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Review

Saskia van Kampen-Prein, ed., Lee Miller in Print (Museum Boijmans Van

Beuningen, 2023). 248 pp. ISBN 9789069183299. Available in Dutch and English

language versions

Interest in the life and work of American-
born artist Lee Miller (1907-77), has
risen expeditiously during the past
twenty years, and with the 2024 release
of Kate Winslet’s biopic LEE, Miller has
never been more in demand. In part, we
have her son, Antony Penrose, to thank
for his years of painstaking research to
substantiate the breadth and quality of
Miller’s ‘lost archive’ of photography and
writing, much of which was published in
Vogue magazine throughout the 1940s and
50s. Penrose’s publication The Lives of Lee
Miller (1985) became the first substantial
biographical work to reintroduce Miller
to a new audience, including students
of the American visual artist Man Ray,
like myself, who were eager to learn
more about his often unacknowledged
mystery muse. Prior to Penrose’s book,
Miller had been primarily known for her
collaboration with Man Ray; his solarized
portraits of her featured in numerous
biographies and retrospectives. However,
Man Ray’s Surrealist muse was more than
simply a solarized portrait, a fragmented
female body, or an artist’s assistant. Lee
Miller was a highly sought-after fashion
model working with and learning from
highly respected fashion photographers,
including Edward Steichen, Arnold
Genthe, George Hoyningen-Huene, and
Horst P. Horst. She was an accomplished
photographer using her own distinctive
Surrealist eye to capture everything from
cut-price fashion during the early years of
the Second World War to the absurdities
of the London Blitz and the atrocities of
the Holocaust. In her later years, she was
championed for her innovative culinary
skills and Surrealism-inspired recipes —
‘everything from Coca-Cola ice cream to

chut-nut, canned figs in syrup with Pernod
and cream, blackcurrant leaf sorbet, parsley
ice and tomato ice cream’ (p. 220) — many
of which were posthumously published
by her granddaughter, Ami Bouhassane,
in Lee Miller: A Life with Food, Friends
and Recipes (2017). However, until 1985,
Miller remained something of an enigma.

Lee Miller in Print is a valuable
addition to the increasing number of
publications on Miller and one that
scholars and fans of Miller have been
waiting for since her impressive oeuvre
of photographs and manuscripts were
rediscovered after her death in July 1977
in the attic of Farley Farm, the rural East
Sussex home she shared with her second
husband, the Surrealist artist and art
promoter Roland Penrose. Edited by the
curator of modern and contemporary art
at Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen in
Rotterdam, Saskia van Kampen-Prein, in
partnership with the Lee Miller Archives,
the book provides a rich overview of Miller’s
published work and was accompanied by
an exhibition of the same name at Depot
Boijmans Van Beuningen, which ran
from 6 November 2023 to 18 February
2024. The exhibition, also curated by Van
Kampen-Prein, featured approximately
one hundred historical magazines, vintage
prints, films, and archival materials
charting Miller’s career primarily in
the US and Europe. The book helpfully
includes an in-depth bibliography of all
Miller known writing, included in both
commercial and avant-garde magazines
dating from the 1930s to 1950s, as well
as entries for articles for which Miller’s
contributed photographs, if not text.
However, as the editor acknowledges,
not all magazines during this period
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correctly credited the photographer so
it is almost impossible to know exactly
which photographs were taken by Miller.
It has become apparent, for example, that
Miller and Man Ray closely collaborated
on several commercial photographic
assignments between 1929 and 1931 with
Miller often taking an image for which
Man Ray was subsequently credited.

Van Kampen-Prein notes in the
preface to the book that the presentation
of Miller’s work today is fundamentally
different to the way it was presented and
interpreted during her lifetime (p. 3).
Today, Miller’s photographs are usually
presented as framed prints in exhibitions
or reproduced in academic texts or
biographical accounts of her colourful
life. However, most of her photographs
were never taken with exhibition in mind.
Indeed, only one solo exhibition of Miller’s
work, at the Julien Levy gallery in New
York City in 1933, was curated during
her lifetime. According to Van Kampen-
Prein, research for the Depot Boijmans
Van Beuningen exhibition and subsequent
book ‘fits within a trend that explores the
original context of modernist photography
in relation to magazines for which these
images were created’ (p. 3) and the research
uncovered numerous previously unknown
examples of Miller’s work in the archives
of dozens of mainstream fashion and
lifestyle magazines, including Harper’s
Bazaar and Vogue, to more obscure avant-
garde periodicals, such as the short-lived
Surrealist magazine Le Phare de Neuilly
[The Neuilly Lighthouse], edited by Lise
Deharme, a French writer thought to
be the enigmatic inspiration for André
Breton’s influential Surrealist novel Nadja
(1928).

Lee Miller in Print consists of three
introductory chapters, written by Van
Kampen-Prein, that helpfully document
the development of Miller’s career,
exploring Miller’s beginnings as a fashion
model and photographer in the magazine
industry, and her contribution to the
repurposing of the women’s magazine as a

propaganda tool during the Second World

War. In Chapter One, ‘Lee Miller Carves
Out a Place in the Magazine Industry’,
Van Kampen-Prein positions Miller as
an important trailblazer in fashion and
commercial photography from both sides
of the camera lens by exploring some of
her early collaborations with Steichen,
Hoyningen-Huene, and Man Ray, and
aligning Miller with other significant
photographers such as Claude Cahun,
Brassai, and Eugeéne Atget. Chapter Two,
‘Lee Miller and Women’s Magazines as
Tools for Soft Propaganda’, focuses on
Miller’s long relationship with Vague, and
especially her ally, British Vogue’s editor
Audrey Withers, who supported and
encouraged Miller during the war years.
Withers ‘wanted not only to pay attention
to fashion and beauty but also to keep her
readers abreast of current affairs and social
issues’ (p. 58), so Miller and Withers closely
collaborated to transform the fashion and
lifestyle magazine into a propagandist
publication that effectively merged fashion
with the horrors of war. The third chapter,
‘A Life “in Print”, concludes Miller’s war
story, exploring her postwar life at Farley
Farm and her transition from the darkroom
to the kitchen, establishing herself as an
accomplished cook and hostess.

A series of eleven short essays follow
Van Kampen-Prein’s initial chapters,
contributed by researchers, writers, and
curators, including photography historian,
curator, and writer Robin Muir, curator
and art historian Lisa Hostetler, and
curator of photography at the Imperial
War Museum Hilary Roberts, as well as
Miller’s son and granddaughter, Antony
Penrose and Ami Bouhassane. Two
essays relate to Miller’s career in fashion.
Madelief Hohé’s ‘Cover Girl for Vogue
analyses Miller’s first appearance on the
cover of American Vogue in March 1927,
not in photographic form but introduced
as the epitome of the Art Deco woman in
a colour illustration by the French visual
artist Georges Lepape. Lisa Hostetler’s
essay ‘A Spoonful of Colour’ examines
Miller’s early experimentation with colour;
her first use of colour seen in ‘Cosmetics
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for Color’in the mid-1930s incorporating
the newly introduced carbo process
through experiments with her brother
and darkroom assistant at her New York
studio, Erik Miller. Hohé’s and Hostetler’s
essays evidence how Miller’s world was
not entirely reflected in monochrome
and her ability to experiment stood her in
good stead for photographing in trickier
situations during the war.

Hripsimé Visser’s essay ‘Fine Art
Photography in a Surrealist Magazine’
focuses on a photograph credited to
Miller and captioned ‘Thiver est fini grace
au “Phare de Neuilly”, which appeared
in the first edition of the avant-garde
periodical Le Phare de Neuilly in February
1933. As Visser notes, the photograph
of a lizard bathing on a wall is a good
example of Miller’s photographic style,
demonstrating ‘a casual, fleet-footed feel’
(p. 171). Other photographs included in
the publication capture ‘several essential
elements of Surrealism: chance, mystery
and eroticism’ (p. 173), elements that are
evident throughout Miller’s photographs
beyond her early 1930s Parisian images.
One example is A Portrait of Space,
which has become one of Miller’s most
well-known and widely published works,
considered to be an exemplar of her
Surrealist photography, and taken near
the oasis of Siwa in Egypt in 1937. Van
Kampen-Prein discusses the publication
of this photograph in the London Bulletin
in June 1940 in her essay ‘Portrait of
Egypt’. It was around the time this photo
was taken, while she was still married to
her first husband, the wealthy Egyptian
businessman Aziz Eloui Bey, that Miller
was introduced to Roland Penrose, and
Van Kampen-Preins essay establishes
how Miller’s work was, by the mid-1930s,
starting to influence other Surrealist
artists, such as René Magritte whose
1938 painting 7he Kiss (Le Baiser) has a
strikingly similar composition to Miller’s
photograph. (Van Kampen-Prein notes
that Magritte was familiar with Miller’s
photograph having seen a copy of 4

9.2

Portrait of Space hanging in Penrose’s home
in Hampstead, London) (pp. 176-77).

Several of Miller’s key wartime
Vogue photo-essays are the focus of three
essays by Muir, Penrose, and Roberts
respectively; ‘Night Life Now’, published
in British Vogue in June 1943, is discussed
by Muir in his essay of the same name,
“The Siege of St. Malo’ from British Vogue,
October 1944 is the focus of Penrose’s ‘A
Ride to Saint-Malo’, and “Believe it” Lee
Miller Cables from Germany’ and ‘Nazi
Harvest’, both published in American
Vogue in June 1945, are the subject of
Roberts’essay ‘Believe It’. In Bouhassane’s
essay “The City of (No) Lights’, the focus
is Miller’s contribution to the relaunch
of French Vogue following the liberation
of Paris in 1944. Bouhassane (who is
co-director of the Lee Miller Archives)
indicates the importance of archival
resources in the research process for Lee
Miller in Print. She writes, “The many
letters and telegrams in the Lee Miller
Archives show that Lee was not only
closely involved in the creation of the first
post-liberation issue of French Vogue, but
also contributed material for subsequent
issues’ (p. 207).

The final two essays focus on
Miller’s postwar life — as a reinvented
culinary connoisseur and hostess at Farley
Farm. Miller’s final photo-essay for Vogue,
‘Working Guests’, was published in July
1953. Struggling with what today would
be diagnosed as post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), Miller was exhausted
and had become incapable of writing.
Penrose’s second essay, titled “The Hostess
is Taking a Rest’, references a photograph
of Miller asleep on a sofa, taken by his
father Roland Penrose. Penrose notes
how the image, captioned “The hostess is
taking it easy’, appears as ‘a fitting finale’
to the article while signifying the end of
Miller’s writing career. ‘Working Guests’
is, according to Penrose, ‘a light-hearted
celebration of her love of her friends and
their importance in her life’ (p. 213). The
photographs are often humorous candid
tableaux of artists, writers, and close friends

181



ReviEws

and acquaintances undertaking chores in
and around the farm, each one directed by
Miller who, in her own tongue-in-cheek
words, ‘devoted four years of research and
practice to getting all my friends to do
all the work’ (p. 214). Penrose describes
Miller’s writing as having a ‘jokey faux-
cynical style [that] chronicles a selection
of friends, old and new’ (p. 212); American
artist Saul Steinberg creates a sculptural
form out of a wayward hosepipe, Surrealist
artist Max Ernst plants Indian corn, and
art critic and director of New York’s
Museum of Modern Art Alfred H. Barr,
dressed in a suit and hat, feeds the pigs.
Lee Miller in Print concludes with
an essay by Ami Bouhassane titled ‘Final
Reinvention’, which again stressed the
importance of Miller’s loved circle of
friends who continued to support her
throughout the final decades of her life
at Farleys. Bouhassane discusses a photo-
essay written by Miller’s good friend
Ninette Lyon titled ‘Lee and Roland
Penrose. A Second Fame: Good Food’,
published in American Vogue in April
1965.The full-page photograph of Miller
and Penrose featured in the essay, taken
by Miller’s contemporary at Vogue, Cecil
Beaton, shows a radiant, smiling Miller
wearing an apron and holding a pot of
herbs. Although Bouhassane believes that
the encounter with Beaton was tense and

uncomfortable (MIS5 files released in 2009
state that a colleague at Vogue, now believed
to be Beaton, had reported Miller as being
a ‘communist sympathiser’ resulting in
her being investigated throughout the
1940s and 50s), Miller appears to the
unsuspecting reader as a confident,
modern woman who became known for
her cooking on the back of Lyon’s article
(pp. 220-21). It is also true that Miller
used her cooking as a form of therapy and
a way of coping with her memories of the
war. It is therefore more poignant that her
final writing was to be a book of recipes
with the working title The Entertaining
Freezer, which was abandoned following
Miller’s terminal cancer diagnosis in 1977.
However,in 2017, forty years after Miller’s
death, her book was eventually completed
by Bouhassane, along with a collection of
Miller’s recipes.

For researchers and fans alike, Lee
Miller in Print is an important resource
on the photography and writing of
one of the twentieth century’s most
innovative Surrealist photographers who
also happened to be an eloquent writer.
Most importantly perhaps, Van Kampen-
Prein’s book includes (where available)
reproductions of Miller’s photo-essays
enabling Miller’s own voice to be heard.

Lynn Hilditch
Liverpool Hope University
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