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A high art _ photographer

A long 
way from 
Dazed & 
Confused
By Gail Goldberg 
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Everything is 
clicking for 
Rankin
While a scant few photographers 
ever achieve the recognition of 
the famous faces they shoot, 
the one-named Rankin – known 
for a mischievous glint in his 
eye and his intimate portraiture 
of rock stars and royalty – sits 
comfortably in this realm. And he 
should: this summer, Rankin (né 
John Rankin Waddell) celebrated 
20 years in the business with a 
retrospective of his work in New 
York and Los Angeles.

The Glasgow-born 
photographer’s largest 
American exhibit to date, 
“Open Rankin,” put on in 
conjunction with the Fahey/
Klein Gallery, featured some 
of his most iconic fashion and 
beauty portraits (including 
those of Queen Elizabeth 
II and Kate Moss), fashion 
films and, yes, erotica. Milk 
Gallery served as the show’s 
Manhattan home base, while 
Rankin hosted the overlapping 
Los Angeles exhibit at his own 
Melrose Avenue gallery.

For New Yorkers and Angelenos 
alike, Rankin Live was one of 
the main highlights of the show. 
The several-day spectacle (in 
each city) provided gallery-
goers with a rare opportunity to 
get a behind-the-scenes glimpse 
at what goes on at a photoshoot 
by watching the master in 
action – a photographic 
performance, if you will. 
Dozens of randomly selected 
Regular Joes and Janes were the 
lucky subjects, whose stunning 
portraits were immediately 
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projected onto a large screen, 
creating an interactive gallery 
and showcasing the latest in 
digital technology.

“The thing about Rankin Live 
is that it democratizes an 
experience that people generally 
believe just lives in the world 
of fashion and glamour, the 
rich and famous. People come 
along and have their hair and 
makeup done, and take part in 
a photoshoot exactly as if they 
were being shot for the cover of a 
magazine. It makes them feel like 
that is achievable for them too,” 
Rankin explains. 

Inspired by the amazing 
experience of the original and 
epic Rankin Live London in 
2009 (where 1,500 subjects were 
shot over seven weeks), Rankin 
brought it back for the stateside 
show – albeit on a much smaller 
scale. “Rankin Live New York 
went fantastically,” he says. “I 
love New York and having the 
chance to do something like 
that there was amazing. It was 
interesting for me to meet New 
Yorkers – they are very di!erent 
from Londoners!”

With the success of his most 
recent exhibition, life seems 
to be sweeter than ever for 
the 45-year-old Rankin. This 
is compounded by a happy 
personal life, namely his wife 
of two years Tuuli and their 
young son Lyle. So exactly how 
did this guy, who grew up in 
Glasgow, North Yorkshire and 
Hertfordshire, become one of 
the most dynamic photographers 
on the planet, routinely called on ©
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by supermodels, sports stars and 
celebs of every order?

Rankin first hit the radar in 
the early ‘90s when he joined 
his friend Jefferson Hack to 
start the magazine Dazed & 
Confused. “I started Dazed with 
Jefferson because I wanted to 
get invited to cool parties and 
shoot people. I worked hard, 
consistently and knocked on 
doors until they all seemed to 
open at once,” relays Rankin.

As a seminal magazine of 
the ’90s, Dazed & Confused 
catapulted Rankin to another 
level. His creative genius for 
capturing the character and 
spirit of his subjects was now 
obvious to the world. It’s 
during these years that Rankin 
became the photographer of 
choice for Brit-pop bands, 
Kylie Minogue, Madonna, 
etc. Then came assignments 
for Harper’s Bazaar, German 
Vogue and GQ, followed by calls 

from international politicians, 
musicians and top models.

No question, photographing 
the rich, famous and beautiful 
is a big part of Rankin’s world, 
but digging deeper is also part 
of the equation. From domestic 
violence to women’s body issues, 
Rankin routinely documents the 
less pretty parts of life.

The photographer also has a 
longstanding relationship with 
Oxfam, which fights poverty and 
hunger the world over. (All profits 
from Rankin Live 2011 were 
donated to Oxfam America.)

“Charity projects enable me 
to get slightly more hands on. 
When I’m doing something with 
a strong purpose I look deeper 
into what and why I’m shooting. 
For example, I recently worked 
on a big campaign for Oxfam 
in which I went to Kenya and 
met the people that Oxfam help 
there,” says Rankin.


