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“Raw dish ...scandalous.. ..

It's all here ...the exposé of record
of the modeling industry.”
—~Entertainment Weekly
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whose name still lives on in a chain of schools and small agencies. But imme-

Modeling was invented by a genuine good guy: John Robert Powers,

diately behind him came an endless parade of unsavory others; crooks. con
men, and operators have been attracted to the field right from the start. Both

Harry Conover and Walter Thornton, carly model agents, were arrested and

29

ended their careers in disgrace.
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t all started with being out of a job”

John Robert Powers was a dark, handsome man but a lousy actor, as he was
the first to admit. So around 1915 he took a job as a bit player and wardrobe
boy with impresario Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree, the Shakespearean actor, in
his touring theater troupe. Powers’s acting skills eventually won him a job as
assistant business manager. When Tree closed his company, the scarcity of parts
for a man with no talent became a problem.

Then, one day, a man approached Powers about posing for a photograph
with silent screen star Mary Pickford. Powers showed up at the appointed
time and place three days in a row. Pickford never appeared. But Powers, $30
richer, had experienced nothing less than an epiphany. He found another
commercial photographer who needed a model. Although he had a long,
sharp nose, thick eyebrows, and thin lips, it didn’t seem to matter.

It was the Damon Runyon era, when urban fables embellished their way
from the Great White Way into history. So almost every account of the birth
of the John Robert Powers agency differs from the last, sharing only hyper-
bole and an apocryphal quality. But a sketch emerges nonetheless of how
Powers invented the modeling business. By the most likely account, in about
1921, Powers showed up for a job with a photographer named Baron
Adolphe de Meyer. The baron worked for fashion magazines and clothing
manufacturers, He asked Powers to round up seven more men to work in an
ensemble. “I got them for him and then he kept asking me to get him some
more,” Powers said, The job was easy because “most of my friends, like
myself, were actors, and again like myself, they were what is laughingly
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known as ‘resting.’









