
NEW YORK – When the term “supermodel” comes 
to mind, some might think of Kate Moss or 
Cindy Crawford, but to be entirely accurate, the 
supermodel era began decades before those two 
ladies ever graced a magazine cover. In the 60s, the 
spotlight was on Jean Shrimpton, Lauren Hutton 
and a German-born beauty named Monique 
Chevalier Knowlton. Starting in 1959 and continuing 
through the 1960s, Monique became famous for 
her trademark look that might be described as Park 
Avenue chic in a youthfully confident package. It 
was a combination of qualities that no one else had, 
and it could sell clothes and beauty products like 
hotcakes. 

Photographers immediately spotted her potential. 
Modeling agency owner, Eileen Ford, signed 
Monique to a contract and persuaded her to 
relocate to New York.

Bertoia’s announces 2022 auction will feature the toy collection of 
international cover girl and art dealer Monique Knowlton 

Collection features large selection of fine comic character toys, mostly boxed, collected over 30 years 

With Ford as her mentor and champion, Monique 
quickly became the cover girl of choice at 
Vogue, Glamour, Elle and many other top glossy 
magazines of the day. But after a decade in the 
modeling profession, Monique left to open an 
art gallery. She also started to indulge in a new 
hobby, collecting antique and vintage toys. 

In 2022, Bertoia Auctions in Vineland, New 
Jersey, will auction the remarkable toy collection 
that Monique quietly amassed over several 
decades. Michael Bertoia, president and principal 
auctioneer at Bertoia’s, describes her collection 
as, “spectacular, both in quality and condition, 
with a lot of high-end examples.”



Toy collectors and dealers alike might be 
wondering why they’ve never crossed paths with 
Monique, either at an auction, show or collector’s 
convention. In fact, Monique rarely went to auction 
because, from the beginning, she chose to collect 
unconventionally and intuitively- guided by her 
cultivated eye for art and an uncompromising 
insistence on aesthetic perfection.

Monique was born to Austrian-German and Swiss 
parents in the Black Forest spa town of Baden 
Baden. Her grandparents founded two food 
factories nearby, 30 miles away, one that produced 
puddings and baking powders, and a second that 
specialized in soups and bouillon cubes. In the 
wartime era, German citizens moved frequently to 
avoid the Nazi regime, but no one was allowed to 
leave the country. Polio was rampant and crippled 
many German children. There were no vaccines.



“Because of the polio outbreak in our region, my 
mother decided to take me, my cousin and my 
nanny to a Bavarian ski town called Garmisch-
Partenkirchen,” Monique said. “We had an 
apartment at an inn that had its own large 
animals. While there, I developed every childhood 
disease and nearly died of whooping cough. 
The doctors had nothing to give to me because 
all medicines had been sent to the Nazi army’s 
front lines.” When the war ended, Monique 
moved to Switzerland for awhile to be with her 
grandmother.

Monique recalls that she didn’t have many toys 
during the war years but that the electricians and 
carpenters at her father’s factories would build 
and outfit beautiful dollhouses for her. “They were 
fabulous things. They even had running water 
and electricity.”

After completing her education, which included 
learning multiple languages at L’Ecole Polyglotte 
in Montreux, Switzerland; and St. James Girls’ 
School in West Malvern, England, Monique was 
married and became a young mother. She also 
found herself modeling, never suspecting that it 
would lead to an international career.



“My mother-in-law, who was French, had a friend 
who worked at Vogue. She told her, ‘My daughter-
in-law would like to be tested (in front of a camera). 
Within 24 hours, I had photos,” Monique related. 
“Shortly afterward, my mother-in-law contacted 
someone she knew at the fashion house Pierre 
Cardin, telling them, ‘Monique is very slim and 
beautiful. You should put her in your show.’ I was 
invited to model in the show and accepted, even 
though I was very shy.”

After the show, photographers approached 
Monique and asked if she did any photographic 
modeling. Monique was able to produce the test 
shots from Vogue, and that was the beginning. 
She didn’t have an agent but would call the 
photographers and tell them when she was free to 
work. From the outset, she learned the importance 
of controlling her own career choices and being 
Swiss/German, she was always on time.



At her various jobs, which were booked back-to-
back, the hard working Monique would do her own 
makeup and hair, moving from one assignment to 
the next throughout the day. “I always preferred 
doing my own hair and makeup, and the natural 
look was what advertisers wanted anyway.” One of 
Monique’s trademark hairstyles, a smooth hair with 
upturned ends, became known as the “flip” and was 
famous in the early 1960s. 

During the years she spent as a model in New 
York, Monique worked with many legendary 
photographers, including Irving Penn and Bert 
Stern, the last photographers to shoot Marilyn 
Monroe. Occasionally, Monique explained, she 
would do a commercial to fund her purchases of 
French antiques and paintings by contemporary 
American artists which were available at The Armory 
Show in New York City. 



“I didn’t have the means to buy a Georgia O’Keeffe 
or Arthur Dove, but I bought art from almost all of 
the others,” Monique said. She became an expert on 
the work of Oscar Bluemner, the German Modernist 
designer/architect. She was even contacted 
by Sotheby’s when they required independent 
authentication of his art. 

After retiring from modeling, Monique opened 
(in 1981) the highly regarded Monique Knowlton 
Gallery in Manhattan’s SoHo district. She became 
familiar with the work of the influential African-
American artist Betye Saar, who sometimes included 
Black objects similar to toys in her installations.



Her curiosity piqued by Saar’s imaginative works, 
Monique started visiting New York shops that sold 
toys, thinking they might be something she’d like 
to collect. “I had no idea what type I should buy. I 
just bought the oldest toys in the best shape. Even 
if toys were very rare, if their condition wasn’t 100 
percent, I wouldn’t buy them. I wanted things that 
were perfect, original and working. If I had a choice, 
I would always buy a toy that had its original box.”

Monique recalls that her first toy purchase was 
a Popeye the Champ boxing toy. Unfortunately, 
her young son had eyes for it and stacked 
two chairs on top of each other to remove the 
toy from a shelf. “He took one of the figures 
and trampled it. It took me years to find a 
replacement,” Monique said. 



Bertoia’s will soon be releasing full details 
about the 2022 auction featuring the Monique 
Knowlton collection. Please visit Bertoia’s 
online at www.bertoiaauctions.com. To contact 
Bertoia’s, call 856-692-1881 or email toys@
bertoiaauctions.com. 

The collection includes a sizable number of early 
Disney and automotive toys. Once a year, Monique 
would accept a modeling assignment in London, 
and while there she would buy clothing for her 
children and toys for herself. “I noticed cars from the 
1920s, both English and French, and started buying 
them,” she said.

Asked which of her many beautiful toys she likes 
best, Monique replied, “Fairy tale toys. Little Red 
Riding Hood and the Wolf is one of my favorites and 
came from Bertoia Auctions.” And that is exactly 
what one might expect to hear from someone 
whose childhood, despite its obstacles, was spent 
in a wondrous region where many fairy tales were 
born – Bavaria’s magical Black Forest.


