shifted from a documentary style to an emphasis on more 

subjective forms of expression in the late 1940s and 1950s, as did the broader field. In 

many cases he manipulated the print to create masses of deep tones that become 

dramatically outlined, stand-alone shapes. These images are less descriptions of 

individual models wearing clothes than evocations of a powerful sense of feminine 

independence made possible through the arts of fashion and photography. 

 

 

Chimney Sweep, London  

1950 

platinum/palladium print made 1976 

 

Penn’s series of portraits of tradesmen in their work clothes, begun in Paris in 1950 at the 

suggestion of Alexander Liberman and later continued in London and New York, seems 

inherently fashion-conscious but also anthropological. In the same studio occupied a few 

hours earlier by couture-wearing fashion models, Penn posed a variety of people engaged 

in what were called small trades—vocations that, by the end of World War II, were fast 

disappearing. He approached these subjects’ worn simplicity with a respect that 

memorializes their working lives. 

 

 

Nude No. 58, New York 

about 1949–50 

platinum/palladium print made 1976 

 

As the offices of Vogue began to empty for vacation in the summer of 1949, Penn instead 

stayed in the studio. He invited art-class models to pose for his camera, beginning a series 

of nude studies that was “like going back to art school.” Most of the models’ bodies were 

full and fleshy, the antithesis of a fashion model’s. When printing the pictures he attacked 

the light-sensitive paper with bleaching agents to remove most of the skin tones, creating 
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a rough, chiaroscuro effect that reinforced the images’ strangeness. These photographs 

were not exhibited or published until 1980. 

 

 

Rochas Mermaid Dress (Lisa Fonssagrives-Penn), Paris 

1950 

platinum/palladium print made 1979 

 

On his first assignment to Paris to photograph the couture collections for Vogue in 

August 1950, Penn borrowed the top floor of an old photography school and used a 

discarded theater curtain for a studio backdrop. He later wrote: “The light was the light of 

Paris as I had imagined it, soft but defining.” There he created some of the most spare 

and delicate fashion photographs yet produced, treating the clothes less as dresses to be 

worn than as shapes to be perceived as sculpture. 

 

 

Hell’s Angel (Doug), San Francisco 

1967 

platinum/palladium print made 1976 

 

Penn traveled to San Francisco on assignment for Look magazine to capture a picture of 

late sixties counterculture. He recalled the Hell’s Angels sitting in 1991:  

 

They were like coiled springs ready to fly loose. . . . The delays and provocations 

they could produce were endless. Fortunately, the hypnotizing lens of the camera 

and the confinement of the studio held them in check just long enough for the 

exposures to be made. When the experience was over and we heard their 

screaming bikes going down the road, I breathed a sigh of relief. 

 

 

Truman Capote, New York  

1979 

gelatin silver print made 1983 

 

Rudolf Nureyev, Paris  

1961 

gelatin silver print made about 1961 

 

Penn’s portraits after 1960 depart from the full-length portraits made earlier in his career. 

Often Penn positioned his camera directly in front of the sitter, intensely shortening the 

distance between photographer and subject. Except in rare cases, such as his photograph 

of Frances Bacon that includes in the background a portrait print of Rembrandt, Penn 

eliminated even a glimpse of the sitter’s surroundings. Instead he emphasized gesture and 

facial expression.  
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Woman in Moroccan Palace (Lisa Fonssagrives-Penn), Marrakech 

1951 

platinum/palladium/iridium print made 1969 

 

Penn made his first trip to Morocco on assignment for Vogue in 1951, where he 

photographed fashion, landscapes, and street scenes. Penn’s wife, model Lisa 

Fonssagrives-Penn (the couple had married in 1950), wore this Paris version of a desert 

nomad’s cloak, designed by Jean Dessès, at La Bahia palace in Marrakech.  

 

 

Morocco, 1971 

from films by Lisa Fonssagrives-Penn 

 

In 1971 Penn again traveled to Morocco. As he had done for other travel assignments he 

shipped his portable tent-studio ahead, planning to make portraits of local people. Lisa 

Fonssagrives-Penn, who often accompanied Penn on his foreign travels, made short 

Super 8 movies of her husband at work in various Algerian towns. These films have been 

digitally re-mastered and edited from her originals for this exhibition.  

 

 

Four Guedras, Morocco 

1971 

platinum/palladium print made 1985 

 

As haute couture declined in importance for American consumers following World War 

II and in the face of a craze for practical ready-to-wear and sportswear, Penn found a 

substitute in the preoccupation with style, ornament, and beauty that had survived in 

corners of the world not yet completely impacted by the West. His trips away from New 

York became a personal expeditionary enterprise—complete with a traveling studio—and 

the resulting works declare that decorative beauty is an absolute value that transcends 

cultural differences. The pictures from these trips were published annually in Vogue and 

collected in the aptly titled book, Worlds in a Small Room (1974). 

 

 

[Case] 

 

In 1966, Irving Penn designed a tent structure that he used for many years; it allowed him 

to set up a portable studio nearly anywhere, including Cameroon, Dahomey, New 

Guinea, and Morocco. 
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Irving Penn: In a Cracked Mirror, New York 

1986 

platinum/palladium print made 1990 

 

During the last twenty years of his life, Penn devoted himself increasingly to 

experimentation with printing and with new subject matter, notably creating a number of 

curious self-portraits. In one he pictured himself in a broken mirror as a fractured, Cubist-

inspired bust. He also modified cameras and conducted ongoing darkroom experiments, 

becoming freer and more expressive with his materials. For a technically elaborate view 

of himself and of a skull, Penn used a 12 x 20 inch camera and motorized slit-aperture 

spotlight that moved across the composition as focus points were changed.  

 

 

Paper Cup with Shadow, New York 

1975 

platinum/palladium print made 1976 

 

Photographs of flattened street trash printed in the luxurious medium of platinum and 

palladium were among the most controversial Penn ever made. Smashed paper cups and 

other detritus meticulously printed using expensive metals (Penn sometimes added 

palladium and a little iridium to the platinum) seemed an ironic, even rude, comment on 

the world of fashionable luxury for which Penn was known. But by the 1970s, 

photographers interested in challenging the limits of picture making began exploring 

earlier, more elaborate forms of printing. This renewed interest in the surface and 

materiality of the photographic print helped forge a new audience for Penn, who was 

dependent on the reproducibility of his images in the mostly black-and-white pages of 

magazines.  

 

 

Composition with Pitcher and Eau de Cologne, New York 

1979 

platinum/palladium print made 1981 

 

Penn produced still lifes throughout his career, starting with his first Vogue cover in 

1943. Beginning in the 1970s he practiced this genre with special inventiveness, 

increasingly exploring the vanitas tradition that had interested him from the 1940s. Even 

as the careful and elegant compositions he perfects for each picture are a defense against 

the disorder inherent in life, they also invite us to consider the thread of melancholy that 

runs through much of Penn’s work.  
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Lion (3/4 View), Prague 

1986 

gelatin silver print made 1986 

 

Penn traveled to Czecholovakia in 1986 and photographed a group of animal skulls in the 

collection of the Národní Museum in Prague.  He titled the series Cranium Architecture. 

According to Penn, each skull was “an exquisite edifice and living machine . . . . Smooth 

working mechanism of jaws and teeth.” This fleshless evidence of animal life combines 

the look of Penn’s portrait practice with the spirit of his vanitas still lifes that use 

arrangements of bones and skulls. 

 

 

Callot Swallow-Tail Dress (about 1919), New York  

1974 

platinum/palladium print made 1978 

 

Chanel Sequined Suit (1926), New York  

1974 

platinum/palladium print made 1979 

 

Invited by legendary former Vogue editor, Diana Vreeland, to document vintage clothes 

from early twentieth-century Paris featured in a 1974 exhibition at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art’s Costume Institute (Inventive Paris Clothes, 1909–1939), Penn created a 

studio in the museum’s galleries. He placed the beautifully dressed but inert mannequins 

before his canvas backdrop as if they were living models, making his own version of a 

surrealist play between reality and illusion. 

 

 

Bee, New York 

1995 

chromogenic print made 2001 

 

From the 1980s on, Penn was arguably more engaged with his personal vision and artistic 

legacy than with filling the pages of fashion magazines, but he continued to produce 

remarkable pictures when called on by Vogue and commercial clients. Increasingly left to 

his own devices to advance the needs of a changing magazine culture that hoped to 

sustain readers’ interest, he produced provocative images of a contradictory beauty, 

incorporating intimations of decay and death within fashion’s timeless perfection.  
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Cigarette No. 17, New York 

1972 

platinum/palladium print made 1975 

 

In 1967 Penn began an intensive study of a laborious and seldom used process by 

printing his older negatives with the platinum-palladium technique. A series of 

photographs of discarded cigarette butts he began five years later was the first group he 

planned at the outset to be printed exclusively in the medium. To procure his subject 

matter, Penn sent his assistants out onto the street to gather and bring them back to the 

studio, where he photographed them with all the care he would lavish on a commercial 

photograph of a luxury product, close-up and against a blank background. The tonalities 

the process produced made the pictures stand out at a time when photographs were just 

beginning to receive widespread recognition as works of art. 

 

 

Coffee Pot, New York 

2007 

gelatin silver print made 2007 

 

Penn titled his late series of photographs of old, well-worn pitchers, jars, or coffee urns 

Vessels. They are, we suspect, photographs of objects that once appeared in still-life 

compositions, perhaps even an antique or two  he had found on his early rambles through 

the streets of New York and that, after many years, had continued to keep Penn company 

in his home and studio. In this way they serve as autobiographic mementoes, becoming 

almost self-portraits of the aging artist himself. 

 

 

Underfoot XI, New York  

2000 

gelatin silver print made 2000 

 

Underfoot XXVII, New York  

2000 

gelatin silver print made 2000 

 

In the last years of his career, Penn returned again to the city streets, treating the refuse-

strewn, gum-spattered Manhattan pavement as a ready-made canvas. He walked the city 

streets near his Fifth Avenue studio with two assistants, a folding chair, and a medium-

format Hasselblad camera specially fitted with tubes that extended the lens nearly to the 

ground. Penn made the images with color film, but printed the work in black and white 

with extensive darkroom manipulations and toning. 
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Alexandra Beller, New York  

1999 

gelatin silver print made 2000 

 

Alexandra Beller, New York  

1999 

gelatin silver print made 2000 

 

Penn returned to the nude subject in the late 1990s, this time collaborating with dancer 

Alexandra Beller. The resulting photographs show the figure in motion, freely and 

ecstatically interacting with the familiar cloth backdrop of the photographer’s studio. 

Compared to the nudes of 1949, which could be viewed as drawings, those of Beller are 

more dynamic and performative. 

 

 

Issey Miyake Fashion: Seaweed Dress, New York 

1987 

dye transfer print made 1992 

 

Penn met fashion designer Issey Miyake in 1983 while on assignment in Toyko for 

Vogue. The two men developed a long friendship and collaborated on many publication 

and exhibition projects involving Penn’s photographs of Miyake’s innovative designs. As 

he had in first photographing earlier Paris collections, Penn emphasized the sculptural 

possibilities of Miyake’s pleated creations, worn by living mannequins who often are 

posed as if they were marionettes or pieces of sculpture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 

 

 

 


