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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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