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In a new series, Style.com sits down with the best in the field of contemporary fashion photography to talk about both 
the process and the product. Here: Deborah Turbeville. 
 
Considering the high romance of Deborah Turbeville’s work, it might seem odd to think of her as a little bit punk rock. 
But to hear the 73-year-old photographer describe her untrained, just-go-for-it DIY beginnings, comparing Turbeville 
to Sid Vicious doesn’t seem so far off. “There would be a strange cropping or one girl in focus and three out or a blur,” 
she said at a recent interview at her Upper West Side apartment. “But I would end up liking the mistakes and 

incorporating them into my work.” Well, and there’s also the time she got arrested in 
Texas with Bob Richardson, with whom she worked with regularly while a stylist at 
Harper’s Bazaar.  It was actually Richardson and his “cinematic” way of working 
that precipitated her eventual leap from fashion editor to fashion photographer in 
the early seventies. (She also had encouragement from Richard Avedon and 
Harper’s Bazaar art director Marvin Israel.) But even though she’s shot editorials for 
Vogue, Italian Vogue, and W and campaigns for Barneys New York, Oscar de la 
Renta, and Valentino—for whom she did the current Spring campaign—Turbeville 
still bristles at the F word of fashion. It’s one of the reasons it’s taken her so long to 
put out her most recent book, Deborah Turbeville: The Fashion Pictures ($85, 
www.rizzoliusa.com). Style.com caught up with Turbeville to talk about being 
Claire McCardell’s fit model, what’s so great about St. Petersburg, and the very 
Hollywood shoot for her new Valentino campaign.    
—Meenal Mistry 
 
 
 

 
Why do The Fashion Pictures now?  
 I have difficulty with realizing that’s what I’m supposed to do. [Laughs.] I don’t really think of myself as a fashion 
photographer. I’m kind of in denial about it. People kept saying, “You should do a book of fashion pictures. We’d like 
to see them, after all.” A friend of mine was doing books with Rizzoli, and he said, “You know, that would be a fun 
little airy project, to do something on my house in Mexico.” I knew I had a lot of photographs hanging about. So I 
made an appointment to go in to see Charles Miers, the publisher, and he said, “I’ll do the book, but would you also 
do a book on your fashion pictures?” And that’s how it happened.  
 
They did a nice job. I like the scrapbook format.  
Well, the book is really a way to show how my work developed. How it all started. It goes chronologically. It just 
shows more or less the progression of my work. It’s a bit autobiographical. And I always do that anyway, putting 
pictures together in a narrative way.  
 
It’s funny, I never realized that your first job was working for Claire McCardell for three years.  
Yes, I was a fit model but I also did the shows. But because I had such a long waist, it was hard for the other models 
to fit the clothes. In the end, she said, I’m going to fire you and hire you back as my assistant. So I was very happy. 
She was one of the few designers who would use a lot of European fabrics. She used incredible fabrics. She was 
really a Renaissance woman. She designed shoes for Capezio. She was probably the first one to put girls in flats, in 
ballet slippers. We all wore flats. Or we wore tiny little heels that were stacked, made out of lizard. She did jewelry, 
this Chanel kind of jewelry. She was like the Chanel of the United States at that point. It was an incredible learning 
experience.  

http://www.rizzoliusa.com/book.php?isbn=9780847834792


  
Was there a point that you considered being a designer or were you just figuring things out?  
No, that was never my thing. I was still not focused. I liked the fashion world, but I really liked her and what she was 
doing. Then I went on to the magazines. I wanted to work at the magazines as a fashion editor.  
 
What was it like to be at a fashion magazine back then? 
When I went to work for Bazaar [in 1963], it was an incredible period for fashion photography. Bazaar was very 
exciting. They had had the Russian, [Alexey] Brodovitch, working for them. And then Marvin Israel and Henry Wolf. 
Twice a year there was a huge children’s portfolio. They said, “Come up with an idea and we’ll assign you a 
photographer.” So I said, “Let’s do something controversial.” So we found a little Indian girl who was very special-
looking. Bob Richardson was doing the pictures and he always worked like it was a scenario in a film. He would give 
me the script, and I would run around town and get the clothes. The pictures were a tremendous hit. Then we were 
on a roll. And you have to understand it was Diane Arbus, Melvin Sokolsky, Bob Richardson, Jimmy Moore, Avedon, 
Hiro. All these incredible people, even Robert Frank, were doing pictures for them. The art directors really wanted 
those people used but it wasn’t easy to get them into the book with straight fashion. So the children’s portfolio was an 
opportunity to use them. But Bob was my favorite. We carried on like that for two years. Going to Spain, ranches on 
Texas. We went everywhere. Finally, I got fired for it because they said it had gone too far. 
  
Wow. What happened? 
It’s a long story. We were arrested in Texas. We were supposed to be doing the King Ranch family and Bob insulted 
the host and hostess and we were asked to leave in the middle of the night. The next morning we drove out to the 
country and just parked the car and took two of the children and started photographing them, and this woman 
appeared out of nowhere and said, “What are you doing?” And I said, “We’re from Harper’s Bazaar. This is Mr. 
Richardson.” She said, “Well, I have to talk to my husband and I’ll be back.” So she came back with the sheriff and 
arrested us. It got to be a big story and that’s when I was asked to leave the magazine. 
  
That’s a pretty cool exit. At least in retrospect. 
Then I worked with Diane Arbus a lot. I did several stories with her. I did a big story with Avedon for the What’s 
Happening issue. He called me and said, “Everyone is talking about the things you do. I’m dying to work with you.” 
And then he became kind of a mentor and helped my career a lot. When I started taking pictures, I took a special 
class with him. 
  
But how did you eventually make the leap? 
Somebody said, “Why don’t you take pictures yourself?” I said, “Well, I’m not technical.” And she said, “Well, they 
have these cameras now with inside meters.” So I went out and bought this little Pentax camera and had the man 
explain it to me. Then I went to work for a small magazine, where I was fashion editor. I suggested a couple stories 
and one was in Yugoslavia. When I got back, the magazine folded, but I had the pictures. Avedon was giving a 
professional course, and he looked at the pictures and thought they were amazing. They weren’t amazing at all! They 
were totally out of focus. I didn’t know what I was doing. But he liked the freedom in them and the idea behind it. Then 
I started taking things really seriously and testing. By the time I went to work at Mademoiselle later that year, I was 
able to ask them if ever I could do a sitting of my own and take the pictures. That’s how I built my portfolio at 
Mademoiselle, shooting my own sittings. 
  
I didn’t realize that you overlapped doing both styling and shooting. Though I guess that makes sense. 
That helped me, because I didn’t have to earn a living being a photographer at first. I never could have done that 
because I was too special. My pictures were in soft focus. It was a completely new thing. Had I been out on my own, I 
might have had to compromise my work. 
  
How did you develop your style? Because it really is very particular. 
It started because of the way I used the camera. I had a very soft-focus lens. And I liked soft focus and everything 
came out very soft. And I liked high-grade films that were very grainy. A lot of times there were big mistakes, but I 
would show the art director and he’d say, “Yeah, let’s go with it.” There would be a strange cropping or one girl in 
focus and three out or a blur. But I would end up liking the mistakes and incorporating them into my work. And I 
became known for it. 
  
There’s a great way that Franca Sozzani describes it in the foreword: “Every detail is perfect and yet wrong at 
the same time.”  
Because it is. That’s how you create a style, anyway. I give a lot of lectures. I’m going now to St. Petersburg to give 
one. I always tell them, if they can, it’s good not to concentrate on the commercial in the beginning. Because once 
you’re out there, it’s too late. 
  



Do you think you have a particularly feminine point of view? 
Yes, definitely. My photographs are extremely feminine. But it doesn’t have to do with any kind of conviction on my 
part. It’s all instinctive and spontaneous with me. There is a certain approach that women have. They do get into 
some kind of inner thing more than the male photographers do. It’s a more personal approach. 
  
How do you view these pictures in the context of the rest of your work? 
Well, doing this book made me see that my work is in balance with my private work. I was mad one time about 
something, and one of my galleries said to me, “Well, you’ll have to go through the same thing that Penn and Avedon 
went through.” No matter what Penn and Avedon ever did, if they were photographing men in the Midwest or 
Peruvian Indians or flowers, no matter what they do, they’re still stylists. And stylists, just by their nature, no matter 
where they go, they’ll still be considered—even with personal work—part of the fashion photography syndrome. It’s 
the same sensibility. I don’t think the fashion photographs stand so far off the mark of anything else I do. 
  
You’ve spent so much time in St. Petersburg and you also talk about your affinity for these moody cities like 
Paris. What draws you to them? 
Because I’m such a movie buff. I was always drawn to films with mystery. I always liked a certain kind of art film. I 
think I learned a lot from studying those films for years. One thing I wanted to be prevalent in any photograph was 
atmosphere. Whether the person had atmosphere in the face, or emotion in the body, or whether it was the 
atmosphere of the place. And it had to be mysterious. That’s why I was drawn to those cities. They had those 
qualities. In the book I call it St. Petersburg Studio because the city itself was like a studio. They offered these old 
palaces which were unrestored, for pennies, like the Stroganov Palace with broken floorboards and chandeliers on 
the floor. 
  
You’ve cited directors like Fassbinder, Cocteau, and Visconti as influences, but are there any modern 
filmmakers who inspire you? 
I like Lars von Trier. I just saw Melancholia. It’s usually foreign directors. There’s a Turkish director but I forget his 
name. 
  
I like that you called the Bathhouse pictures a spoiled brat. I guess every artist has that one thing. Is there a 
shoot you think deserves favorite child status? 
This other book I did, this Steidl book, called Past Imperfect, is full of them. It’s all done like story narratives. 
  
You’ve worked with quite a few great stylists, Polly Mellen included. How would you describe your working 
relationship with the stylist on set? 
I’ve always been lucky because the stylists that worked with me always worked for the picture. Polly always worked 
for the picture. She understood every photographer’s style, and tried to get it happening for them in the pictures. 
Those kind of stylists I work well with and they work well with me. 
  
Do you look at a lot of fashion magazines now? 
No, not at all.  
 
How did the recent Valentino advertising campaign come about? 
Franca Sozzani works very closely with them. She had helped them with a collection, given them some images of my 
Russian portfolio. Their creative director and advertising agency were in their studio one day and they saw that all 
their pictures up on their board were my pictures. So they said, “Well, that’s the photographer that should be doing 
your ad!” So they said, we’d like to revisit the Mexico of Tina Modotti and Georgia O’Keeffe. Well, Georgia O’Keeffe 
was not from Mexico…  
 
Close enough for fashion purposes. 
I said, I know where I would do it, out in Pozos [Mexico], this little abandoned mining town that had all these ruins in 
the landscape, and it’s free from tourists. So they came, this entourage of 14—the two designers and all the people 
from the advertising agency. It was a huge sitting with all these people being put up and limousines and vans. We 
had to cater the food out in the middle of nowhere, and have presses and steam irons, everything, and all the 
equipment…It was a very big deal. Like an old-fashioned sitting from the past. Like you used to have these sittings 
where you’d go to Cairo or something. It was just two days. But it was very Hollywood.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 

Slideshow of Turbeville’s work through the years, accompanied 
by commentary from the photographer 

 
 

 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 



 


