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Jim Lee

Jim Lee began his photography career in 1963, based in London, shooting for the best fashion magazines such as Harpers Bazaar, Vogue and Elle. He shot seminal editorial and ad campaigns for Yves St. Laurent, Versace, Valentino, Saks 5th Avenue, Guinness, BMW, American Express and Coca Cola amongst many others. 

He worked as a fashion photographer from 1968 to 1978 and then moved into directing commercials at the start of the Golden Age of British television. From 1975 to 1978 he lived in New York. 

Later Lee carved a career as a distinguished commercial director and feature film director which he enjoyed for twenty five years prior to returning to his roots as a fashion photographer in 2003. Lee now shoots special projects for selected clients. 

Lee’s retrospective, ‘Eye for Images’, took place at Hamilton’s gallery close of 2005. The show was his re-entry to the European fashion world. It was widely reviewed in the press and on television, featuring a BBC 1 TV interview and an 8-page feature in the Sunday Times Magazine. The show moves to Milan to Galleria Carla Sozzani next June, more precisely from the 10th June to the 23rd July 2006.

The early 1960s in England – the famous Pop Revolution side of things – was, according to one cynic, something that only involved a couple of hundred people in Central London living The Life – people who all knew each other.  It left everyone else out.  Nothing really happened in Hartlepool.  All that got through nationally was pop music. And photography.

The 1960s meant masses more photography, in newspapers and magazines.  Bigger photographs, more ambitious photographs, and much more color. The color supplements started up-market with the Sunday Times in 1962 but a few years later the Daily Mirror – even The Daily Record – had them.  Antonioni’s ‘Blow Up’ of 1966 confirmed, that young fashion photographers – the top ones – led impossibly glamorous, sexy and very pop lives.

Jim Lee started in 1968, part of a second cohort of young English fashion photographers – London-based of course – who ran with that inheritance and led that life in the late sixties and early seventies when the budgets, scale and sheer professionalism of British imageland expanded hugely.

Jim’s timing couldn’t have been better, he worked as a fashion photographer from 1968 to 1978, and then moved into directing big-budget commercials just in time for the Golden Age of British television advertising, video promos and MTV.

And he couldn’t have been in better places either. He worked initially for London magazines, particularly the upscale Harpers & Queen (sister of Harper’s Bazaar US) where he met the remarkable Anna Wintour, then in her first fashion editorial job and already showing the style that made her editor of American Vogue – years later. Jim Lee worked for her on distinctive shoots like Guinness, Coty, American Express and later in New York.

Jim Lee, following his instincts, moved to live and work in New York from 1975 to 1978 a disastrous period for the City’s economy but an extraordinary one for its culture – magazines, music and clubland.

Jim Lee’s special distinctive skill as a photographer – apart form taste, fashion instincts, the ability to recognize the moment, all that – lies in building narratives with casts of three or three hundred, and extraordinary background props that distill the aesthetics and conscious of a period. Thus the Vietnam GI rescuing the girl in the Ossie Clark print dress of 1969 – one of six photographs of Ossie Clark’s work featured in the V & A’s retrospective of (2004).

Or the boxing ring shoot of 1976, shot in (New York) for Anna Wintour which has Ingrid Boulting, the Kate Moss of 1976, as the triumphant centre of a great boxing set-piece. It’s this ability to manage big themes, numbers and complexity to create a knock ‘em-dead story picture – the cool inheritor of a popular Victorian genre – that makes Jim Lee’s work so distinctive – and made him a natural as a commercials director.

In 2002 – right timing again – he returned to taking photographs with a new generation of clients all represented in this retrospective of his work.
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