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INTRODUCTION


‘How were you discovered?’ It’s the question that everyone wants to ask a supermodel. The response is usually a story that doesn’t disappoint.


Plucked from obscurity or Instagram, privilege or poverty, all of the women featured in this book came from different circumstances and locations all over the globe to find themselves at the apex of glamour, working at the very top of the alluring, lucrative, controversial and competitive world of high fashion.


Some were scouted by chance at the airport or were out shopping with friends when they were spontaneously offered a life-changing opportunity. Others entered beauty contests, or signed up to etiquette classes and modelling schools to find their way in. These origin stories can read like rags-to-riches fairy tales, filled with plot twists, highs and lows. Certainly, you couldn’t make them up.


Beyond the already exceptional chance of being approached by an agent, editor or photographer, the stars who have ‘made it’ experienced numerous false starts as well as breakthrough career moments. Hundreds of good models are signed and launched each year globally but very few manage to capture public attention and — crucially — keep it. Persistence and patience are common themes, as almost all faced repeated rejection before seeing any glimpse of success.


Most were incredibly young when they started out in the highly pressurized fashion industry. They had to navigate the adult world, encountering ruthless dealmakers and, at times, predatory behaviour. These were teenagers completing their first assignments in cities far from home, and not all were lucky enough to be chaperoned by parents or older siblings. They were driven by the promise of a fabulous life and, typically, a new-found passion for creating beautiful, captivating and provocative imagery.


The fashion industry is flawed and fickle, and throughout history has mirrored intolerance and closed-mindedness in the wider world. Racism, sizeism and ageism are present throughout these stories — even the most recent ones. But fashion can also be a catalyst — every new challenger with a seminal magazine cover appearance or a must-see catwalk turn can prove influential and usher in societal change. For better or worse, models can represent beauty ideals and set standards on everything from hair styles to body shapes.


The industry’s relentless pursuit of newness can be particularly harsh for its models — one can define the look of the moment, but what about when that moment has passed? We’ve moved through eras favouring haughty elegance, then a ‘youthquake’, ‘waifs’ then ‘Amazonians’. Typically, when a trending look peaks, designers and photographers seek a counterpoint, and the pendulum swings in the opposite direction. If the best supermodels can symbolize an era, the very, very best can transcend several, their image and their output adapting with the times to stay relevant.
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Claudia Schiffer and Cindy Crawford, MTV Awards, 1991.





All the women featured in this book have reached the top, but the parameters of success and what warrants ‘supermodel’ status have changed drastically along the way. The term ‘supermodel’ was written in the media as early as 1891, but it is widely accepted that its first use in context was in 1942: journalist Judith Cass’s Chicago Tribune headline read ‘Super Models Are Signed for Fashion Show’. Being recognized as a supermodel has loosely, since then, required the claimant to bank a combination of prestigious catwalk appearances, artistic magazine editorials, glossy fashion advertising images and money-making beauty contracts. But, over time, and with globalization, new levels of fame and fandom have regularly reshaped the supposed criteria. Other coveted prizes may include a solo Vogue cover (a rarity since actresses began to claim cover spots in the mid 1990s) or reaching a certain number of followers on Instagram.


Super fans may argue that a true supermodel should have scored all of the big four Vogue covers — American, British, French and Italian — a superfecta that is almost impossible to achieve in the modern era of celebrity. Equally, those who may once have been considered supermodels on their home turf would perhaps not challenge the international household names who take the biggest pay cheques today. This media tattle — rich lists, follower counts and model of the year accolades — fuels the discourse around the supermodel enigma, and keeps our interest piqued from generation to generation.


Exactly how new models are being ‘discovered’ also reflects wider cultural shifts. For Jean Shrimpton, who launched her career in 1960, it was a case of graduating from etiquette classes at a London charm academy. Christy Turlington, in the late 1980s, carried a physical portfolio full of her photographs to catalogue castings all over Manhattan before she got her break, shooting with Arthur Elgort at Vogue . For Anok Yai, who was spotted at a homecoming weekend festival in 2017, it was a street-style photo posted on social media that caught the attention of an agent. Mere weeks later, she made headlines with a historic Prada catwalk booking.


The methods of discovery have evolved. Where once a designer or photographer may have introduced their particularly tall and beautiful high-society friend to a magazine editor they knew, now anyone, from anywhere, could potentially become a supermodel. After Kate Moss was spotted by chance at JFK airport, in 1988, and her story became world-famous, a model scout would never again leave home without a Polaroid camera or, later, a camera phone. Social media allows aspiring models to publish their ‘portfolio’ of sorts — there’s no need to lug a physical book around. The new accessibility means that the stars who dominate today feel ever more reflective of real society — although there is always more to be done by all in the industry to push for greater diversity, inclusivity and representation.
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Amber Valletta and Kate Moss, Todd Oldham, 1995.





This book begins with the story of Lisa Fonssagrives, who launched her career in 1936 just as Vogue began to use colour photographs on its covers instead of illustrations. Working with Horst P. Horst and Irving Penn, she became an icon in the post-war couture boom. Through 52 more profiles, we progress to Adut Akech, born in Kenya’s largest refugee camp and raised to stardom under the mentorship of the eminent Vogue editor Edward Enninful in 2017. For her, an average catwalk-show appearance is met with a barrage of camera phones, and her every image is devoured by a social media fanbase of millions.


The 53 individual profiles in Supermodels Discovered are ordered chronologically by the model’s date of birth, making it easy to appreciate how advances in photography, technology, clothing production, advertising, feminism, social media, cosmetics and celebrity culture have all changed what it means to be a model over time.


Through original interviews exclusive to this book, we learn how Claudia Schiffer really felt when she was approached in a Düsseldorf discothèque, and why Karen Elson felt drawn to the fashion industry as a way to see the world beyond her hometown. Stephanie Seymour explains what prompted her to cut a coupon from a magazine and enter a modelling contest in 1984, while Janice Dickinson describes some of her early run-ins with the 20th century’s greatest designers. Pat Cleveland mastered her signature walk while standing on a shaky table in 1966 – and Coco Rocha tells how, in 2006, she practised hers with a coach on a sweltering New York rooftop.


Halima Aden found fame overnight in 2016 when her beauty-pageant debut went viral on the internet — she describes how the industry ‘craved authenticity’ when she became the first hijab-wearing supermodel. Amber Valletta speaks of the ‘girl band’ sorority that the 1990s supermodels formed, to cope with the ‘pressure cooker’ they found themselves in. And Beverly Johnson explains that, when she became the first Black woman on the cover of American Vogue in 1974, her life went into ‘hyperdrive’.


These insights are candid and colourful — memories of those pivotal moments are fresh in their minds, whether they took place five years ago, or fifty.


These are biographies filled with haute couture and drama, beauty and business savvy. Discover how some of the richest and most powerful women in the fashion world began their careers when given their one-in-a-million chance.
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LISA


FONSSAGRIVES
//


17 May 1911 – 4 February 1992








If we define a ‘supermodel’ as the most in-demand, highly paid face of their era, then Lisa Fonssagrives was likely the first. Fashion photography was in its infancy when Lisa began her career in the mid-1930s — before then, magazines had relied on illustrations to depict the clothes designers were offering for the season.


Lisa Birgitta Bernstone was born in the relaxed Swedish town of Uddevalla. Her father was a dentist and her mother a nurse, but art was integral to family life. She practised painting, sculpture and dance, before leaving to study ballet at Berlin’s Mary Wigman Schule when she was 20.


In 1933 she competed in Paris, fell in love with the city and decided to stay. She also met her first husband, French dancer Fernand Fonssagrives, and the couple started offering private dance classes to people in their own homes. When Fernand was injured, though, he picked up a Rolleiflex camera. Lisa naturally became his primary photography subject.


The pictures Fernand took of Lisa during the early days of their marriage were fearless and experimental for their time — she trusted his lens. Leaping across a St Tropez beach in her swimsuit, practising her elegant grand jeté, it was clear that, even with no modelling experience, Lisa knew how to move and sculpt her dancer’s body for the camera.


In 1936, Lisa had what she would later recognize as her ‘discovery’ moment. She met the German photographer Willy Maywald in an elevator, and he asked if she might model some hats for him. Maywald worked as a house photographer shooting what we might now call lookbooks for Christian Dior and Jacques Fath. Lisa obliged.


Maywald’s pictures were submitted to French Vogue and Horst P. Horst, who had recently joined as staff photographer, asked her to do some test shots. The day before her first official Vogue sitting a few months later, Lisa was briefed that she would model gowns by Alix and Lucien Lelong. She went straight to the Louvre to do her homework, studying how people posed, in evening clothes, in paintings and sculptures.
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American Vogue, June 1940, photographer Horst P. Horst.








Lisa had the foresight to think of fashion photography as a fine-art form, and the images she featured in during the late 1930s remain some of the most important and exciting in history. In 1939, she utilized her strength, balance and poise as a dancer as she waved her Lelong skirt perilously off the frame of the Eiffel Tower for Erwin Blumenfeld’s lens. A health-and-safety officer would surely never sign that off on set today.


When World War II began, Lisa and Fernand emigrated to New York and she began working regularly for American Vogue. For her debut June 1940 cover, shot by Horst P. Horst, she twisted her body to spell out V-O-G-U-E, while wearing a blue-and-white Brigance bathing suit.


Demand for Lisa heightened as her neatly pointed nose and lofty expression appealed to the market of the moment. She became a role model for American women — a New York Daily News article from June 1940 described how women were copying her ‘pompadour’ hairstyle at home.


Lisa modelled for Bergdorf Goodman and Schiaparelli, Town & Country and Harper’s Bazaar. For its May 1947 issue, American Vogue commissioned the first seminal portrait of its top models of the moment, ‘12 Beauties’. Photographer Irving Penn (whom she would later marry, in 1950, after divorcing her first husband) positioned Lisa at the centre of his composition.


‘They represent an Omnibus of Beauty,’ the magazine said of the ‘the most photographed models in America’. They are a ‘current replacement of Ziegfeld and Gibson Girl legends’.


Lisa was, by any standards, a supermodel by this point. She featured on the cover of TIME magazine in September 1949, fronting an article linking the booming business of modelling with the dawn of advertising. When most good models earned $10 to $25 an hour, Lisa was making $40.


‘The model is an illusion that can sell evening gowns, nylons and refrigerators,’ the article noted of her versatility, and the fact she was now recognizable in every household in America. ‘She can sell diapers and cemetery plots.’
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DORIAN


LEIGH
//


23 April 1917 – 7 July 2008








Are you ever ‘too old’ to become a supermodel? Dorian Leigh was 27 when she arrived at Harry Conover’s New York agency in 1944, with two children, one divorce and three career changes already to her name.


She might just have something, Conover told her, if she could convince the Harper’s Bazaar fashion editor, Diana Vreeland, that she was only 19. Dorian met the next day with Vreeland and the photographer Louise Dahl-Wolfe, who were mesmerized by her peaked eyebrows. Her first assignment was the magazine’s June 1944 cover, dressed as a ‘summer bride’ in a blush organza gown trimmed with copious ribbons and roses.


The plotline of Dorian’s discovery somewhat mimicked the movie of the moment: Rita Hayworth’s Cover Girl. Whether the reality was quite as serendipitous doesn’t matter — as Leigh’s sister Suzy Parker would later say in Eileen Ford’s Beauty Now and Forever (1977), Dorian ‘never looks back, and when she does … she writes her script the way she wants to write it.’


Dorian Leigh Parker was born in San Antonio, Texas, but enjoyed a privileged childhood in New York City. Her father invented a new etching acid, earning a fortune. She loved fashion from an early age and would take a seamstress with her to the cinema to sketch up the latest trends, straight from the screen.


She studied English at the private Randolph-Macon College, Virginia, married at 20, and had two children before divorcing. She moved back to Queens with her parents, and her father encouraged her to study calculus at New York University. When she graduated, she worked for the US Navy and designed wing components for the Eastern Aircraft Corporation during World War II.


After the war, she pursued copywriting at Republic Pictures, before trying her luck as a model with Conover. Success came fast: Dorian’s versatility made her popular with the leading photographers of the time. When fashion photography generally felt static, she moved — leapt, pouted and flirted — for the camera.




[image: ]


American Vogue, June 1946, photographer John Rawlings.








‘In a room or at the theatre she can look small, nervous, often sullen,’ Irving Penn said of his muse in the February 1947 issue of Vogue. ‘Dorian Leigh’s beauty is completely made for the camera.’


Dorian shot six covers of American Vogue in 1946, spanning a demure sitting with a fruit bowl by Horst P. Horst for April, to an enchanting Penn portrait for December, distracting actor Ray Bolger dressed as Santa. She was also featured in Penn’s landmark ‘12 Beauties’ in 1947.


Her work for Vogue and Harper’s, French Elle and Paris Match was celebrated, but Dorian became a household name when she shook up the world of beauty advertising with Revlon. From around 1944 the brand began to promote its lipsticks and nail polishes via colour photo advertisements, replacing illustrations. Dorian’s debut campaign was 1945’s Fatal Apple (‘the most tempting colour since Eve winked at Adam’) but it was her risqué 1952 ‘Fire and Ice’ pictures, shot by Richard Avedon, that made her a Madison Avenue advertising legend. She dramatically splayed her painted nails across her face, as the caption teased: ‘For you who love to flirt with fire … who dare to skate on thin ice ...’


The newspapers revelled in Dorian’s personal life. She ultimately married and divorced five times, and had five children, describing herself as one of the first liberated women. Her ‘happy-go-lucky’ attitude was said to have inspired her friend, author Truman Capote, when writing the character of Holly Golightly in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.


In 1956, she moved to Paris and founded her own model agency, The Fashion Bureau, with an innovative voucher system to ensure models were paid promptly for their work. She encouraged her teenage sister, Suzy Parker, to follow in her footsteps and sign with Eileen Ford. Parker’s fame would eventually eclipse Dorian’s, as she found more success in acting.


‘When I was at the peak of my success as a model, I did feel I had everything,’ Dorian wrote in her 1980 autobiography titled The Girl Who Had Everything. ‘I wore the most beautiful clothes, was photographed by the world’s greatest photographers, travelled all over the world, had all the money I needed, was pursued by men whose names were household words … who could ask for anything more?’









[image: ]







BARBARA


GOALEN
//


1 January 1921 – 16 June 2002








British models were known as mannequins until the early 1950s when the term ‘model’ came across from America. Barbara Goalen, therefore, could be considered the inaugural ‘super mannequin’ — she was one of the first exports from London to gain employment with Paris’s couturiers.


Until 1947, she was a settled British housewife with no intention of becoming a model. But when her pilot husband was killed in a plane crash, she decided to follow a friend’s advice and give it a try.
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The Ambassador Magazine, 1952, photographer Elsbeth Juda.





She didn’t need to work for the money, and acknowledged the pursuit was entirely for her self-confidence. She had worked previously as a cartographist for the British Overseas Airways Corporation at Whitechurch during the war. But her father was a rubber plantation owner in Malaysia, and her childhood had been privileged.


When she began commuting to London for modelling test shoots, her parents helped to raise her two children back in Hampshire. She had previously met Giuseppe Mattli — who was then one of the city’s ‘big ten’ designers — at a party and contacted him to ask for some work.


Mattli gave her a six-month contract as a house model. It was a Mattli picture published in the Daily Express that then got her noticed by another designer, Julian Rose. By 1948, she had appeared in British Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, photographed by John French, Richard Dormer and John Deakin. She made her debut in Paris that summer, posing for Clifford Coffin’s lens at Christian Dior.


Her tiny waist appealed to Cristóbal Balenciaga and Dior, whose pioneering New Look had just launched. Barbara had the couture look, just at the time it was being defined.


Her international popularity only boosted her fame back at home — her haughty eyebrows arched across billboard advertisements on London Underground stations, as well as making it onto the silver screen — she had film parts in Elizabeth of Ladymead (1948) and Maytime in Mayfair (1949). She featured in almost every issue of both British Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar in 1950 and earned £3,000 per year at a time when £300 was considered a good annual salary in London.


Barbara’s success was peaking, but she was one of the first supermodels to realize the value of exclusivity and decided to take control of her career. Her face had become ‘as familiar to Britons as Winston Churchill’s’, according to a Herald Sun story in February 1951. The article detailed how Barbara took a few weeks off to have cosmetic surgery on the tip of her nose, and at the same time decided to up her fees and reduce her appearances in order to keep her edge. ‘She mustn’t be too scarce though, or she’d be forgotten,’ the story noted. ‘Nor must she be seen too often, or there’ll be demand for someone new.’


She became selective about which photographers she would work with, and produced some of the most important photos of her career, modelling wasp-waisted Balenciaga and Cartier diamond brooches for Deakin and Anthony Denney at Vogue.


She worked with British photographers to utilize unexpected locations as backdrops — Lancashire’s cotton mills with Elsbeth Juda, or the platform at Green Park Station with French.


She also represented the British fashion trade abroad — in January 1952 she embarked on a month-long tour of America, Australia and New Zealand, showcasing designs for debutantes by Miki Sekers and the West Cumberland Silk Mills. The Sunday Times Magazine named her a Person of the Year.


In February 1954, aged 33, she remarried. Barbara had only been a model for six years, but by the July she had retired. She devoted herself to her new family life and had two more children. She worked occasionally in film, organized charity events and debutante balls and wrote a few fashion- advice stories for The Daily Telegraph. Her old modelling photographs, notably, were relegated to a box in her basement.
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DOVIMA
//


11 December 1927 – 3 May 1990








Dovima was the first mononymous supermodel, but her brand name wasn’t a marketing stunt conceived by a strategic agent.


Born Dorothy Virginia Margaret Juba in Jackson Heights, Queens, New York City, she combined the initials of her given names as a child. Between the ages of 10 and 17, Dorothy was housebound due to rheumatic fever and was home-schooled. For want of contact with children her own age, she invented Dovima as an imaginary friend.


Her first published portrait was taken at the age of two, holding a doll for the March 1929 issue of the Benevolent Association Bulletin. When she turned 17, she supported her parents, a Polish American policeman and his Irish American wife, initially by working as a waitress and in a sweet shop.


Dorothy married her childhood upstairs neighbour Jack Golden in 1948. Golden simply moved downstairs, into her bedroom at her parents’ apartment.


The legend goes that the newlyweds dined at the Horn & Hardart fast-food Automat on Manhattan’s 42nd Street, near the Graybar Building, which was then the home of Condé Nast’s American magazines. As they left, an editor from Vogue spotted Dovima, and invited her inside to do a test shoot that afternoon and to shoot with Irving Penn the next day. The rest is history.


In reality, Dovima had been working with prominent photographers for at least a couple of years by that point. She clearly revelled in her serendipitous Irving Penn tale, though. ‘I suppose you would like to hear the story of how I was discovered?’ she teased in an August 1986 interview with the Orlando Sentinel. ‘All the gossip columnists loved it.’
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Glamour, September 1952, photographer Frances McLaughlin-Gill.








Her significant early pictures had included a 1946 double-exposure fashion story by Gjon Mili for LIFE magazine, and a shoot in Jamaica with Toni Frissell, wearing a polka-dot Carolyn Schnurer bikini (the first bikini to be photographed outside France, according to Christie’s). So, by 1949 when Dovima would recount her discovery, she was already an in-demand model.


Her career did accelerate in 1949, though. Richard Avedon photographed her for the May issue of Harper’s Bazaar; in the summer she illustrated two ‘what to buy in July’ editorials for American Vogue, and in the September issue she starred in portraits by Irving Penn and Norman Parkinson.


The photographers were infatuated with her elegance and unattainability. Her lips remained pursed (apparently, to hide a chipped tooth) and the expression came to define a sophisticated photography style associated with 1950s couture. Dovima’s poise and smirk saw her compared to the Mona Lisa. In July 1956, Avedon described her ‘poetry of movement’ in the Richmond Times-Dispatch of Virginia, ‘No matter what pose she falls into, she is graceful,’ he said.


By 1950, Dovima was signed to the Eileen Ford Agency. She became a muse to Avedon, he shot her in Egypt for Harper’s Bazaar, comparing her beauty to the Queen Nefertiti. The shoot took place during his honeymoon with his second wife, and Dovima’s second husband was also present — he would accompany her on all assignments, and famously brought a trunk full of comic books to keep her entertained.


At the peak of her career in the mid-1950s, it is estimated that Dovima completed over 500 editorial shoots. Her most famous picture, ‘Dovima with Elephants’, was lensed by Avedon for the September 1955 issue of Harper’s Bazaar. When most fashion photographs were still taken in studios, Avedon captured his favourite beauty with two exotic beasts at the Cirque Medrano in Paris. Dovima wore the debut evening gown created by Yves Saint Laurent, who was then working as Christian Dior’s assistant.


As London’s 1960s ‘youthquake’ reached New York, though, Dovima could see that her image might fall out of fashion. In 1962, aged 35, she retired from modelling. ‘I didn’t want to wait until the camera turned cruel,’ she would later say.
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