Photo by Fonville

For five decades, Forville Ripans was Balon Rouges premier wedding pholographer.
By Ruth Laney - Contemporary portraits by Wes Kroninger
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Fonville' =™ Winans, known
professionally by first name
only, was the weddmng

photographer in Baton Rouge
from the 1940s through the
1980s. He photographed some
bndes in their wedding gowns,
portrait style. Others hired hm

to photograph the entwe
wedding—from the bnde
getting dressed to the

newlyweds’ departure in a car
marked "Just Mamed."

"He was the first one who
did not do a sulted portrait of
the bnde and groom,” says
Ursula Bogan Cammena, who
hired Fonville to shoot her 1960
weddmg to Jack Carmena. "He
did the story of the wedding "

"Fonville came to the
house and started takmng
pictures when I still had my
hair in rollers,” recalls Betty

Freeman Smith who mamed
Wilkam Duncan Smith in
Zachary m 1964. "He lked to
take the whole day and tell 2
story with pictures. He didn't
use a flash dunng the
ceremony. He didn't want to
take away from the vows."

Fonville (1911-1992) was
the

most m-demand photographer
mn Baton Rouge, and his
portraits made evervbody look
just a bBttle better. A native of
Missoun who grew up m Fort
Worth, he first came to
Louwisiana as a young man
shooting pictures on Grand Isle
and m Cajun willages—photos
that are now considered

"You called Fonville first...

Then you called the church
and the minister. If Fonville
was booked, you changed

the date."”

—Mary Manship Gladney

classics and sell for major
dollars. After a bnef stint at
LSU, he mamed Helen Colins
(they would have three
children) and set out to eam
his bving as a photographer.
He operated out of a tiny rental
house m North Baton Rouge,
then opened a studio at the
comer of Laurel and Seventh
streets in 1941

“He was just starting out
when | announced my
engagement,” says Nona
Reddy Mcinms, who mamed
A. K Mcinms i 1946, "His
equipment was a box camera,
an orange crate, and an
umbrella. [ sat on the orange
crate. The umbrella was
black—for casting shadows, I
guess. | had makeup on and he
took it off with a glob of the
gooiest cold cream. He took the
picture with the grease still on
mv
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church, accompamed by
Opal Ligon, bridal consultant
at Goudchaux's department
store. "She would come to
the house and dress you,
and then she came to the
church with you" recalls
Cammena "She had her
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Forxtlies photograph of
Urcula Comea (right
enzering St Joceph Catholic

Church caprures wvery detail
 perfict focws, pxiluding the
dridal cosultoe  from
Goudchanex's trailing dehind
o the Gordom Theatsr
margues in the dactground

mstructions pinned to her dress. She
camed an emergency kit with a little
bit of brandy, a needle and thread,
and chalk. in case you got a spot on
your dress.” Fonville's camera caught
Cammena entenng the church as Mrs.
Ligon, note fastened to her dark
dress, fusses with the cathedral train,
Beyond them a car passes on North
Street and the marquee of the Gordon
Theater advertises Walt Disney's
Pollyanna—all in perfect focus.
Fonville shot most wedding pictures
in black and white, siving them a
timeless quality. "He insisted on not
doing color,"” says Camena "He
said You'll open up the album on
your twenty-fifth anniversary and it'll
be blank "

Fonville pioneered shooting mside
the church. "He could be so
flamboyant, but he was very
unobtrusive at the wedding " recalls
Camena.

Peggy Castagnos Hannaman, who
mamed Clifford Hannaman at St
Joseph's in 1948, remembers, "He got
up in the choir loft and took pictures
of us coming down the aisle.” Says J.
L. Mallett, who mamed Sylvia
Mitchell m a Catholic church in
Denham Springs in 1956, "Like the
Holy Ghost, Fonville was
everywhere."”

When shooting weddings he used



a 35mm Leica with a hand-held light
meter. Recalls his daughter Menget
Winans Tumer, "He bhked the
rangefinder Leica because it was
silent when you took the picture,
and this was considered proper fora
church ceremony." For formal, in-
studio portraits of the bride, Fonville
preferred a Speed Graphic camera
that used 4 x 5" film, with flash.

Brides often used the dress of
a friend or relative. Mary Gladney
wore a blush-pink satin gown with a
sweetheart neckline and a long
circular train She bomrowed it from
Jane Manship, who had mamed
Mary’'s first cousin Douglas
Manship several vyears earhier
"When I walked up the aisle, you
could hear people saying. 'Oh! It's
pink!" recalls Gladney. "But it was a
very pale pink. My mother used to
say. There's pink and there's park "
She exaggerates the pronunciation
of the latter, adding. "Pink is fine,
but pank is not."”

The Manship family owned
both newspapers, so the Gladney
wedding at St. James Episcopal was
well covered. (The wedding party
included Mary's cousins Charles
and Douglas Manship and their
wives Paula and Jane Manship.) The
State-Times rhapsodized over the
bridesmaids’ attire

Fontlie coptured
Mary Giladney
gfioar in a zea of
it @ e
show: off her
wedding garter

of “sheer sleeveless starched orchid
Marquisette wom over evening
frocks of pink faille taffeta” The
bridesmaids camed "peach colored
gladioli bordered with split asters in
orchid and purple,” while the bnde’s
bouquet



was "stephanotis and fleurs d'amour
centered with a single white orchud
tinged with pink " (The groom and his
men wore white kinen suits for the

August wedding.)
While some bndes planned their
weddings around Fonwille's

availability, others lucked out and
hired him on short notice. That was
the case i June 1945 when Sgt Verl
Hite amved mn Baton Rouge on a
thirty-day furlow between wartime
duty mn Europe and a seven-month
stint i the Pacific theater. "We
decided at two in the momung to get
mamed and got mamed that same
nmight at 8§ o'clock,” recalls Hite, who
now hves m Hammond with his wife
of 61 years, the former Peggy
Richardson. Peggy tumed over the
details to her mother, who enlisted
Fonville to shoot the nuptials at the
Fust  MethodistChurch.  Peggy
borrowed the gown of her sister Ruth,
who had mamed a few months earlier.
Ruth in tum, wore the bndesmaid's
dress that Peggy had wom m her
weddng. Ruth's husband John
Willard was best man.

Orene Muse, arbiter of the
social scene, not only did the wnte-up
for the State-Times but also delivered
a radio address on her program "The
News with Orene Muse" on WIBO.
No one, marveled Muse, "ever
amanged a wedding in less time than
Mrs. John Rodger Richardson... . Mrs.
Richardson never gets in a humy, so
she only got in a2 medium hunry, was
unflustered, and planned all the
details just nght. The wedding was
lovely." (In 1949, Muse would start
the popular magazne The Reguster,
which chromicled the movers and
shakers of Baton Rouge for thuty
years—including their weddings.)

While no one recollects exactly
what Fonwville charged, several note
that he was not cheap. "It was a
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Fonville was credited by many az the first local photographer to tell the whole “wedding

Ty

story.” (Credit. Fonvilie Winans Photographs, Mzs 4605, Loursiana and Lower Mizzissippi Valley

Collections, LSU Libraries, Baton Rouge, La.)

wonderful performance, but I tell you
what, he charged enough" recalls
Mallett. "My sisters thought I was crazy
for paymng money for a photographer,”
says Smith. "But | was so proud that |
hired Fonwille. He did a fantastic job."
Recalls Cammena, "I told my mother, Tm
willing to cut costs somewhere else if [
can just have Fonwille shoot my
wedding,”

"When he told me the pnce,
Mother said we couldn't afford 1t," says
Janice Temell Copenhaver, who mamed
Hams Copenhaver in 1955. "But I_ was
determmined to have Fonville do my
wedding. I made S168 a month as a
teacher, and it took me a year to pay for
the pictures "

A lucky few got Fonville's services
gratis. One was Mary Gay Nilson, who
lived next door to the Winans family and
was named for Fonville's daughter
Menget. "My father and Fonwille both
worked for the Highway Department in
the 1930s and bought lots next to each
other on Lobdell Avenue" recalls
Nilson, who mamed Ed Landry i 1970,
(They are now divorced) "Fonwille did
my entire wedding and reception, and
my engagement picture, as a gift."

Dixie Smuth Guitreaw. who mamed
Ray Guutreau had Fonwille shoot her
engagement picture in 1938, "Oh, my
goodness, he was knd of eccentnc,”
she says. "I remember those dark
eyes behind that tremendous camera.
And he always had 2 beret on his
head. When I made the appomntment,
he told me not to wear much makeup,
especially lpstick Lipsticks were
thick and pasty then. He wanted me
to wear a white blouse. The pose he
used—you put your hands up under
your chin so your engagement nng
showed It was really a glamorous
picture. I look at it now and I think,
Movie star!" *

Ruth Laney knew Fonville for many
years and treasures family
photographs made by him,
especially her mother's wedding
portrait. She can be reached at
ruthhlaney@cs.com.



