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Late-1950s Tonight Show host Jack Paar 
introduced Constance Bannister (1913-
2005) as the “world’s most famous baby 
photographer.” And Paar, whose popular 

catchphrase was “I kid you not,” wasn’t kidding. At 
the peak of Bannister’s fame it seemed as though 
“Bannister Babies,” often accompanied by their mis-
chievous dogs, were everywhere: TV, film, maga-
zines, books, billboards, newspapers, ad campaigns, 
baby food labels—just about every platform avail-
able to a pre-internet visual artist. 

Bannister combined an instinctive feel for pop-
ular taste, a gleeful approach to self-promotion, a 
restless entrepreneurial spirit, and considerable tal-
ent to become one of the era’s female trailblazers of 
modern pop culture. Like such contemporaries as 
Ruth Handler (Barbie dolls), Brownie Wise (Tup-
perware), and Estée Lauder (cosmetics), Bannister 
was a woman who knew what the public wanted and 
how to provide it with attention-getting flair. 

Bannister was born the second youngest of 17 chil-
dren in rural Ashland City, Tennessee. By the mid-
1930s she was in New York City, where she studied 
at the New York Institute of Photography and the 
School of Modern Photography. Before long, her 
work was showcased by the Associated Press, and 
in the Chicago Tribune and Saturday Evening Post, 
among other major outlets. She opened her own 
studio at 24 Central Park South and began photo-
graphing babies in the park, easily selling her prints 
to parents.

Bannister’s knack for getting kids to shine for the 
camera led to her big break: the syndicated com-
ic strip “Baby Banters by Bannister.” She worked 
steadily through World War II, while selling war 
bonds and making appearances at military camps. 
She even became a “pinup girl” herself. A swimsuit 
photo of Bannister became a hot item among ser-
vicemen, and requests for copies poured in from 
around the world. From then on, her beauty and 
vivacious personality were part of her promotional 
toolkit. 

Her early success was merely prelude to her sky-
rocketing career of the postwar years. Bannister and 
the ’50s were made for each other. Some 12 million 

returning veterans made up for lost time by starting 
long-delayed families. The population soared. The 
baby boom provided her with an endless supply of 
subjects. Parents were eager to see their children 
immortalized as “Bannister Babies,” and would sign 
release forms for the honor, allowing the savvy Ban-
nister to license the images for myriad purposes. 
She later collaborated with Dorothy Heights, pres-
ident of the National Council of Negro Women, to 
photograph African-American babies for a charity 
date book in 1962.

During the baby boom the gross national product 
doubled, fueling the exodus of the middle class from 
cities to suburbs. A dramatic rise in the number of 
Americans with backyards, increased leisure time, 
and children led to a rise in dog ownership. Ameri-
cans living the dream came to see their dogs as full-
fledged family members. The humanization of the 
family dog, a trend that continues to this day, was 
reflected in Bannister’s whimsical images of mid-
century domestic life. Several of her pet portraits 
depict dogs wearing hats, glasses, and other human 
accessories, blurring the line between the species. 

Dogs-as-humans Americana was around long be-
fore Bannister, most notably in Cassius Coolidge’s 
1903 “Dogs Playing Poker” prints that for decades 
hung in barrooms and men’s clubs. Bannister’s con-
tribution to this subgenre of American kitsch was to 
move the anthropomorphized dog out of the saloon 
and into the suburban living room and nursery, re-
flecting the home-and-hearth sensibility of the baby 
boom years.

Bannister’s portraits of kids and dogs—either in 
crisp black and white or in the densely saturated 
reds, greens, and blues typical of 1950s graphic art—
are delightful artifacts from the era in which Amer-
ica’s fundamental relationship with their pets began 
to change. They also remind us that the self-empow-
ered women of today are standing on the shoulders 
of those who came before.

We gratefully acknowledge Lynda Bannister, who  
inherited her mother’s approximately 100,000 images 
and supplied the materials in this exhibit. 


