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First Retrospective in 20 Years of Master Photographer Irving Penn              

Opens Oct. 23 at the Smithsonian American Art Museum 

Exhibition Includes Previously Unseen Photographs and Film of Artist at Work 

Irving Penn (1917–2009), known for his iconic fashion, portrait and still life images that 

appeared in Vogue magazine, ranks as one of the foremost photographers of the 20th century. “Irving 

Penn: Beyond Beauty,” the first retrospective of Penn’s work in nearly 20 years, will celebrate his 

legacy as a modern master and reveal the full expressive range of his work.   

The exhibition features work from all stages of Penn’s career—street scenes from the late 

1930s, photographs of the American South from the early 1940s, celebrity portraits, fashion 

photographs, still lifes and more private studio images. Penn’s pictures reveal a modernist instinct for 

stark simplicity whether he was photographing celebrities, fashion models, still lifes or people in 

remote places of the world. 

“Irving Penn: Beyond Beauty” is drawn entirely from the extensive holdings of the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum. On display will be 146 photographs from the museum’s 

permanent collection, including the debut of 100 photographs recently donated to the museum by The 

Irving Penn Foundation. The exhibition presents several previously unseen or never exhibited 

photographs. Also on view for the first time will be Super 8 mm films of Penn in Morocco, made by 

his wife Lisa Fonssagrives-Penn, that add a vivid picture of the artist at work. 

 “Irving Penn: Beyond Beauty” will be on view from Oct. 23 through March 20, 2016; it will 

then travel to several cities across the United States. Merry Foresta is the guest curator; she was the 

museum’s curator of photography from 1983 to 1999.   

“Irving Penn’s art leads to many aesthetic discoveries, transcending daily life through intense 

leaps of feeling and understanding,” said Betsy Broun, The Margaret and Terry Stent Director of the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum. “I am grateful to the Penn Foundation team for their generosity 

and for their participation at every step along our journey. They shared our excitement and encouraged 
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us to pursue all new directions. A review of Penn’s whole career persuades me that in his last 20 years 

he became bolder and more daring, a turn that this exhibition begins to explore.”  

In a career that spanned nearly 70 years, Penn’s aesthetic and technical skill earned him 

accolades in both the artistic and commercial worlds. He was a master of both black-and-white and 

color photography, and his revival of platinum printing in the 1960s and 1970s was a catalyst for 

significant change in the art world. He was one of the first photographers to cross the chasm that 

separated magazine and fine-art photography, narrowing the gap between art and fashion. Penn’s 

portraits and fashion photographs defined elegance in the 1950s, yet throughout his career he also 

transformed mundane objects—storefront signs, food, cigarette butts, street debris—into memorable 

images of unexpected, often surreal, beauty. 

“From his first photographs to the ones he made in the last years of his life, Irving Penn’s 

consistency of artistic integrity is remarkable,” said Foresta. “He was able to elevate even crushed 

coffee cups and steel blocks to the realm of great art, printing his images with exacting care. But in the 

final analysis his work is not just about beauty, or about the potential of photography as an art form, 

but a combination of the two that is indivisible and unique.” 

The 100 photographs announced as a donation to the museum in 2013 include rare street 

photographs from the late 1930s and 1940s, most of which are unpublished; images of post-war 

Europe; iconic portraits of figures such as Truman Capote, Salvador Dali and Leontyne Price; color 

photographs made for magazine editorials and commercial advertising; self-portraits; and some of 

Penn’s most recognizable fashion and still life photographs. All the prints were made during the 

artist’s lifetime and personally approved by him. In 1988, Penn donated to the museum 60 

photographs, spanning his career from 1944 to 1986.  

Publication 

The exhibition is accompanied by a catalog, co-published by The Irving Penn Foundation and 

the Smithsonian American Art Museum and distributed by Yale University Press, with an essay by 

Foresta and an introduction by Broun. Foresta’s essay introduces Penn to a younger generation and 

delves into his use of photography to respond to social and cultural change. The book will be for sale 

in the museum’s store and online ($45, softcover). 

Programs and Events 

“Irving Penn at the Intersection of Art, Fashion, and Photography Forum,” a series of talks by 

experts and scholars exploring Penn’s legacy, is Friday, Oct. 23, from 10 a.m. to 5:45 p.m. in the 

museum’s McEvoy Auditorium. Speakers include Vince Aletti, critic at The New Yorker; Charles 
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Churchward, former design director for Vogue and Vanity Fair; Andy Grundberg, former New York 

Times photography critic and professor at the Corcoran College of Art and Design; Nancy Hall-

Duncan, author of The History of Fashion Photography; and Shawn Waldron, chief archivist 

for Condé Nast. The forum is followed by a ticketed after-hours event, from 8 p.m. to midnight, 

presented by the museum and Brightest Young Things. Links to a detailed schedule and to purchase 

tickets to the evening event are online at americanart.si.edu/penn. 

National Tour 

  The exhibition will tour nationally following its presentation in Washington, D.C. Confirmed 

venues include the Dallas Museum of Art in Dallas (April 15, 2016 – Aug. 14, 2016); Lesley 

University, College of Art and Design in Cambridge, Mass. (Sept. 12, 2016 – Nov. 13, 2016); the Frist 

Center for the Visual Arts in Nashville, Tenn. (Feb. 24, 2017 – May 29, 2017); and the Wichita Art 

Museum in Wichita, Kan. (Sept. 30, 2017 – Jan. 7, 2018).  

Credit  

“Irving Penn: Beyond Beauty” is organized by the Smithsonian American Art Museum with 

generous support from ART MENTOR FOUNDATION LUCERNE, Sakurako and William Fisher, 

The William R. Kenan Jr. Endowment Fund, The Lauder Foundation – Leonard and Judy Lauder 

Fund, Edward Lenkin and Roselin Atzwanger, The Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation, Margery and 

Edgar Masinter, The Margery and Edgar Masinter Exhibitions Fund, the James F. Petersen Charitable 

Fund in honor of Tania and Tom Evans, The Bernie Stadiem Endowment Fund and the Trellis Fund. 

The C.F. Foundation in Atlanta supports the museum’s traveling exhibition program, “Treasures to 

Go.” 

About the Smithsonian American Art Museum 

The Smithsonian American Art Museum celebrates the vision and creativity of Americans with 

artworks in all media spanning more than three centuries. Its National Historic Landmark building is 

located at Eighth and F streets N.W., above the Gallery Place/Chinatown Metrorail station. Museum 

hours are 11:30 a.m. to 7 p.m. daily (closed Dec. 25). Admission is free. Follow the museum on 

Twitter, YouTube, Tumblr, Instagram, Facebook, Flickr, Pinterest, iTunes U and ArtBabble. Museum 

information (recorded): (202) 633-7970. Smithsonian information: (202) 633-1000. Website: 

americanart.si.edu.  
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