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IRVING PENN

The Small Trades

Photographer Irving Penn (1917-2009) was renowned for his innovative contributions to portrait, still life, and fashion photography, and a career that has spanned more than six decades at Vogue magazine. In 1950, Vogue assigned Penn to photograph workers in Paris, and thus his monumental work The Small Trades began. Created in 1950 and 1951 in Paris, London, and New York, The Small Trades consists of portraits of skilled tradespeople dressed in their work clothes and carrying the tools of their respective occupations. Capturing the humble coal heaver and the crisply dressed waiter with equal directness, Penn's arresting portraits also underscore fascinating cultural differences.

The Small Trades was Penn's most extensive body of work, and he returned to it over many decades, producing ever more exacting prints. 

Penn was born in 1917. When he was 18 years old, he started an Advertisement Design Course, taught by Alexei Brodovitch, chief editor of Harper’s Bazaar, at the School of Industrial Art of Philadelphia.

In 1938 he managed to work as art director at Junior League Magazine. After few years, he gave up his job and left for Mexico where he started to paint, but after just one year he understood that he would never have been a great artist and, come back to New York, in 1943 he became assistant of Alexander Liberman, art director of Vogue. In 1948 he realized some works for the magazine in Perù, while the different photographic campaigns linked to the world of fashion realized in 1950s gave him his first international fame.

While he went on with his activity as a fashion photographer, in 1977 the Metropolitan Museum of New York presented the cycle Street Material, in which Penn photographed the left rests of daily existence, giving them a new aesthetic value. 

In 1980 for the first time his nudes of 1950 were exhibited, whereas in 1986 he gave birth to his new series of still lives, this time dedicated to animal skulls.

After becoming one of the most renown photographer of the world, now his exhibitions and dedicated publications go on. Especially, the retrospectives of the Moma of New York in 1984, of the National Portrait Gallery of Washington in 1990 and of the Moderna Museet of Stockholm of 1995, in occasion of a big donation of Penn to the Swedish museum, have to be remembered.

Irvin Penn can be distinguished for his classic style that breaks the experimental setting of vanguards and presents the figure to be portrayed in a strong contrast with the background. Some of his images are recognizable: often they are portraits that were done putting the subject in the front of two backgrounds that form a corner.

He died in 2009 at 92 years old in his home in Manhattan.
