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A DIFFERENT VIEW
Morrison’s composition of Lester Piggott

Alistair Morrison celebrates his 30th year as a world-renowned British
photographer. Leila Siddiqi speaks to him about his fascinating journey 
as a photographer, his passion for people and his upcoming exhibition 
for Ascot, titled My Kingdom for a Horse

SMILE PLEASE

FOR ALISTAIR, the lifelong affair with
photography began when he started studying
Photography, Film and Television at college after
leaving a job at the Bank of England with the realisation
that it was the arts that he wanted to be involved with.
The journey began when Observer Magazine noticed
him and offered him work on the strength of the shows
he put up as a final-year student.

“Eventually I came to be recognised as more of a
people’s photographer. There was a specific occasion
where I was photographing for a magazine where the 
art director sent me to America to photograph Sting 
and The Police. That was the turning point in my career
because I was then given a lot of cover shoots with
celebrities,” reveals Alistair.

Having worked with the world’s leading magazines,
including Vogue and Vanity Fair, along with some of 
the biggest names in show business and politics such 
as Sir Anthony Hopkins, Tom Cruise, Henry Kissinger,
Lady Thatcher and Hilary Clinton, Alistair derives his
inspiration from the nature of individuals. His
photographs are unique in that they reflect his attempt
at discovering the vulnerability in people; especially
people with huge talent that has made them celebrities.

“I would always say that my interest is the human
spirit and the soul. It’s photographing individuals that
interests me, not necessarily celebrities. I’ve
photographed a number of people who weren’t very
famous at all at the time, such as Kate Winslet, and you
can see the belief in them that they are going to achieve.
I’d say that celebrities gave me my reputation, which
now allows me to do what I really want to do, which 
is to photograph anybody who interests me,” →

“MY INTEREST IS
THE HUMAN SPIRIT
AND THE SOUL”
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How does Alistair feel having 81 portraits at the
National Portrait Gallery in London? “I feel that part of
all my hard work may just be remembered when I die!”
Alistair laughs. “I’m very honoured to have so many
portraits in a national gallery.” Alistair’s permanent
exhibition is located at The Muse Gallery at New
Lodge, where Alistair is the artist in residence.

Alistair’s first encounter with Ascot dates back 
to his college days, when he was a student photographer
who came to Ascot with his camera to take some
photographs from the outside. “There’s a tradition in
photography; for street photography, Ascot was always
the place to go. It seems like full circle now as I am
actually being invited by Ascot and have been given
tremendous support and complete access to everything.” 

Living in Berkshire, home to a wide fraternity of
horse and racing lovers, gave Alistair the opportunity 
to photograph people with their horses, leading him 
to desire doing something based around the kingdom 
for a horse. Based in the Royal county, the name ‘My
Kingdom for a Horse’ seemed a pertinent title. The 
idea first struck him while he was driving past Ascot 
and noticed a sign reading 1711. “It hit me that 2011
would be Ascot’s 300th anniversary, which is huge! So I
approached Ascot, proposing we do an exhibition based
on the horse world and on the individuals who created
this world; the visitors to Ascot and the people who work
there. People love the occasion as much as they love the
races. It is a celebration of Ascot in the year 2011. Credit
to Ascot, they jumped at the opportunity and here we
are now.”

Royalty, grandeur, races, fashion and personalities
have always been synonymous with Ascot. However, 
this exhibition promises to be something more than 
the obvious. “I’m always trying to push the boundaries.
I’ve put myself in some fairly dangerous situations while
photographing the horses and I’ve been given access to
areas where I shouldn’t really be! 

“I hope people see it as an showcase of great
photographs around one subject and not what they
would expect of an Ascot exhibition. There is a series in
the exhibition called ‘Shadows’ where I started off from
one spot silhouetted against the sky early in the morning
and all the people who were working came by this one
spot; I just stayed there and photographed the girls
holding trays who were on their way to catering, people
who were carrying some of the fences and then by the
time people came in hats and finery I photographed
them as well. The whole lot will be in a sequence of
shadows. I’m trying to understand what has created
Ascot, and that is a challenge.”

Does a successful photographer like himself have
any unfulfilled wishes? “I would love to photograph
Nelson Mandela and Muhammad Ali, as they are two
iconic world figures that I never had the chance to work
with. I would also like to travel around Britain for a year
in an old caravan where I would set up my studio. I’d
love to have the freedom to photograph the people who
I like the look of and create the definitive for the ‘Great
British’, which would be the title. I will do this but I don’t
know when. The beauty of my profession is that I don’t
have to retire, so I could be taking a photograph on my
deathbed. It’s all about the next great photograph.” →

“I AM VERY
HONOURED TO HAVE
SO MANY PORTRAITS
IN A NATIONAL
GALLERY”
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STRIKE A POSE
It’s not his famous
flying dismount pose,
but Frankie Dettori
poses for Morrison
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The rich and colourful stories entrenched in a
magnificent career are a result of rising to challenges
time and again; whether it's photographing Hollywood
icon Bette Davis, a year and a half after her stroke, 
or persuading officials at Ascot to let him photograph
racehorses from unusual locations. It is only fitting that
Alistair, a true Englishman at heart and one who 
is no stranger to style, splendour and challenges, 
shares his craft and vision with Ascot to mark this
momentous occasion. The definitive for the Great
British begins here! 

If you would like to share your memories of past visits 
to Ascot with us, please write to 1711 to 2011 Memories,
Ascot Racecourse, Ascot, Berkshire, SL5 7JX or email
1711to2011@ascot.co.uk. All photographs will be returned.

IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO SUPPORT THE ‘MY
KINGDOM FOR A HORSE’ PROJECT, PLEASE
EMAIL: JANE.JACKSON@ASCOT.CO.UK
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