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Kathryn and Frances McLaughlin at the 1939 New York World’s Fair, posing in the Photo-Garden behind the Eastman Kodak Building for their photography teacher, Walter Civardi.
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This book is for

my father

Gordon S. Kino

who didn’t live to see it

my mother

Dorothy Beryl Lovelace Kino

who was with me every step of the way

and all the women who have accomplished much yet have still been forgotten by history






When history is written in real perspective of the last twenty or thirty years, and by real perspective I mean several hundred years hence when historians will be far enough away from the events of this time not to be misled by passing events… this emancipation of women, this new and more important status of one-half of the inhabitants of the globe, will be considered the one significant fact of our times.

—Kenneth Collins, assistant to the general manager of the New York Times

Speech to the Fashion Group

Tenth Anniversary Lunch

New York City, February 10, 1941








Reader Advisory

The twins and their contemporaries lived in a time when young women were commonly referred to as girls, typically until they married and had children, at which point they metamorphosed into women. (Young men were often referred to as boys, too, even when they went off to war—it was a period when, in the words of the famous Katz’s Delicatessen ad, one might want to “Send a Salami to Your Boy in the Army.”) Sometimes women were also referred to as ladies.

In this book, both in my descriptions and direct quotes, I have tried to strike a balance between the texture of the times and the way we refer to women today. Whatever they were called, the “girls” of the McLaughlin twins’ generation were the first American women to grow up being able to vote, use legal birth control, and obtain divorces relatively easily. Suddenly, they had power—so much so that publishers were motivated to recognize them as a market, creating magazines that focused on their lives and careers.






PROLOGUE Twins on Twins


The McLaughlin twins were at the beginning of a several-months-long publicity tour for their book, Twins on Twins, when they appeared on The Dick Cavett Show in March 1981. They had already launched a highly praised show of pictures from the book at a New York gallery and had been widely interviewed, by the New York Times, Good Housekeeping, the Philadelphia Inquirer, and NBC’s Today Show, among others. They would conclude the tour a few months later with a joint lecture and slide show at Manhattan’s International Center of Photography, located in a mansion on the upper reaches of Fifth Avenue’s Museum Mile, where they were introduced by the organization’s founding director, the photojournalist Cornell Capa. He had known both twins for years, he said, but now, confronted by them both in the same room, he confessed he had no idea which was which. “I’m completely befuddled,” Capa said. “I can’t make out the difference.” He finally advised the audience that the one in pink was Kathryn, the other was Frances, and that if anyone bought a book that night, they would “get two signatures for the price of one.” Frances tartly chimed in, “But no cut rate on the price.”

Yet the high point of the twins’ tour arrived on March 30, 1981, running over into the following night, when they received a full hour of airtime as subjects of a two-part interview hosted by Dick Cavett, the thinking person’s talk show host, whose face, as a New Yorker ad promised, had “launched a thousand quips.” Cavett was known for hosting some of the world’s most revered names in music, politics, and show business, from Groucho Marx and Katharine Hepburn to Bobby Seale, the cofounder of the Black Panthers. Cavett did one two-part interview a week: just before the twins, he devoted it to the African American novelist Toni Morrison, who had recently won the National Book Critics Circle Award for Song of Solomon; just after, to the Italian director Federico Fellini.

Now, as upbeat theme music played, photographs of twins flashed across the screen—twin cheerleaders, twin pianists, twin ballerinas, twin basketball players—until twin Cavetts appeared, a double image produced on the monitor by engineers in the control room. The audience laughed hysterically.

“This is Dick Cavett saying good evening, and don’t touch your TV set, there’s nothing wrong with your picture,” said the host in his flat Midwestern accent. “You’re not having double vision either. You may have deduced by now that you are looking at pictures of twins.”

The camera panned straight to his interview subjects, Frances McLaughlin-Gill and Kathryn McLaughlin Abbe, the twins who had taken the pictures.

Still beautiful at sixty-one, they looked remarkably alike, with the same strongly modeled cheekbones, arched eyebrows, and carefully coiffed shoulder-length blond hairdos—although Frances’s was more of a pageboy, with the ends turned under, and Kathryn’s more of a bob, with the ends flipped up. They were dressed almost identically, too, in pink flowered blouses and tan skirts, differentiated only in that Frances wore a scarf around her neck, while Kathryn wore a vest.

Yet as soon as the conversation began, their dissimilarities became clear. Kathryn smiled and gushed, telling Cavett straightaway, “I like you as twins!” Frances looked politely bored, her eyebrows raised in a slightly haughty fashion, as if echoing the supermodels she had photographed for three decades at Vogue. She only warmed up when Cavett asked which twin jokes they hated most. As Kathryn offered up lots of ideas—“The worst thing you can do is call them ‘twinny’ or make up nicknames” or tell them, “I must be drunk, I’m seeing double!”—Frances tersely said, “Which twin has the Toni?,” a reference to the old home-permanent ad campaign featuring twins, then lapsed back into silence.

Both McLaughlins were among the fairly small group of women to have enjoyed long and successful careers as photographers. Frances had spent thirty years as a photographer for the Condé Nast publishing empire—ten as the only woman among an otherwise all-male top-level staff. Kathryn, after a brief career in fashion, was best known as a photographer of children, with lucrative projects at general-interest magazines such as Good Housekeeping and Parents’.

They were not on the show, however, to discuss their unusual careers. They had been invited to talk about being identical twins, and about their book, for which they had photographed twenty-six pairs of twins and talked to hundreds more about their relationships. Twins such as Samuel and Emmanuel Lussier, who at the age of one hundred were then the world’s oldest identical twins; Fay and Kaye Young, pro basketball players, who had told the McLaughlins how shocked their mother had been by their birth; Peter and Paul Frame, dancers with the New York City Ballet, who spoke of the difficulty of always being seen as the same person, rather than as individuals; and the Rowe and the Richmond twins, who had married one another and lived together in the same house.

“I think if you’re going to go off and marry twins, you set yourself up for quite a bit of attention,” Kathryn said.

“Of course everyone wants to know about the living arrangements,” Frances said to Cavett. “I’d like to know about yours, but you don’t get asked.”

At that moment in New York creative circles, twins were regarded as somewhat freakish curiosities. The photographer Diane Arbus, whom Frances had photographed several times before Arbus committed suicide in 1971, was now celebrated for her pictures of “social and biological oddities—identical twins, dwarfs, nudists, transvestites, carnival freaks and retarded women,” as Hilton Kramer, the New York Times art critic, had written, on the occasion of her 1972 Museum of Modern Art retrospective; Arbus’s most famous picture depicted a pair of eerie-looking identical girls. The previous year, in Stanley Kubrick’s horror movie The Shining, the central character, played by Jack Nicholson, had experienced a vision of twins as he descended into madness.

But the McLaughlin twins had written their book, Kathryn said, because, while there had been many scientific studies of twins, nothing had been written that looked at the world from the twins’ perspective, on their own terms.

“We’re not scientists—we’re photographers who’ve written a book,” she told Cavett. Their approach, she continued, “is emotional, or really letting the twins speak for themselves.”

“Would you say one is lucky to be a twin?” Cavett asked.

“We think so,” Kathryn said.

Frances disagreed: “Twins are not born by choice.” Most of their subjects had achieved “an equilibrium, where it isn’t completely a burden or completely a pleasure.”

Then the host stepped into more adventurous territory. “Do you know—I blush to even mention this on such a polite program—that there’s a pair of twins who make pornographic films?”

If he thought he’d get a good answer, like the time he’d asked Bette Davis how she’d lost her virginity, he was sadly mistaken.

Both twins looked at him steadily, as though he’d made one of those bad twin jokes they’d heard many times before.

Kathryn politely feigned surprise. “No!”

“Really?” said Frances coolly, as her eyebrows notched somewhat higher. “Men or women?”

Cavett claimed not to recall.

Then Frances stepped in and took control of the interview. “We haven’t talked too much, Dick, about twins in the same career. And as you know, we are both photographers. We decided to become photographers at about the age of eighteen and have never had any other career interest.”

Finally, he asked what they had clearly wanted to discuss all along: How did it begin?






PART I THE DECISIVE MOMENT







CHAPTER 1 World of Tomorrow


The McLaughlin twins decided they wanted to be photographers in their second year of art school at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, right after they had talked their way into part-time jobs as assistants in the photo lab. Franny had recognized her destiny as soon as she took her first picture of a Myrtle Avenue el train, thundering over the rusty steel tracks that cast bars of light and shadow onto the storefronts and people below. At that moment, she said, “I knew instantly I was hooked.” Kathryn, known to everyone as Fuffy, felt the thunderbolt the first time they walked into the studio. “Right from the beginning we somehow sensed that it would be our chosen career,” she recalled later. “It seemed to be the wave of the future.”

It’s hard to know with certainty what it was about photography that grabbed the twins, how they became “enslaved by the djinn in the black box,” as the photographer Lee Miller once put it. People didn’t make a habit of dissecting their emotions in those late-Depression years. But it probably had something to do with the puzzle-like challenge of figuring out how to compose a shot with the twin-lens reflex camera they had received as a high school graduation present and traded back and forth: when they peered down into the viewfinder, the camera returned a mirror image of the scene they were aiming at; there was no way for them to see what they’d captured the right way around until they developed the negatives. Then came the empowering transformation that they could bring about as they printed the pictures in the darkroom—the “magic of light and lens,” as Fuffy once described it—where a skillful deployment of chemistry, temperature, time, and light could change the way the final image came out.

There was also the sheer excitement of experiencing the luck involved in capturing the “decisive moment,” the photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson later called it—being in the right place at the right time, as a group of teenagers walking in a park wheeled around to face the camera, or a mother and child stepped off a sidewalk onto a broad expanse of paving stones, or the instant the sun raked light across the brick walls of a factory at twilight as women poured out of its doors.

For the twins, who had already spent their teenage years making paintings, it must have been electrifying to suddenly be able to fix reality on the page in a more immediate way than by daubing oils on canvas. Among the American avant-garde of the time, the all-important task was to define an art that was their own and distinct from that of Europe, and some photographers felt they were working in the perfect medium to depict a country that was brash and new. In 1935, Dr. M. F. Agha, the longtime art director of Vogue, who had helped push photography onto the pages of that magazine, described photography as the quintessential American art form—“a Real American Native Art,” he called it—in the introduction to the first edition of U.S. Camera, an annual that compiled two hundred of the year’s best pictures.

“Romanticism in art is dead,” he wrote. “The skyscraper is the thing to admire.… The poster is better than the fresco; the saxophone is to be preferred to the hautbois; the movies to the theatre; the tap dancing to the ballet, and the photography to the painting.”

Sure, Agha was being somewhat arch and ironic—but he also meant it. Even then, in one of the worst years of the Great Depression, Americans were such passionate camera and photo buffs that the annual, filled with more than two hundred photos of every variety—nudes, tarantella dancers, stargazing couples, sailboats, carefully composed still lifes, landscapes, family scenes, fashion shots, in color as well as black and white—sold out its fifteen thousand copies, at $2.75 each (more than $60 today), in only a month. Its publication was followed by a U.S. Camera exhibition of seven hundred pictures that opened at Rockefeller Center, a glamorous new office complex of limestone towers that was rising in midtown Manhattan. The show attracted huge crowds and continued to draw hundreds of thousands more viewers as it toured, going on view in department stores and exhibition halls in seventy-five cities around the country. The display and its tour became an annual event.

More photography shows, annuals, and magazines followed. In 1937, the eight-year-old Museum of Modern Art opened a huge survey that put the medium of photography in historical perspective; it toured the country for two years. An even larger show, the International Photographic Exposition, arrived in 1938, across town at the Grand Central Palace near Grand Central Station, where during a single week over a hundred and ten thousand people came to see about three thousand pictures, ranging from Mathew Brady’s Civil War daguerreotypes to pictures of starving migrants by Dorothea Lange, who had been commissioned by the federal government to chronicle the ravages of the Depression.

Photography was also infiltrating American magazines, replacing etchings, watercolors, and woodcuts as the snappiest and most up-to-date way to illustrate anything, whether it was a newspaper story, a work of fiction, or a fashion spread. Soon a new sort of magazine that told stories in pictures instead of words became the rage. The first of these, Life—styled in its offering prospectus as “THE SHOW-BOOK OF THE WORLD”—was launched in 1936 by Henry Luce, the publisher and editor in chief of Time magazine, the year before the McLaughlin twins entered art school. Its opening cover pictorial focused on the gritty Wild West frontier towns that had sprung up in Montana around Fort Peck Dam, one of the great Depression-era work-relief projects on the Missouri River. It had been shot by an intrepid woman photojournalist, Margaret Bourke-White, who brought the hamlets’ sheriffs, mechanics, barkeeps, hash slingers, laundresses, and ladies of the night straight onto city newsstands and into American homes.

Life was followed by the pocket-size Coronet, which boasted thick portfolios of great historical artworks in color, brand-new black-and-white photographs, and thumbnail biographies of contemporary photographers and sold out its first quarter-million run in two days. In contrast to Life, which typically published all-American pictures, Coronet often featured works by Europeans, such as Cartier-Bresson, André Kertész, and Erwin Blumenfeld, who used experimental developmental processes to create exhilaratingly arty shots of nude women, their bodies floating alluringly in water or veiled in clouds of tulle.

By 1938, the year the twins decided on their profession, the leading women’s magazines had also begun to feature photos of women, in color, on their covers—magazines such as Vogue, Mademoiselle, and Ladies’ Home Journal—so while walking past a newsstand, instead of seeing a watercolor of a lady lying on a chaise or peeking out from behind a bouquet, one saw a row of real faces looking back.

But perhaps the moment that most dramatically demonstrated photography’s importance, at least in New York City, was the opening of the 1939 World’s Fair in Queens, an exposition designed to lift America out of the Depression and bring nations together under the theme “Building the World of Tomorrow,” even as war raged overseas. There, amid displays of futuristic new products such as plastics, air-conditioning, and television, pavilions that advertised the art and culture of different lands, and a diorama called the Democracity—a model of the town of the future that showed the astonishing ways in which Americans would one day live, travel, and work when the world had moved beyond hunger and war—the Eastman Kodak Company celebrated the hundredth anniversary of the medium’s invention with the “Cavalcade of Color,” a twelve-minute long show of Kodachrome slides projected onto a towering curved screen wider than a football field. As brilliantly colored pictures—of people, families, brides, fields, mountaintops, animals, flowers—circulated and dissolved into one another, music played and a man’s voice spoke of the wonders of American life and Kodak technology:

Our camera fan, like a Rembrandt, sees beauty everywhere and helps us to see it, too.… Photography brings to us the beauty and majesty of this great country of ours. This great country where centuries ago men began to build with a spirit, with a tolerant reverence which is a part of our national life today.

Photography also permeated many other aspects of the fair. There were picture exhibitions throughout, and booths where visitors could watch photos being developed and printed. Every one of the fair’s seventy-five thousand workers carried an identification card emblazoned with a snapshot of his or her face, and anyone buying a multiple-entry ticket likewise got his or her photo on a pass—one that was shot, developed, printed, and sealed to the card on-site, before crowds of eager onlookers.

U.S. Camera, in addition to its annual, had also launched a monthly magazine that year, one of several new photography publications. It dedicated its entire fifth issue to the fair, pointing out which displays were most photogenic, and which lenses and film would work best for which photo ops. Cameras had sold well throughout the Depression—a small camera store specializing in minicameras and their accessories could be as profitable as a car dealership—and the New York Times described comical scenes of greenhorn lensmen stumbling into one another as they rushed to pose shots, and then running to the many camera shops at the fairgrounds for help when their equipment didn’t behave as expected. “Amateurs Swarm over Grounds… but Expert Click Is Rare,” the story proclaimed. “The prevalence of cameras at the Fair has become something of a major phenomenon, almost as impressive in quantity as the number of hot dogs eaten daily and the number of girl shows on the midway.”

The McLaughlin twins were entranced by the fair, visiting it many times, each trip costing them a nickel for the subway ride out to Queens, seventy-five cents for admission, and a quarter to enter each booth. One of their friends, another art student, was working as a mermaid at a booth in the Amusement Zone, in a fun house created by the surrealist artist Salvador Dalí called “Dalí’s Dream of Venus,” which was part artwork, part girlie show. Behind a pale pink plaster facade, beyond a doorway flanked by a pair of monumental female legs, bare-breasted girls in lace-up corselets, fishnet stockings, fish tails, and other mermaid-like attire splashed through water tanks around a nude actress who lay sleeping in a bed, covered to the waist by a red silk sheet, playing Venus. The twins’ visits to see their friend were endlessly thrilling. “You can imagine that we felt truly a part of the art scene when we went to the Fair and watched her,” Fuffy recalled.

So when they returned to the basement of Pratt’s Home Economics building, down into the school’s newly completed photography studio—one of the few places in an American school where students could learn to click expertly—the twins leapt at the rare chance to participate. Henry Luce, the powerhouse editor of Life, had written in the magazine’s original business plan that he viewed photography as a way for ordinary people “to see the world; to eyewitness great events; to watch the faces of the poor and the gestures of the proud; to see strange things—machines, armies, multitudes, shadows in the jungle and on the moon.” Photography was a magic carpet, out of the Depression and into the future.

And for girls with larger ambitions than getting married—or working as secretaries, or teaching children, or swimming topless in a fish tank wearing lingerie—mastering the art of professional photography must have seemed like a pretty good way to make a living. As Fuffy told Dick Cavett on television nearly forty-three years later, while her twin, Franny, looked on, “We just liked it. We didn’t even discuss it. That’s what we were going to do.”






CHAPTER 2 Kodak Childhood


The year before the twins were born, Spanish flu had raged through the world, taking vast numbers of people with it—a quantity that would eventually exceed 50 million, far beyond those who had died during the Great War. But by the fall of 1919 the disease finally seemed to be in abeyance, at least in New York, and the city’s mood was relatively peaceful. In Brooklyn, in a small row house in a rapidly growing middle-class section of Brooklyn, not far from Ebbets Field, the twins shattered this calm, at least for their immediate family, by arriving two months early, on September 22, 1919, just as their parents were preparing to move to a somewhat larger house nearby. Only one child was expected, and when two arrived instead of one, it came as a massive shock to everyone who’d hurriedly assembled for the birth, not least of all their mother.

Franny emerged first, and the doctor was busy tending to the tiny creature, who weighed less than four pounds, when a second, identical baby made a surprise appearance: it was Fuffy, a slightly smaller look-alike. She was hurriedly wrapped in cotton and nestled in the kitchen by the stove while the doctor continued working to keep the first child alive.

“Not an auspicious beginning,” Fuffy pointedly observed later in the twins’ joint autobiography, Twin Lives, “but the assisting nurse assured my mother I would grow up to be energetic. Lucky for me, she was right.”

The fate of the twins’ father, Frank, a fire insurance underwriter, was far less rosy—although nobody saw it coming, least of all Frank himself. Their mother, Kitty, might have been aghast at having two children instead of one, but Frank regarded it as part of his run of wonderful luck. He had adored his wife since they’d first met as children in grammar school, and he rallied swiftly from the shock of the dual birth. Soon, he was telephoning his friends to crow about this wonderful turn of events, telling them delightedly, “A flock of girls just arrived at our house.”

The couple named the twins after themselves, christening the older one with a variant of Frank’s given name, Frances Marie, and choosing a variant of Kitty’s for the younger, Katherine Marie. Yet when the twins were barely five months old, a final, deadly wave of influenza swept through New York, taking Frank with it. He died less than a week before Saint Valentine’s Day—just as the city had come out of hiding and officials, declaring the pandemic over, let theaters and businesses return to their normal opening hours.

A month or so after Frank’s death, Kitty dressed up her twins in white lace, put them into their wicker carriage, and brought them outside onto the street. From this protected perch, they gazed out intently upon the universe as a neighbor took their photograph. Although they never fully recalled their father, his loss would cast a shadow over their lives.

From that point forward, Kitty, a devout Catholic, focused all her attention on the twins. She consecrated them to the Virgin Mary and dressed them up like living dolls, always in showy, perfectly matched clothes, while she herself began to sport increasingly elaborate hats. Kitty’s father, an Irish policeman, still walked a beat in Prospect Park, but she had always fancied herself a fashion plate and naturally wanted no less for her daughters. She also consecrated herself to the twins, steadfastly refusing to marry again—for their sake, she said—although she did start to entertain suitors. Fanatically overprotective, and preternaturally fussy about hygiene and neatness, she kept the twins in their double stroller for well over a year, unwilling to let them even test their legs on their own, for fear that they might soil their spanking white leggings and ermine-trimmed coats.

Around the time of their second summer, the twins were liberated by a babysitter, their teenage cousin Flossie, who, bored by the prospect of dragging them around in their carriage for months, pulled them out and tempted them into taking steps by holding out ice cream cones. Before long, they were toddling around in matching white fur bonnets. By the age of two, Fuffy had renamed herself so that she, too, like her twin, now known as Franny, and their babysitter, Flossie, could all have names that started with F.

The twins grew up being photographed, always in tandem. Pictures from those early days show them standing together arm in arm, smiling shyly as they show off their multilayered bloomers, frilly dresses, and perfect bathing costumes. Garbed in matching capes, they pose solemnly next to identical dolls in identical baby carriages, suggesting miniature student nurses.

When they were about four, Kitty sold the brownstone and moved with the twins to a dark green clapboard house in Wallingford, Connecticut, a pre-Revolutionary farming and factory town outside New Haven that one of her favorite aunts called home. And so the twins grew up surrounded by a lot of fun, boisterous cousins, in a universe of horse-drawn carts, church bells, and white picket fences, where their uncle Jim was the fire chief, their uncle Tom owned the grocery store, and their uncle Jack owned the pub, which the family referred to as “the saloon.” The Downeys were a big noise in town, and they grew bigger when Uncle Jim’s son Morton, an Irish tenor who had started out singing in the pub, found fame and fortune in New York and then became one of the country’s biggest radio and recording stars, known as the Irish Thrush.

Throughout the town, the twins were photographed tangoing on a lawn in layers of lace, stretching out in the park with their tennis rackets crossed, or standing before Wallingford’s Civil War monument, their identical hair bows tilted toward its stubby iron canon. They even posed with an old folding Kodak, Fuffy holding it and smiling and Franny affecting a fashion model stance, with one hip jutting out.

Most of these pictures were made by Kitty’s devoted maiden sister, the twins’ aunt Anna O’Rourke, who had stayed behind in Brooklyn when they moved to Connecticut. Like many Americans during the Depression, Anna was an avid camera buff—a Kodakfiend, or a snapshooter, in the parlance of the time—who took her Brownie camera everywhere.

The Brownie, the first mass-market point-and-shoot, had revolutionized picture taking when it came on the market in 1900, priced at a dollar. Suddenly, Americans could take photos of each other, anytime and anywhere. Soldiers could send snapshots home from the front. Amateurs could make their own memorable pictures of newsworthy disasters, such as the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, or the rescue of passengers from the Titanic. The Brownie had transformed life for doting families, too, who no longer needed to hire a photographer to set up a glass-plate camera on a tripod and gather everyone in their Sunday best to pose. Instead, they could be captured on the spur of the moment, preserving their adorable tykes for posterity.

By 1919, when the twins were born, it cost as little as $2.13—about $32 today, or somewhat less than the price of a dinner at a good Brooklyn steak house—to buy a Brownie, with roll film included. Kodakfiends took their cameras to the drugstore, turned over their exposed rolls of film to be developed, and could purchase new rolls for less than a quarter. Those fiends who were more ambitious could even purchase processing kits, create home darkrooms, and develop the film themselves. As the 1919 product catalog claimed, “Anybody can get as correctly developed negatives by developing films in the Kodak Film Tank as an expert can by any known method of development.” More elaborate Brownies were available, too, such as the Folding Autographic Brownie, which for $13.33 (about $240) included a clever feature that allowed the owner to write the title, date, and time on the negative; and all the cameras came with irresistible accessories, such as cases, printers, masks, trimmers, albums, paste, or kits that combined everything.

Aunt Anna sent her film to the drugstore to be processed and printed by Kodak, and throughout the twins’ childhood, as Fuffy recalled, one of their great pleasures was dropping off the rolls for her every Friday night, walking to the drugstore “with great anticipation” to collect the previous pictures, and opening the package excitedly “to see what moments in time had been captured on film.”

The twins’ lives were also well-documented in print because they were extremely academically gifted—with accomplishments that routinely made the papers because they were identical twins, and exceptionally gorgeous ones at that.

When the twins graduated from eighth grade in 1933, wearing frilly white dresses, matching white cloches, and corsages as large as their heart-shaped faces, the New Haven Register broadcast the news that they had become Holy Trinity Roman Catholic Parochial School’s highest-ranking students in its largest class ever, with Franny edging out Fuffy for the top spot: “Francis [sic] barely beat out her twin sister Katherine for the first place honors.”

The following year, when the twins entered Wallingford’s public high school, Lyman Hall, named for a native son who had signed the Declaration of Independence, Fuffy overtook Franny and shot to the top of the entire school. “Honor Students at Lyman Hall Are Announced,” blared the front page of the Wallingford edition of the Meriden Daily Journal. “Kathryn McLaughlin of Freshman Class Heads List.” The next year, Franny was in the lead; then Fuffy; then they shared the top spot. So it continued throughout their high school years. (By this time, Fuffy had changed the spelling of her given name, from Katherine to Kathryn, perhaps to sound more modern or to differentiate herself from her mother.)

Yet despite the papers’ suggestion that the twins were always in competition, Franny and Fuffy may not have experienced it that way. Only when they’d entered grade school had they realized there was something unusual about them, when they arrived for class with their older boy cousin, one of the Downeys, and noticed they somehow stood apart. “As we saw all of our classmates and teachers it suddenly dawned on us—we look alike!” Fuffy wrote later. “Everyone was fascinated with the identical twins, and we were made to feel special. But there was also a feeling of separation from the other children.… The bond between us grew closer through our school years. We went everywhere together.”

They did everything together, too. They went to the movies twice a week, taking advantage of fifteen-cent Saturday matinees, and then kept scrapbooks of ads and programs from their favorites and acted out the stories at home, inhabiting the roles of strong female stars such as Marlene Dietrich and Greta Garbo. Kitty often took them into New Haven to see Broadway tryouts. “Mother must have been stage-struck,” Franny wrote later. “When other nice children were playing on their swings and bikes, we went with her to Saturday matinees.” Their other passion was fashion magazines: they spent hours poring over their mother’s subscriptions to Vogue and Vanity Fair, which inspired them to design, sew, knit, and crochet their own clothes. (They were taught how to sew by their next-door neighbor, a Mrs. Wolf, whose family operated a small dress factory near the train station.) And they made reams of drawings of the sort of woman who filled those magazine pages, as she stood on deck with her scarf flying in the ocean breeze, or leaned against a rustic fence in riding gear, or proffered her jewelry-bedecked hand to a man, who appeared to be standing just offstage. They painted, too, taking their easels out into the fields to make landscapes that were hung in the school library. Though the world still considered the twins alike in all things, a slight difference in their styles began to emerge: Franny’s drawings were heavily marked, with sure and decisive pencil lines, while Fuffy’s were airier.

But these nuances would have been easy to overlook because at school they were involved in everything, together and apart—tea committees, hop committees, prom committees, fashion shows. They worked devotedly on the school’s magazine, the Chronicle, with Franny joining the literary staff, and Fuffy editing art and jokes. (Sample: “Player: ‘This linament [sic] makes my arm smart.’ Coach: ‘Try some on your head.’ ”) Both joined the Daubers, an after-school art club full of specially selected students “wearing brightly colored smocks looking extremely artistic,” as the Chronicle described them. “Some are cutting block prints, others viewing their work at a distance, and a few waiting for inspiration to come.” Franny became the group’s secretary and Fuffy its treasurer. The Chronicle was illustrated with the Daubers’ linoleum block prints, and both twins produced them, too, although Fuffy’s made the cover more frequently. The magazine ran one boundary-shattering photograph instead of a linocut, for Christmas 1936, and both twins collaborated in its creation: it pictured a toy Santa squeezing himself into a chimney.

The twins were growing up to be beautiful, with dark hair and fetchingly tilted blue-gray eyes, and as crazy about boys as they were about school activities. But Kitty was vigilant in this area, even more so than was typical of the time, just as she had been about holding them back from walking. Outside of school, they weren’t allowed to talk to boys unchaperoned, although that didn’t stop them. “They were two very definite beings,” recalled their schoolmate Mildred Rossi, whose older sister Edie was in the twins’ class and often came home talking about what the pair had gotten up to that day. “Edie mentioned them all the time,” said Julia, another Rossi sister. “They were very pretty girls, very popular with the boys, and, of course, they were very smart.”

The twins quickly became adept at finding ways to reel in potential suitors, especially boys from Choate, one of the country’s most exclusive prep schools. As luck would have it, Choate was located in Wallingford, about a twenty-minute walk from Lyman Hall.

One of their favorite methods was to take their knitting to Wilkinson’s, the local movie theater, and roll a ball of yarn down the aisle, aiming it toward a group of Choate students. After making a great hue and cry, the twins would find themselves with no choice but to climb over the boys to retrieve it. Using such tricks, they forged friendships with a lot of students and faculty, relationships that endured long after they had left the town for college.

One student they became friendly with in high school was another Irish Catholic, Jack Kennedy, the second son of a Boston political family, who is said to have escorted them to church, played tennis with them, and taken them to a dance at his school. (By this time the twins’ famous cousin, Morton Downey, was great friends with Jack’s father, Joe, an enormously successful businessman.) Kitty had strict dating rules: permission for an outing was rarely granted, and if a boy wanted to date one twin, he had to find a friend for the other or escort both twins himself. “Frances and I were often exasperated by her old-fashioned notions of courting,” said Fuffy. Jack Kennedy, undaunted, is said to have chosen the latter option, offering each twin an arm—a pattern they repeated into adulthood. Even in high school, the twins were training their sights on older, more sophisticated men: in their graduation yearbook, Franny’s chief interest was listed as “Twins of Yale” while Fuffy’s was “New Haven.”

Much as the twins might have enjoyed male company, however, they had more on their minds than dating. In 1937, they graduated at the top of their class, separated by a fraction of a point. Franny was valedictorian, Fuffy was salutatorian, and both twins, dressed in matching dresses and berets they had knit themselves, gave speeches on the same subject: Horace Mann, the nineteenth-century educational reformer who had championed state-sponsored public education in the United States. The underlying theme in both their talks was the importance of hard work—not surprising for girls whose graduation yearbook quotes read “Honors come by diligence” (Franny) and “Let knowledge grow from more to more” (Fuffy).

Their valedictorian-salutatorian double act was so newsworthy that it was covered not only by the local Connecticut papers, which ran front-page pictures of them smiling, all dimples and curls, but also by the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, which ballyhooed the twins as “former Brooklyn girls.” Their graduation also made the New York Times. Their honors were “unusual,” the paper wrote, seeing as they were twins whose highest-ranking marks were separated only by “a fraction of a point.” Kitty, who professed to live only for her twins, was over the moon when the story appeared. “It was the happiest day of my mother’s life,” Franny said.

Yet behind those dimples and curls, and the twins’ predilection for wealthy, well-educated schoolboys, they must have known that their own hard labors lay ahead, because Kitty’s money was running out. Although Frank had left his family well provided for, the Great Depression had wiped out much of his estate. “Mother really had lost a lot of money in the crash,” Franny said. “My sister and I knew we had to work.”

The plan was for the twins to attend art school at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, not far from the town house where they’d been born. Upon graduation they intended to become theatrical designers, a profession that combined their love of art and of theater. At least, that’s what they told the New Haven Sunday Register, one of several papers that interviewed them upon their graduation.

More likely, they expected to teach: they were entering the school’s Teacher Training program, a four-year course of study that included academic as well as art classes and, unusually for Pratt, resulted in a bachelor of fine arts degree instead of a professional certificate. “That was the whole goal,” Franny said. “My mother and my aunt wanted us to get that degree.” Aunt Anna, who lived near Pratt and had a job in New York City’s government, volunteered to pay the fee.

Although most Pratt students boarded near the school, Kitty, who still signed her letters “Kitty and the twins” (“We sound like a family of kittens,” Franny used to complain), was determined to keep her household intact. She sold the green gabled house in Wallingford to a relative and rented an apartment a block from campus, partway between the western entrance gate and a Catholic convent. She also chose a unit whose living room windows overlooked the street, so she could keep an eye on her double act as they left in the morning and returned from class at night.

But then, as a last gesture to frivolity and childhood, and moved by her own passion for photography, Aunt Anna gave the twins a camera as a joint graduation gift. And not just any old camera, but a Voigtländer Brillant—a fashionable German import, not far below professional grade. At $35 (about $730 today), it was an astonishing extravagance for the time, costing more than a fifth of Pratt’s annual $170 tuition. Without knowing it, Aunt Anna had opened the door to their future.






PART II COLLEGE DAYS







CHAPTER 3 An Experimental Education


The twins entered Pratt Institute on September 13, 1937, when they were nearly eighteen and the school was embarking on its fiftieth anniversary year. It had been founded as a grand interdisciplinary experiment in 1887 by a self-made oil magnate and philanthropist, Charles Pratt, whose dream was to enable American workers to get the education he’d never obtained for himself. Part vocational school, part fine arts academy, part liberal arts college, students could study everything, from traditional building trades such as stone carving and bricklaying, to new technologies such as electrical engineering. It also had a museum filled with four thousand objects from around the world, among them specimens of Limoges and Sèvres porcelain, Etruscan and Roman antiquities, Venetian glass and mosaics, and contemporary Mexican pottery.

Pratt believed that the intellect could be sharpened by making art; that the eye could be improved by looking at exemplary international examples of art and design; and that students stood the best chance of acquiring jobs if they learned their trade from practicing professionals. Although some thought him a crackpot, he turned out to be a visionary. The school’s first class, a group of drawing students, numbered only twelve, but the next year a thousand turned up. The magazine Scientific American, which dedicated a cover story to the institute that year, decreed it “the most important enterprise of the kind in this country, if not in the world,” and its art classes, together with some of its special classes for women—in dressmaking, cooking, and millinery—were featured on the cover.

By 1937, when the twins arrived, the institute had five thousand students, and its redbrick classical buildings, which included Brooklyn’s first free public library, had come to occupy two city blocks. Its traditional building trades had been incorporated into a modern engineering school; it already had the nation’s second school of library science and one of its earliest schools of household science and arts.

And in those waning years of the Depression, its fine and applied arts school, where the twins would study, had an extraordinarily high job-placement rate: according to the New York Times, 97 percent of the 1936 class found employment, likely because Pratt, as well as offering courses in illustration, advertising, and architecture, had just become one of the first places where students could train for America’s newest creative profession, industrial design. The field had taken shape in the Depression, as manufacturers began seeking out artists to transmute their products—everything from planes to cameras—into something tantalizingly contemporary that consumers needed to buy. Alexander Kostellow, who cofounded the department, later described it as “the art which enters every home in one form or another, be it a glass or a lamp, a flat-iron or a washing machine.”

Industrial design was tailor-made for an interdisciplinary place such as Pratt, for its practitioners had emerged from a surprising range of creative fields. The three big names of the period were Raymond Loewy, a former fashion illustrator and costume designer who had multiplied sales of the Sears Coldspot refrigerator by transforming it into a sexy, futuristic machine; Norman Bel Geddes, a theater designer who applied his “streamlining” aesthetic to planes, trains, and automobiles; and Walter Dorwin Teague, a onetime typographic consultant who made Kodak cameras hot commodities during the Depression.

To serve the industrial design department and the rest of the Fine Arts School, Pratt was also building something fairly rare in art schools of the time: a fully equipped photography lab. The famous Clarence H. White School of Photography had originally been founded nearby, at the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences, which ran the Brooklyn Museum, but generally if a school had a studio, it was in the science department. Most students learned by joining camera clubs, taking commercial classes, or apprenticing themselves to established photographers. Pratt had begun setting up their lab in 1935, in the basement of the Household Science building, the same year that U.S. Camera’s annual was introduced and the medium’s importance to mass media became too obvious to ignore; the lab was completed by 1938, the year the twins began working there. But before they arrived in that dark, dank basement, they had to grapple with the fundamental lessons of art school.



FROM THE VERY START the twins’ schedule was punishing, with classes six days a week. Mornings were mostly spent on academics and the subject they were ostensibly there to study—teaching children—while afternoons and Saturdays were largely devoted to the Holy Grail, art and design. The sculptor Beverly Pepper, then called Beverly Stoll, who entered Pratt soon after the twins, recalled getting the chance to work with “every kind of material, tool, technique,” and studying “everything from industrial design to fashion design.” All students took some version of the school’s pioneering Foundation course, instituted at around that time, in which they learned basic compositional principles—line, shape, volume, and color—and were taught to deploy them with different media, from pencils and cardboard to cloth, steel, and clay. Pratt “was very focused on your finding your own way of thinking,” Beverly recalled, and “on teaching you how to ‘look.’ ”

In their first year, the twins were trained in looking by Dorothy Mulloy, a ceramicist and jewelry designer who had been mentored by the stained-glass master Louis Comfort Tiffany. Fuffy recalled her as a taskmistress, forcing them to “use our eyes and be decisive.” They spent a lot of time drawing, not just objects and flowers but live models. Sometimes a teacher would tell the model to pose while the students stared; then the model would be dismissed and they’d draw from memory. They also studied art history and took field trips to the Brooklyn Museum, a brisk half-hour walk from the school, which they visited twice a week to sketch and study artworks.

Another beloved early instructor, the painter and illustrator Tom Benrimo, opened Franny’s and Fuffy’s eyes to the European avant-garde, starting with surrealists—artists such as Salvador Dalí and Max Ernst—who were using techniques that involved chance, including free association and collage, to unlock the potential of the subconscious. Benrimo also lectured on the artists and designers of Germany’s radically experimental Bauhaus school, founded in Weimar in 1919, which like Pratt had intermingled fine and applied arts.

In 1933, before Pratt’s industrial design program began, the Nazis had deemed the teachings of the Bauhaus “degenerate” and shuttered the school, which by then was in Berlin, and the Bauhauslers began to flee Germany. And as Hitler stripped rights and statehood from the country’s Jews, annexed Austria, and moved into Czechoslovakia, teachers and students who’d been associated with the Bauhaus fled, many ending up in America, including the color theorist Josef Albers and the photographer and painter László Moholy-Nagy.

Nonetheless, from the students’ point of view, this rout of Europe’s artists was “a strange ‘good fortune,’ ” Beverly recalled, “like having da Vinci come!” In 1938, Moholy-Nagy, who had just founded the New Bauhaus in Chicago, visited Pratt to give a talk. (Although there was some talk of collaboration between the two schools, they were never able to work it out: asked by the director of Pratt’s merchandising course to explain his school’s philosophy, Moholy-Nagy had acidly responded, “Does everything have to mean something?”) Other European artists also joined the faculty, such as the Hungarian-born ceramicist Eva Zeisel, who taught an early course in mass production, and the Cologne graphic designer Will Burtin, who had skipped out on an offer to join Joseph Goebbels’s propaganda ministry and arrived to teach his concept of total communication design (now known as corporate branding).

The twins were soon making forays into Manhattan to see this new European art in person. The city, with its galleries, museums, movies, and theaters, soon became “an equally important component of our art education,” Fuffy recalled, “gritty and exhilarating at the same time,” and a rush “after our sheltered years in a small town,” especially as it became the de facto center of the art world. During their freshman year, the city offered a cornucopia of new contemporary-art museums, such as the Museum of Modern Art, which had opened in 1929 at Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Seventh Street, just after the Crash, and moved around between different temporary spaces before building its own permanent home ten years later. In 1936 it had mounted a giant survey, Exhibition of Fantastic Art, Dada and Surrealism, which triggered the public’s growing fascination with surrealism, imprinting Dalí’s melting watches, Joan Miró’s biomorphic blobs, and René Magritte’s bowler-hatted men on America’s popular consciousness. By the time the twins arrived at Pratt, the museum had moved temporarily to Rockefeller Center, and in their sophomore year it opened an enormous Bauhaus show, using hundreds of examples of works by teachers and students—paintings, photographs, woven textiles, tubular-steel chairs, and architectural models of glass and metal houses—to demonstrate how the school and its influence had transformed modern life.

Another thrilling place to visit was the gallery of Julien Levy, the dealer who had introduced Dalí and the surrealists to New York—and also an early dealer of photography. In 1937, Levy opened a spectacular space on Fifty-Seventh Street—the thoroughfare known, in the words of Vogue, as “the bridge over which most of the picture-buying public crosses happily into the art world.” There, the twins would have encountered an environment dramatically different from the sedate velvet-walled picture showrooms more typical of the time. Levy wrote in his memoir that he had designed the floor plan to resemble a painter’s palette. The front door led to a long undulating passageway lined with wine-red carpeting, its walls fairly pulsating with artworks: “One could move along a line of paintings, seeing each one individually while the others were around the curve, instead of lined up regimentally along straight walls.”

Levy’s shows also jumbled together high and low culture, much in the fashion of popular photography magazines. One month, artists like Magritte and Ernst would be featured; another, the Walt Disney Studio gouaches for the film Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. There was even an exhibition dedicated to all the different talents who put on the productions at the School of American Ballet, including set designers, choreographers, and musicians. That show included a copy of a Sears, Roebuck catalog, whence the school had purchased the costumes.

The gallery also showed a lot of women. During the twins’ time at Pratt, Levy gave a North American debut to the Argentinean-born surrealist Leonor Fini, and a first solo show to a new young Mexican artist, Frida Kahlo, the wife of the famous Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, whose fantastical self-portraits portrayed her dressed in traditional Tehuana clothing. Levy also showed the “surprising”—so he called her—comedienne Gracie Allen, of the comedy duo Burns and Allen, who exhibited surrealistic paintings “executed in her spare time from the microphone,” as the New Yorker reported. Because it was a charity event for Chinese war relief, prompted by Japan’s invasion the previous year, admission was a quarter, but even a fee couldn’t keep the crowds away.

The twins soaked up plenty of American art, too, which was finally coming into its own after years of playing second fiddle to that of Europe. Before long, like many other Pratt students, the twins were supplementing their education with art classes in Manhattan. Both of them studied painting at the New School for Social Research, a progressive institution in Greenwich Village, where their teacher was Yasuo Kuniyoshi, a Japanese émigré who was one of the few noncitizens regularly included in the annual exhibitions of another new museum, the Whitney Museum of American Art. Formed from a New York artists’ studio club, it had opened only a few years before, in 1931, and was around the corner from the New School, in three conjoined row houses on West Eighth Street.

Kuniyoshi, known as Yas to his friends, was one of the city’s most respected contemporary artists and also one of its most popular teachers. He “was born in Japan, arrived here at twelve, and now, at forty-three, is famed for his immaculate detail, the grotesqueries of some of his proportions, and the exquisite delicacy of his palette,” Vogue enthused. Another critic, most likely Henry McBride, writing in the New York Sun, observed that his way with paint “must be peculiarly impressive to the multitude of art students who populate the schools and who find it so incredibly difficult to make the paint forget that it is paint.”

Kuniyoshi was known for being scrupulously attentive to detail and also for loving parties, and in the photos the twins took of each other and others in his classes, his students seem similarly torn between seriousness and high jinks. In many he is seen bending over their easels; but in others, he laughs uproariously or mugs for the group with a giant hand, perhaps created from papier-mâché, flapping wildly above his head. His aim as a teacher, Kuniyoshi himself wrote, was “in helping the art student develop his own individual approach… as well as psychological approach, based on reality.”

But Kuniyoshi’s importance to the twins may have lain less in his method than in his subject matter. He had started out painting “most strange square cows, solemn top-heavy babies and lustrous still-life combinations with twist loaves predominating,” said Mademoiselle magazine in 1936, “paintings which the cognoscenti, if no one else, could appreciate. Today his painting has come within range of average understanding, for its theme is Woman.” Namely, circus aerialists, mothers surrounded by their families, and young urbanites gazing pensively into space, thinking their own thoughts, in the coffee shops and bars of New York City.

“The young lady in the picture lives and dominates the composition entirely on her own rights,” McBride wrote again in the Sun in 1937 of Kuniyoshi’s new oil painting, Cafe, which appeared in the Whitney’s annual exhibition that year. “It may be that she is ‘keeping a date’ and it may be that she is no better than she should be, but just the same, she exerts that mysterious interest that the lonely young woman in a cafe invariably puts forth.”

This choice of subject matter probably surprised no one who knew him, for Yas loved women, and women loved him, to the point that his wife “was always mad about something,” said a family friend. But for the twins, the vision of these women, still and introspective amid the city’s tumult, set a powerful example that they would later follow in their own photographs.

Franny also took an intensive daily painting class for several weeks in the summer of the twins’ junior year with the master painter of New York City life, Reginald Marsh, who taught at the venerable Art Students League on West Fifty-Seventh Street, where he had studied in the 1920s after graduating from Yale. Marsh was famed for his earthy, rollicking, Rabelaisian urban scenes, which he often sketched out on the spot at movie theaters, burlesque houses, the el—the elevated railway that snaked its way overhead above the streets—and Times Square. He, too, was known for depictions of women, but of a stronger, more commanding, Rubenesque variety. And the women in Marsh’s paintings didn’t ruminate—they strode through the streets. “Marsh considers the girls of 14th Street one of the real triumphs of the American experiment,” wrote the critic and dealer Gordon Ewing some years after Franny took her class with Marsh. “They walk easily, and there is independence in their gestures.”

Although the twins still did almost everything as a unit, Fuffy never studied with Marsh. Yet she still accompanied Franny to class, just to observe. Afterward, they often joined the famous painter, who had an eye for pretty girls, at a restaurant near the school. “Marsh made sketches of us while we sat there,” Fuffy recalled later, “but I never thought to ask him for one.”

But by then the twins were already obsessed with photography, and in a sense they wound up with something better—their first exposure to a professional photographer and their first experience on a film set, with the event documented in several different series of photographs. This came about because sometime that summer, Marsh, who also took photographs constantly himself and used them as sketches for his paintings, asked Franny to appear with him in an MGM short made by his friend Alfredo Valente, a famous theatrical photographer. The experience also allowed the twins to spend more time with Marsh, visiting his studio on Fourteenth Street, one of the locations, and accompanying him to others, including the Third Avenue el and the Brooklyn Bridge, where his scene with Franny took place.

Valente, a Calabrian immigrant who had been trained in the old country as an opera singer and painter, had started his new career as a house photographer for the Group Theater, an avant-garde troupe cofounded by Lee Strasberg. (Franny, still crazy about theater, had also been studying directing with Strasberg at the New School, possibly another reason she was chosen for the film.) Valente’s main job now was photographing Broadway actors for Stage magazine. He also went out to Hollywood twice a year to shoot stills for Columbia Pictures.

The film, Art Discovers America, promotes the growing popularity of American painting, unfurling like a Horatio Alger success story as it makes the case that while American artists were once poor and neglected, they now attracted a growing audience. “Today there’s a boom in art,” a dramatic voice-over declaims. “There’s a new nationwide art moment which critics say is greater in scope, greater in public interest than anything since the Italian Renaissance.” As scenes of artists, their students, and their studios scroll by, the viewer is treated to a brief history of American modernism, starting with John Sloan and the Eight—men who in 1908 “laid the foundation for a true national art” by opening “the eyes of other artists to everyday American life as a subject.” The film then examines the working methods of urban painters such as Marsh and Raphael Soyer—another New York City scene painter—and regionalists such as Thomas Hart Benton and Grant Wood, seen plying their trade among farmers in the countryside.

At the very end, we see Franny standing beside Marsh as he paints something on an easel beneath the Brooklyn Bridge. “Perhaps this new interest in painting and painters means that America has come of age,” the voice intones, as Franny gazes solemnly at the great man’s canvas, looking very much the brave young pioneer. Suddenly, she cracks a tiny smile, and we cut to broad skies and soaring skyscrapers.

This triumphal scene about the importance of painting was captured on film multiple times—not only by Valente with his movie camera, but by two photographers, Fred Frater, a professional whose older brother, the painter Hal Frater, was directing the film, and Gene Pyle, who later worked for Life, but was then a young painter making a series of shots of Marsh at work. Fuffy also went along to shoot stills. All the photographers took pictures of the twins, and once, while Fuffy was photographing Valente and his camera with the Voigtländer, Valente borrowed it to photograph her and Franny and Marsh. Much as the twins were excited to be in the presence of a legendary painter, they were also clearly overjoyed to be on a real movie set, sharing space with three more experienced cameramen.






CHAPTER 4 The Discovery of Photography


The twins had spent the summer after their freshman year back at home in Wallingford, living in the St. George’s Inn, where Kitty took rooms every summer and Christmas. During the day they prowled through town with the Voigtländer, taking pictures everywhere, of everything—friends, family, cars, the train station, boys at Choate.

Fuffy photographed women pouring out of one of the town’s silver factories at the closing bell, an old man in a field walking past a rusty Works Progress Administration sign, and a boy on a bike in an intersection, staring at a horse and buggy and a car, as if contemplating the march of time. Franny documented the elderly lady who lived in the oldest house in town, a woman with a baby walking beneath the jagged shadow of a telephone pole, and Fuffy, lounging within the artful geometry of a ruined barn on Choate’s property. (Because they were trading the same camera back and forth, they didn’t always remember who had taken which picture, and the names they wrote on the back of the contact sheets weren’t always accurate; often the only way to know for sure who’d taken the picture later was if the other twin was in it.)

At summer’s end, they showed their pictures to Walter Civardi, a young faculty member only eight years older than the twins, who had been appointed director of the photography department the previous spring. Later, Franny recalled his domain, the photo lab, as being “down in the basement and damp. Everybody would go in with their summer pictures, then go away. He’d throw them out, throw us all out.… After about a month of showing people out, he’d let five people come in and work in the lab.”

The twins set about pressuring Civardi for lab privileges. They already worked together seamlessly as a team, using a kind of informal divide-and-conquer strategy in which the one best suited to the job would ask a question, handle a project, or raise a particular point. (An assistant who worked with them on joint projects later noted that this double-teaming gave them “a commercial advantage, because people see twins as a unit,” while in fact they “might think separately.”) “We were so persistent,” Franny said. “He said we wouldn’t get any credit for it. Then he said, ‘Okay, you can come back.’ ”

“They knew how to get what they wanted,” Civardi recalled. Later he realized that it had probably never occurred to them that they might not be able to find work easily in a male-dominated field. “I could see that no matter what they were going to be, they would become successful.” He gave in. Ultimately, every one of the five students he chose that year, including the twins, became a professional photographer.

When Civardi had taken over the fledgling department in the spring of the twins’ freshman year, it was still something of a redheaded stepchild, its directorship shunted between faculty members who liked taking pictures but had more important things to do at work. The first director was the head of Interior Decoration, who quickly handed it off to J. Gordon Lippincott, a faculty member in Industrial Design. When he grew too busy, responsibility had finally been punted over to Civardi, his “technical assistant.” (Lippincott, who today is known for coining the term corporate identity, later opened his own design consulting firm; his first big project was modernizing the label of the Campbell’s soup can.)

Although Civardi’s own work was technically proficient, it wasn’t widely exhibited or renowned—unlike that of Berenice Abbott, who was teaching two photography workshops at the New School, had already shown to acclaim in Paris and New York, and would soon see the publication of her influential book of street views, Changing New York. The year he became director, Civardi published the book Sailing Made Easy: Told in Pictures, with the associate editor of Yachting magazine, a primer illustrated with pictures of a smiling couple demonstrating how to sail a knockabout across the Long Island Sound. “Each and every one,” Civardi writes in the introduction, “was staged and rehearsed as carefully as a Broadway show.” As was the fashion, he also went into great detail about the technical gear required to make them, all borrowed from Pratt’s studio.

Civardi’s work was published in Collier’s and Life, and his book remained in print for decades. But he mostly devoted himself to building out Pratt’s photography department, which provided photographic services for the entire school, making publicity shots, photographic murals, lantern slides for lectures, and photos for the yearbook, annual reports, books and magazines, and posterity. (To prove the department was effectively self-supporting, ledgers were maintained noting what these services would cost on the open market.)

Yet although Civardi’s reputation was not illustrious, students loved his classes—and they all knew photography was becoming important. “It was the experimental thing being taught so we were all very attracted to it,” recalled Beverly Pepper. “Everyone took photography class.” Civardi taught them to make photograms, “which was thrilling,” she added. Created with a technique discovered in the early 1800s, at the dawn of the medium, it meant working directly on developing paper and had been revived in Europe in the 1920s by the avant-garde.

Moholy-Nagy, who had coined the term photogram in 1921, explained the method to Americans in Popular Photography, one of the new photography magazines, in a how-to piece that ran in December 1939, along with stories on glamour and war-propaganda pictures. “If you want to come to the most intimate understanding of how your camera operates,” the famous Bauhausler wrote, “lay your camera aside for a while and try taking pictures without it.” One places an object, such as a rose or a fork, on photosensitive paper and floods the composition with light. This creates a negative image, which turns the background black and renders the objects in gray and white halftones; how black and how gray depends on the length of exposure and the opacity or transparency of the objects. Producing photograms, the story promised, will “give you an understanding of the basic principles of photography and composition,” and so it was for Pratt students.

Because the school focused like a spotlight on getting students jobs, Civardi’s studio also offered hands-on camera and darkroom experience. Both twins learned to use a large-format four-by-five Graflex, the seven-pound professional workhorse carried by press photographers such as Arthur “Weegee” Fellig, who began documenting New York City crime scenes and nightlife for newspapers in the 1930s. Instead of using roll film, it was loaded with sheet film that took one picture at a time, producing a four-by-five-inch negative with enough detail that it could be enlarged for publication. (The first book on Graflex technique, Graphic Graflex Photography, came out the twins’ junior year, with chapters by well-known photographers of the time, such as Ansel Adams, who explained enlargements; Berenice Abbott, who delivered “the first modern treatise on the use of the View Camera”; and Barbara Morgan, then documenting Martha Graham’s modern dance company, who wrote about the way in which speed film and faster cameras had made life easier for photographers who sought to record “the modern dance, ballet, and folk dances” to “the dances of the American Indians.” There were also chapters on equestrian, advertising, aerial, news, and publicity photography, among many others.) The studio was also stocked with the eight-by-ten view cameras used in professional studios, which took higher-resolution pictures suitable for magazines, and even a movie camera. For all the still cameras, the photographer had to get used to working with a mirror-image scene shown upside down.

The twins spent a lot of time binding slides in the lab with Beverly, who worked there, too, on a grant from the National Youth Administration, a New Deal agency that provided work-study jobs for students. The three of them weren’t the best of friends. Franny recalled Beverly being “a redhead” and “really a snappy girl,” but Beverly, already feeling isolated by the anti-Semitism she had encountered at Pratt, regarded the twins as “ ‘fashion’ people” and kept her distance. “They looked astonishingly alike,” she recalled, adding that she found them intimidating because they struck her as being “from high society.”

Mostly, they spent time in the darkroom—Civardi gave them a key, so they could use it on nights and weekends—and taking pictures. “He encouraged us to learn and experiment,” recalled Fuffy. “We spent every free moment exploring New York with our cameras and in the darkroom discovering new techniques.”

Some of their subject matter came from the Brooklyn Museum, where they checked out nineteenth-century bags from the costume collection and photographed them looking like up-to-date accessories, possibly for a fashion course. (“Can you imagine that the Brooklyn Museum let us take these bags home?” Fuffy wrote on the album later.) As warships began massing at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, and boys at Pratt began to enlist, the Industrial Design department developed one of the country’s first camouflage classes, and Fuffy and Franny photographed the student camoufleurs at work. The twins tried out their portraiture technique on Mr. Civardi, who sat patiently for them in the studio, surrounded by cameras and lighting equipment.

The twins also photographed families walking in Prospect Park and the children at the Manhattan Settlement House, where they did charity work. One picture, of children gathered in a gym, seems especially well done: taken from overhead, their bodies create a striking composition against the lines and circles painted on the floor. Shots such as these suggest the twins had been looking at the work of the Photo League, a socially conscious photographers’ cooperative whose members aimed to document the human condition without forsaking aesthetics or design.

The twins turned the Voigtländer on each other, too. Franny captured Fuffy posing at the campus gallery, surrounded by student work. Fuffy photographed Franny standing on the platform of the DeKalb Avenue el train, looking tiny against giant ads for shoes and tomato juice. When Lord & Taylor opened its first suburban branch store in Manhasset, on Long Island, a curvaceous two-story pavilion designed by Raymond Loewy with plenty of glass and natural light, the twins visited with their mother and used its stainless steel, glass, and flagstone walls as the setting for an amateur fashion shoot. And they were clearly getting inspiration from magazines, such as the newly launched Glamour of Hollywood, whose tagline was “the Hollywood Way to Fashion, Beauty, Charm,” and offered tips from the stars about life, entertaining, makeup, romance, and clothes. Glamour’s models sometimes posed in front of movie posters, and the twins photographed each other that way, too, although they relied instead on the posters for Broadway musicals that hung at the Wallingford train station.



OF COURSE THE TWINS ALSO made photographs at the 1939–40 World’s Fair, which they visited many times, not only by themselves but also with their friends and teachers, marveling at its two hundred miles of boulevards and exhibition halls and its fantastical landscape of towers and fountains. Once they went with Mr. Civardi and Mr. Lippincott and a group of boys to take photos that they pasted in an album. They captured the Trylon and Perisphere, the gigantic glowing white modernist spire and globe that were the symbols of the fair. Next, the Con Edison Building, whose facade rippled with a water ballet dreamed up by a young sculptor, Alexander Calder. Inside was a diorama of New York City, which cycled from dawn to dusk in twelve minutes, complete with moving subways and twinkling lights. Someone photographed the group atop the Ford Building, which held another awe-inspiring exhibit, the Ford Cycle of Production, a giant revolving turntable that presented the eighty-seven steps in a car’s production, from the moment its metals were mined to the day it rolled off the assembly line. They were transfixed by the sheer stockings displayed at Du Pont, organized around the theme “The Wonder World of Chemistry”; the stockings were spun from nylon, a new synthetic fabric made of “carbon, water and air.”

Then there was the Eastman Kodak Building, which in addition to the “Cavalcade of Color” had regular fashion shows in which models paraded in clothing made from the same plastic as the company’s cameras. In back was a Photo-Garden, filled with sets where visitors could take snapshots, ideally with the souvenir Baby Brownie created specially for the fair. The twins chose to pose against a miniature Trylon and Perisphere and smiled delightedly as Mr. Civardi and Mr. Lippincott photographed them from different angles.



MANY OF THESE BOOTHS and exhibits had been designed by Walter Dorwin Teague, the only industrial designer on the fair’s board, who had become famous after Kodak hired him in 1928 to make its cameras more stylish. He had started with a Vest Pocket camera, produced in five colors, and followed it up with the Vanity Ensemble, a ladies’ camera that came with a matching lipstick, compact, and change purse. During the Depression he appealed to consumers with family-oriented Brownies; for Boy and Girl Scouts, brightly colored Brownies; and cameras covered with exciting new art deco designs. Then came the concept store, in gray and silver to set off the colorful products, “designed as a background for modernly designed merchandise,” as he had told Forbes.

The twins had an interest in Teague because Fuffy was lucky enough to be dating his youngest son, Lewis, a Pratt architecture student. The tall, charismatic young man also appeared in many of their pictures, smoking a pipe, often with Fuffy beaming beside him.

They likely met through the Playshop, Pratt’s drama club, which the twins joined their freshman year. By that time, Lewis’s parents were divorced. His mother lived in an apartment at Sutton Place South, overlooking the East River docks, where Lewis painted Fuffy’s portrait, and Franny photographed her standing next to it, and Lewis photographed both twins as they stood looking out over the water and the piers. They sometimes went out to visit his father in New Jersey, too. Walter Teague, who believed good modern design should be rooted in the simplicity of the past, lived in a Pennsylvania Dutch farmhouse, which he and his wife were outfitting in a streamlined, up-to-date style with local folk art and antiques.

A year into Fuffy and Lewis’s relationship, an art professor told Lewis his true talent lay with painting rather than architecture, so he quit Pratt to study at the Art Students League, and Fuffy began sneaking out of class to spend time with him in Manhattan—and perhaps also to evade Kitty’s questions and prying eyes. The twins divided and conquered to make it happen, with Franny taking Fuffy’s place in class so that she would not be missed.

Although Fuffy considered Lewis her fiancé, the twins had dating energy to spare. They still loved Yalies, and for a while they enjoyed double-dating twins, so when the chance arose to attend the Yale Junior Prom with another identical pair, they took it. One of Fuffy’s old Choate swains from high school, who was now at Virginia’s Washington and Lee, invited them both down for the weekend for a dance, having mollified Kitty by securing a date for Franny, too. “Your mother need not worry about you, as you will be with lots of other girls,” he wrote. “Please don’t be too hard on me if I get you and Fran mixed up at first.”

Also on the trip was a Choate master they were fond of, who presumably came along as some sort of chaperone. The twins were photographed on the trip with their dates, but also with him, one sitting on either side. Later he sent them a limerick about a poem they’d written. It read in part, “And now a word / to Fuff and Fran / Who were with me / When I began / To violate / The act of Mann”—a joking reference to the 1910 Mann Act, a federal law that had criminalized the interstate transportation of “any woman or girl for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery.”

And of course there were all the other boys they had known from Choate. Whenever the twins returned to Wallingford, they photographed each other in Choate buildings, or at the Choate skating rink or at Choate games, surrounded by Choate boys, and occasionally Choate masters. Kitty might have thought she had them well controlled, but now the Voigtländer seemed to serve the same purpose as the ball of wool at the movie theater: they could always say they were going out to take pictures and use it as an excuse to be among a crowd of boys and, increasingly, men.



IN THE TWINS’ JUNIOR YEAR, they were profiled in the Prattler, the newly founded school newspaper. The story became the model for a column that would cover exotic personalities who were making a mark on campus. Future subjects would include Isabelle Suarez, a Brazilian émigré who was the only girl in the engineering school; Mieko Fuse, a Japanese American dietetics student with an incongruous Boston accent; and Maurice Hunter, the art school’s most renowned model, a Harlem-based dancer known as the Man of Many Faces, who had posed for so many famous artists and illustrators that his likeness was known nationwide.

The story about the twins, entitled “McLaughlin Twins Bare Souls for Prattler and Posterity,” primarily conveyed that they were nearly indistinguishable from each other and loads of fun. “They were born in Brooklyn twenty-one years ago this September,” it begins, “and, for our money, they’re a bigger attraction than the Dodgers.” They “make their own clothes, knit sweaters by the dozen,” and other than that Fuffy liked pineapple and Franny didn’t, “they think and feel exactly the same way about everything.” As for their love lives, “double dates are their usual rule, but occasionally they’ll go out singly, or both with the same man—who usually recovers.” According to the story, they intended to return to Wallingford after graduation, to teach in a tiny school run by a family friend.

Yet that future must have seemed unlikely even then, considering the twins’ larger-than-life presence on campus, where they had thrown themselves into student activities even more fervently than they had in high school. As well as being in the Playshop, where they were once assigned the same part, playing it on consecutive nights, Fuffy got involved in politics, becoming class secretary her freshman year, and eventually president, of Art Education, the tonier name bestowed upon Teacher Training in fall 1939, while Franny zeroed in on art activities, becoming head of Pratt’s art exhibition committee and president of the girls’ arts club, the Paletteers. They won prizes, starting with an honorable mention for costuming dolls, an activity the Paletteers undertook each Christmas for the children of patients at the Brooklyn Naval Hospital. They posed gleefully for school publicity shots, smiling side by side in matching coats with armfuls of books, or pushing each other in a wheelbarrow.

After joining Civardi’s gang of five, they also joined the yearbook, the Prattonia, with Fuffy becoming photo editor, and Franny one of her assistants. They had already been featured in it as freshmen, shown walking past a couple of staring boys in their matching plaid Peck & Peck collegiate coats, headscarves, saddle shoes, and ankle socks, above the caption “Yes, THE Twins!” They were named “has done most for Pratt” in their junior year.

They frequently appeared in the Prattler, too, though more for their looks than their academic prowess. The gossip columnist announced spring had sprung because “the McLaughlin twins have donned anklets and put their knee socks on the shelf.” After Wrigley gum launched its wildly successful Doublemint twins campaign, another writer mentioned the McLaughlins’ similarity to the stylish twins in the ad and wondered whether they liked chewing gum, too. Their presence at parties was noted: “The Twins, cute as ever,” attended the school’s first Engineering dance, and “the Twins were there in cute blue prints with Lew Teague and Tick Tichner,” president of the Artsmen, the male counterparts of the Paletteers, when the two groups held their dance. They also got ink when Robert Smallman, another Civardi acolyte, shared first prize with another Pratt student in a fabled poster competition for Dartmouth’s Winter Carnival—the fifth year in a row Pratt had won—with a design based on a picture of Franny in ski goggles looking like the “typical carnival date,” the Brooklyn Daily Eagle reported. The Prattler reported that Dartmouth “was even more pleased when they discovered she had a twin sister.”

As school progressed, the twins divided their homework, with one taking over the other’s assignments so they could focus on their favorite subjects. Some might have considered it cheating, but they regarded it as “helping each other,” as Fuffy put it. “We saved time and concentrated on art and photography.”

They also had a lot happening outside school: as well as designing and making their own clothes, they had begun entering competitions, modeling, and planning for their future. For beyond the Pratt campus, there was a burgeoning market for the talents of young women such as the twins.






CHAPTER 5 College Bazaar


Throughout the Depression, college girls—what they wore, bought, thought, and worried about—had become a growing fixation among fashion retailers and magazines. Youth culture had begun making its mark on popular culture during the Jazz Age, and college attendance among both sexes was on the rise. Even though only a fairly small percentage of Americans attended college, and even fewer young women attained bachelor’s degrees, the college girl somehow came to replace the flapper in the American imagination as the symbol of youth, at least for beauty and in fashion marketing. The two trends combined to bring about the “college shop” craze.

In New York City, the phenomenon was likely pioneered in 1930 at the Fifth Avenue department store Stern Brothers, already known for its attention-grabbing promotions—the brainchild of the store’s advertising director, Estelle Hamburger, who’d launched the city’s first woman-run advertising business two years earlier soon after giving birth to twins. She came up with the idea when a Mount Holyoke senior named Sally, interviewing for a summer job, mentioned that she’d love to sell clothes to young people, especially college coeds. When Hamburger asked why, Sally patiently explained, “They buy all the wrong things because nobody knows what they really need,” and a light bulb switched on in the marketing maven’s head. She consulted with New York City college clubs to find the most popular seniors in each school and hired an advisory “college board” comprising twelve of those students to advise her buyers, with Sally representing Mount Holyoke.

Soon afterward, Stern’s sports department was transformed into America’s first department store College Shop. On Sally’s advice, it had jettisoned the usual S.S. and G.—“sweet, simple, and girlish”—clothing typically marketed to college girls; instead, it was stocked with skirts whose backsides didn’t “sit out,” good sweaters in subtle, sophisticated colors, saddle shoes “for running to classes over the pebbles,” and Harris Tweed topcoats that would last four years. There were also evening clothes—many in red, a color boys could easily spot at a dance from the stag line, Sally had said; warm bathrobes and slippers, to satisfy anxious mothers; and plenty of gadgets, because coeds “adore” them. These goods were displayed in trunks packed by the college board members themselves. On the walls hung enlarged snapshots of the members wearing the clothes—but no college pennants. “They’re old hat,” the board had pronounced.

The shop was swiftly thronged by “undergraduates and freshmen-to-be who wanted to discuss their clothes problems with the editor of the Smith College Weekly or the captain of the Vassar hockey team,” Hamburger wrote in her 1939 autobiography, It’s a Woman’s Business. “We could hardly supply the College Shop with merchandise fast enough to keep pace with its sales.” After that, “college shops sprouted every August thereafter in almost every New York store and in stores throughout America.” Lord & Taylor, New York’s oldest and grandest department store, followed suit in 1933, stocking theirs with “authentic” East Coast college fashions, such as the cashmere sweater sets produced by the New York clothiers Peck & Peck.

Soon, college girls were hotly pursued for their design expertise. Chicago’s Marshall Field launched a Young American Fashion contest in 1934. By the late 1930s, the Young America Fashion Guild, a New York consortium, was pairing would-be designers with manufacturers, who paid $10 to $25 for an idea and brought the designs to market with individualized hang tags advertising each coed’s name and school. Mademoiselle, a new fashion and career magazine, began holding college design competitions in 1936.

Indeed, the collegiate trend soon spread to magazines, which began featuring guest editing contests and back-to-school sections geared toward college coeds. Mademoiselle was the leader. It published its first college issue in August 1936, the same year as its design competition, and began regular “College Board” columns soon after, featuring correspondents who reported on campus fads and fashions and occasional photography and modeling competitions. In 1939, the magazine held its first Guest Editors competition, inviting a group of thirteen to spend a summer in New York, during which time they edited the back-to-school issue themselves. (Mademoiselle’s Guest Editors competition became a storied tradition, birthing literary talents such as Sylvia Plath in 1953, Joan Didion in 1955, and Meg Wolitzer in 1979.)

By 1940, such gambits had turned Mademoiselle into America’s bestselling fashion magazine. Perhaps it wasn’t purveying haute couture, but its ascendance sent a definite message that the tastes, interests, and purchasing power of younger women could no longer be ignored.

The magazine had begun in 1935 as an experiment by Street & Smith, a venerable nineteenth-century publishing firm previously known for men’s and boys’ pulp fiction—authors such as Horatio Alger and Bret Harte and such magazines as Detective Story, Western Story, and the Shadow. At first the magazine had sputtered along sadly, steered by male executives who had no idea what they were doing. But then someone had the bright idea of hiring Betsy Talbot Blackwell, then about thirty, as fashion editor. In the fall of 1936, Mademoiselle’s fortunes were transformed overnight when Blackwell and her team made over a homely New York nurse in a week, publishing the before and after pictures under the headline “Cinderella.”

Barbara Phillips, the nurse in question, had penned a letter to Mademoiselle about a new beauty campaign called “Make the Most of Yourself,” in which a “miracle make-up man” for Paramount Studios worked magic on such stars as Joan Crawford and Katharine Hepburn. Nurse Barbara told the editors she was desperate to become an actress and begged them to transform her, too. “I am homely, too skinny and know none of the feminine wiles that my more attractive sisters seem to have been endowed by nature with,” she wrote. “Don’t you think it would be a feather in your cap if you could be the one who changed this very ugly duckling into even a pale pink swan? If you have any of Pygmalion in you, please be a sport and help me out.”

Mademoiselle brought in the makeup man, a dress designer, a ladies’ foundation expert, a dentist, and various other pros. Together they retooled Nurse Barbara’s face, capped her teeth, lengthened her pathetic tresses with a wig, and turned her scrawny neckline enticing with a gown they later marketed as the Cinderella Dress. The stunt made national news, and Mademoiselle started a monthly makeover column, boosting its circulation from 30,000 to nearly 180,000 copies by 1939. Along the way, Blackwell was named editor in chief, and Mademoiselle adopted a new tagline, “The Magazine for Smart Young Women.”

By this point Blackwell was also taking aim at careers, with an onslaught of stories and columns offering advice for what jobs to choose, how to find them, and how to keep them, written by some of the savviest female journalists of the day. (Its first career column was dubbed the “I Don’t Want to Play the Harp Department,” while its advice column was called “What to Do Before the Psychiatrist Comes.”)

It used other gambits, too, to make clear that this was not your mother’s magazine: in July 1939, the month before the first College Editors issue, Mademoiselle published a “Famous Offspring Number,” filled with contributions by the children of Roaring Twenties luminaries. One essay, on the delights of Pullman train cars, was by the writer and actress Erika Mann, daughter of the Nobel Prize–winning German novelist Thomas Mann, whose family had been forced into exile by the Nazis. A story by a young radio actress was illustrated with candid photos by James Abbe Jr., an up-and-coming lensman named after his father, James Abbe, a famous photographer known for making portraits of film stars and foreign strongmen such as Hitler, who had just annexed Austria and Czechoslovakia and was now making moves on Poland.

The magazine also published the first piece by Frances “Scottie” Scott Fitzgerald, daughter of Jazz Age literary heartthrobs Scott and Zelda. By then Fitzgerald’s glittering works had fallen out of favor. His coffers had been drained by Zelda’s struggles with schizophrenia and his own with drink, and he was trying to make a go of it as a scriptwriter in Hollywood. His daughter, in an essay called “A Short Retort,” tartly summarized the fed-up mood of her peers.

“We’re the offspring of a generation of the disillusioned ’20’s after the War,” she wrote. “In the speak-easy era that followed, we were left pretty much to ourselves and allowed to do as we pleased. And so, we ‘know the score.’… We’ve had to make our own decisions, invent our own standards, establish our own code of morals. The fact that we’ve turned out as well as we have is more to our credit than that of our parents.”

By 1940, Mademoiselle’s circulation had soared to three hundred thousand, nearly a third beyond that of its older competitors Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar. That’s likely why Pratt’s Paletteers, the school’s girls’ arts group, invited Blackwell, then about thirty-five, to give its annual February lecture in the twins’ senior year, just as the magazine’s “What’s New” number, filled with young fiction discoveries, hit the stands. Franny, the Paletteers’ president, was mistress of ceremonies. The talk was covered by the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, as well as the Prattler, whose reporter was clearly charmed.

“From the top of her demure off-the-face, mink-trimmed turban placed on her fine masses of brown hair to her tiny, tastefully clad feet, she radiated a charm that easily captured the fancy of her listeners,” the Prattler reported. (The subhead read, “McLaughlin Twin Presides.”)

Blackwell spoke of her early artistic ambitions and her initial aspirations to go on the stage. She explained the confusion surrounding Mademoiselle’s launch, when quite a few men bought it because of the name, expecting to get “a hot French number.” She mentioned her stepdaughter, currently a Pratt student, and her admiration for the school. (Like many sophisticated women in the 1930s and 1940s, the editrix was on her second marriage—divorce being a topic frequently addressed in her magazine.)

Then she delivered a list of “Do’s and Don’t’s,” the paper wrote, of the sort often doled out as fashion advice but here aimed at illustrators—a category that then included photographers.

“Don’t feel discouraged if your work is turned down. Rather, ask for another appointment (perhaps the art editor isn’t feeing well that day).… Don’t rush your work, and above all, don’t approach your work in a lackadaisical frame of mind. It ruins the excitement of your work. To sell, your work should be stimulating, exciting, different, and even alarming.

“Do make your work beautiful. People should see beautiful things in magazines to offset some of the ugliness they see around them.”

As it happened, the twins probably didn’t need Blackwell’s advice as much as some of their peers. They had already been discovered by one of Mademoiselle’s many rivals, College Bazaar.



ALTHOUGH MADEMOISELLE HAD CORNERED the college market, it hadn’t been the first magazine to recognize its importance; that honor went to Harper’s Bazaar, America’s oldest fashion magazine, founded in 1867 as a tabloid weekly. Now a monthly, it had introduced a back-to-school college issue in 1934; the decision was one of the first acts of its new editor in chief, Carmel Snow, a charming and glamorous Irishwoman who possessed a devastating sense of style and a fondness for whiskey. William Randolph Hearst, Bazaar’s publisher, had poached her two years earlier from Vogue, the magazine’s high-fashion rival, which was owned by his nemesis, the publisher Condé Montrose Nast. Under Snow’s guidance, Bazaar had swiftly gone from moribund to cutting-edge.

Inspired by the results of “a soul-searching questionnaire” sent to coeds at twenty-seven colleges throughout the country, Snow’s August 1934 issue “featured the first ‘college fashions’ to appear in a magazine,” she wrote in her memoir, The World of Carmel Snow, “and started the trend that has resulted in today’s highly successful magazines for young women and girls.” The advertising department was so impressed with the response, she added, that she was persuaded “to turn over our August issue henceforth to fashions for the young.” The picture assignment went to her new discovery, Martin Munkácsi, a Hungarian sports photographer whom she had met in New York while he was on assignment for Germany’s Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung, or BIZ, Germany’s highest-circulation photo-newsweekly, where he was a staff photographer. Snow had quickly arranged a sitting and taken him to Palm Beach, where, in 1933, he’d photographed the model Lucile Brokaw running in a cape alongside the surf. “The resulting picture, of a typical American girl in action, with her cape billowing out behind her, made photographic history,” Snow wrote.
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