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Irving Penn’s Timeless Photography

Phil Mistry
When you mention Irving Penn, the first images that may come to mind are his 
fashion photography and mostly his 165 Vogue covers. He also photographed 
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everyday objects, even detritus from New York streets like cigarette butts, leaves, and 
even chewed gum. This was described by former Director of the Art Institute of 
Chicago James Wood as ‘the cosmos underfoot.’ 
 
“Photographism” is a retrospective at the Pace Gallery honoring the master, one of 
the most influential photographers of the twentieth century, with a career spanning 
over 65 years. “Photographism” is not a word out of the dictionary but was coined by 
Penn himself.

Penn had a manila envelope labeled with the word. This was the studio’s working 
folder into which went rough sketches, notes, and scraps of paper with ideas. Later 
on, there were also posters kept along with the folder.

“Penn left us with not so much a road map, but enough material as a jumping-off 
point to consider for an exhibition,” says Vasilios Zatse, deputy director of the Irving 
Penn Foundation, who previously worked in Penn’s studio.

Irving Penn, Girl Behind Bottle, New York, 1949, platinum palladium print mounted to aluminum 
© The Irving Penn Foundation

http://www.daventryphotographicsociety.co.uk/
https://www.artic.edu/exhibitions/1704/irving-penn-underfoot
https://www.pacegallery.com/exhibitions/irving-penn-photographism/
https://www.pacegallery.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2021/jan/20/irving-penn-photographism-exhibition-photography-new-york
https://irvingpenn.org/foundation
https://irvingpenn.org/foundation


Daventry Photographic Society March 2021

“Spanning from 1939 to the early 2000s, the works in this exhibition will be 
accompanied by rarely seen archival materials and preparatory sketches, which 
articulate Irving Penn’s notion of ‘photographism’,” says Pace Gallery in introducing 
the show.

“Photographism” was never adequately explained by the photographer in his lifetime, 
and maybe it is a perfect tribute to take a look at it now.

The exhibition shows 30 photographs displaying Penn’s groundbreaking 
photographic style. Penn was trained as a painter but began shooting for Vogue and 
other high fashion magazines in the 1940s. Penn extracted ideas from multiple 
sources, including fine arts, drawing, painting, sculpture, and the more commercial 
graphic arts, such as typography and graphic design.

“Beauty Issue: Summer Elements,” Vogue cover, May 1, 1946, © Condé Nast
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Penn sought a “simplification that I need in a picture” that really relates more to old 
painting and old sculpture.” And you can see that in Penn’s self-reflexive works, such 
as Bedside Lamp (2006) and Girl Behind Bottle (Jean Patchett) (1949).

Before he handled the camera, Penn would often conceptualize the final photo in a 
sketch. This would help him to hone in on the critical aspects of the photograph. 
These rough sketches were inspired not just by painting but also by sculpture, 
architecture, dance, and the Surrealism movement. Maybe that is what 
“Photographism” is—combining all of these art forms melding into the final 
photograph.

Irving Penn, Ginkgo Leaves, New York, 1990, dye transfer print © The Irving Penn Foundation
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The photograph of Eye in Keyhole creates the illusion that the camera is looking back 
at the photographer. Penn also interestingly places a second keyhole in the eye where 
the pupil should have bee

Irving Penn, Eye In Keyhole, New York, 1953, dye transfer print © The Irving Penn Foundation

His first love, which was painting, was always there in his sub-conscious, along with 
other fine arts. In 1985, Penn printed a final portrait of painter Picasso which looked 
more like a test strip. He further added, “splatters of platinum sensitizer to give the 
fragment a bold, painterly reinterpretation.”
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“What I yearn for as a photographer is someone who will connect the work of 
photographers to that of sculptors and painters of the past,” he said in 1975.

Irving Penn, Bedside Lamp, New York, 2006, pigment print © The Irving Penn Foundation

Penn was born to a Russian Jewish family in Plainfield, New Jersey, in 1917. He 
attended  Abraham Lincoln High School in Brooklyn, where he studied graphic 
design with the famous Leon Friend, who also taught Jay Maisel. Penn attended the 
Philadelphia Museum School of Industrial Art (now the University of the Arts) from 
1934 to 1938. He studied drawing, painting, graphics, and industrial arts under the 
famous art-director Alexey Brodovitch.

According to Anna Wintour, the editor-in-chief of Vogue, a magazine for which Penn 
worked for more than 65 years, he “changed the way people saw the world and our 
perception of what is beautiful.”

Vogue, in the 40s, was a place where experimental photography could be shown. And 
Penn was experimental throughout his career. He captured Justice Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg’s unique image from a low angle with what seems like a wide-angle lens.
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American Photographer Penn Captured More Than Just Fashion - YouTube 
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Notice of Annual General Meeting
The DPS AGM will be held online on Tuesday 2 March 2021 at 7.30 pm. An email 
has been forwarded to all DPS members to which the documents below were 
attached. A reminder with the same attachments will be sent out 1 week prior to the 
AGM.
. AGM Agenda
.  Draft Minutes of the AGM held on Tuesday 3 March 2020
. Proposal Form for DPS Committee Membership
. DPS Membership Form 2021-22
If you would like to nominate someone as a member of the Committee, it is not too
late. Nominations can be made at the AGM or you could send a proposal form, as
soon as possible please, to dpscameraclub@outlook.com

DPS Membership Forms 2021-22
Please try to get your completed Membership Forms returned to
dpscameraclub@outlook.com by the date of the AGM if possible, and within 2 weeks
of the date of the AGM at the latest.

The Treasurer would like to remind members to ensure when payments are made 
directly into the DPS bank account or paid via PayPal using the Donate button on the 
DPS website home page, they must include a reference to explain by whom the 
payment has been made and for what. The space in which to put a reference is limited 
but you could use your initials followed by either Mem or Att, for example, to 
distinguish between payments for membership or for attendance fees.

In summary
.  Please complete a membership form and send it to
dpscameraclub@outlook.com - it is not enough just to pay the fee.

. When making your payment, ensure you make it clear who you are and what
you are paying for using a reference eg LWmem or RPJatt.

. If there is insufficient room in the Bank or PayPal reference box, please send
an email to dpscameraclub@outlook.com to explain the payment you have made.

DPS news is respectful of individuals copyright, and will where possible give copyright credit to 
the authors of any work published.  DPS news is a not for profit publication and is distributed to 
members of DPS free of charge,  its content is researched from freely available internet sites.
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