Marcus Adams: Royal Photographer
Princess Elizabeth
(November 1934) by
Marcus Adams

To mark the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee
the Russell-Cotes Museum and Gallery is
hosting a very special royal exhibition.
Jeremy Miles went along for a sneak
preview of some wonderfully intimate
family photographs
George VI and Queen Elizabeth with Princesses Elizabeth and
Princess Margaret (December 1936) by Marcus Adams

L

ong before the era of celebrity
snappers and the unwelcome
attentions of the paparazzi, the
Royal Family was being discreetly
documented in a series of stunning
portraits by photographer Marcus Adams.
His name may not be a familiar one, but
Adams spent 30 years as the photographer
of choice to the Windsor household. A
master of his craft, Adams specialist in
child photography and took family
pictures for Buckingham Palace long
before they acquired their own cameratoting insiders in the form of Lord
Snowdon and Lord Lichfeld.
Now Adams’ extraordinary pictures,
normally kept in the Royal Collection, are
to go on display at Bournemouth’s RussellCotes Art Gallery and Museum to mark
the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee. The
Russell-Cotes is housed in East Cliff Hall,
a magnificent cliff-top mansion built in
1897 by Bournemouth mayor,
philanthropist, traveller and art collector
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Sir Merton Russell-Cotes. A fervent social
climber, Sir Merton was a devoted royalist
and it may well be the connections he
forged with the monarchy of his day that
led to the museum being chosen as one of
only two venues in the country hosting
this exhibition of wonderfully intimate
family photographs. Russell-Cotes Project
Manager, Tricia Walker says they were
honoured to have been approached by
Buckingham Palace. “I think they felt it
was appropriate to stage the exhibition
here because the Russell-Cotes had so
many royal connections. The galleries were
opened by Queen Victoria’s youngest
daughter Princess Beatrice in 1919.”
The exhibition Marcus Adams: Royal
Photographer celebrates Adams work
which, between 1926 and 1956, created a
joyful photographic record of two
generations of the Royal Family. The
portraits reveal Adams to have been an
exceptional photographer. Though
mannered and carefully directed, his

images speak volumes about how close his
relationship was with his subjects.
The sheer joy on the faces of the young
Queen Elizabeth and her children Prince
Charles and Princess Anne could only have
been achieved by someone who instilled a
sense of trust and fun in the people he
photographed. Even the photographs
which were taken in more austere times, of
the young Princess Elizabeth and her sister
Princess Margaret with their father King
George VI and their mother Queen
Elizabeth, shows the family supremely
relaxed in Adams’ company.
These extraordinary photographs
document an era, but Marcus Adams, who
died in 1959, was an extraordinary
photographer. After opening his studio in
Mayfair in 1920 Adams rapidly established
a reputation as a leading child
photographer through his ability to capture
the personality of his young sitters; these
included the writers A.A. Milne (author of
Winnie the Pooh) and Agatha Christie.
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Adams, who believed that photography
was “ninety five percent psychology and
only five percent mechanical.”
His studio was filled with toys to
entertain and he ensured there was no
visible equipment or dazzling lights to
distract or alarm. Instead, Adams built a
special camera in the form of a toy cabinet,
which he operated remotely while he
moved about and talked to the children. A
number of the portraits he took of the
royal children were kept by the Royal
Family, others were released to newspapers
and magazines or used on postcards,
calendars, commemorative china, and even
biscuit tins and jigsaw puzzles.
During the Twenties the Duke and
Duchess of York (the future King
George VI and Queen Elizabeth) were
frequent visitors to Adams’ studio. Their
eldest daughter Princess Elizabeth was first
photographed there on 2 December 1926,
when she was just seven months old. Four
weeks later, the couple left on a six-month

tour of Australia and New Zealand.
During their absence, the Princess was
taken to four sittings with Adams, and the
photographs were sent to her parents in
the royal dispatch bag.
Tricia is sure that Sir Merton would
have loved Marcus Adams exhibition. “I
have never seen photographs of the Royal
Family in which they look so at ease. You
have to remember that they returned to
Adams’ studio repeatedly over a period of
30 years. The result is a series of
remarkable pictures which look
spontaneous and fun. It’s wonderful seeing
the Queen as a little girl. It’s also an insight
into the family and captures them as
individuals which is very, very rare.”
After the huge success of the Oscarwinning film The King’s Speech, an era
when many of these photographs were
take, the Russell-Cotes is hoping this royal
exhibition will also be a blockbuster. 2
For a sneak preview of the exhibition visit
russell-cotes.bournemouth.gov.uk.
Queen Elizabeth with her children
Prince Charles and Princess Anne
(Novermber 1954) by Marcus Adams

Princess Elizabeth (5 July 1928)
by Marcus Adams

Marcus Adams:
Royal Photographer
29 June – 16 September.
Advanced booking for groups and
disabled visitors recommended.
More details 01202 451858
Opening times: 10am – 5pm Tuesday
to Sunday and Bank Holiday Monday
Russell-Cotes Art Gallery & Museum,
Russell-Cotes Road, East Cliff,
Bournemouth, BH1 3AA

Marcus Adams: Royal Photographer
is published by Royal Collection
Publications at £9.95
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Future Diary Date: 9 August
In Conversation: The Curator from
the Royal Collection
Lisa Heighway, Curator of
Photographs with The Royal Collection
talks about the stories behind the
photographs featured in the exhibition,
6.15pm – 8.30pm. Booking essential
01202 451858

