
Two Visionaries 
T he gal ler ies and museums i n N e w York th is fa l l are filled w i t h 

photographs o f every genre, esthet ic persuasion and pe r i od 
i n t ime : A l f r e d Eisenstaedt, the great photo journa l i s t , is at the 
prest ig ious Knoed l e r ga l lery ; Andreas Fe in inge r is en joy ing a 
retrospect ive at the In t e rna t i ona l Center o f Photography, and 
the wo rk o f conceptua l and " s t o r y " artists w h o use the photo
graph for t h e i r o w n h i g h l y personal ends is at the vanguard John 
G ibson ga l lery i n SoHo. Next week, the Sidney Janis Ga l l e ry is 
u n v e i l i n g a large retrospect ive o f p ictures b y the in f luen t i a l 
Duane M i cha l s . B u t unques t i onab ly the s h i n i n g star o f the 
season is the legendary, T ransy lvan ian-born photographer Bras-
saj^ whose notor ious noc turna l photographs o f Paris i n the 1930s 
are on v i e w at the M a r l b o r o u g h Gal lery . 

Artists and photographers, w h o have always been Brassai's 
strongest supporters, flocked to the show the m o m e n t Mar lbo r 
ough u n v e i l e d these rare ly seen pictures o f " n i g h t p e o p l e " — 
prost i tutes and the i r c l i ents , homosexuals, Fo l i es g i r ls , o p i u m 
smokers and ord inary lovers. Soon after, they were f o l l owed b y 
buyers and the press f rom eve rywhere—even f rom France, 
where Brassai^ has l i v e d for years w i t h surpr i s ing l y l i t t l e 
r ecogn i t ion . A t "the same t i m e Pantheon Books has r eproduced 
most o f the e xh ib i t i n " T h e Secret Paris o f the 3 0 ' s " ($17.95), 
w h i c h , w i t h a text b y the photographer h imse l f , w i l l sure ly 
become a classic among photography books. Fo r an art ist w h o 
was once scorned as a " p h o t o i l lus t ra to r , " such a t t en t i on is l ong 
overdue. 

Brassai cannot resist a smi l e o f pleasure as he t h i n k s about i t . 
" I had three prob lems to conquer i n pho tog raph ing the n i g h t 
peop le , " he said last week. " F i r s t , I was poor. I c ou ldn ' t af-
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Photos by Brassal from 'The Secret Paris of the 30V 

Brassai's lovers: Remembrance of things past but not lost 

f o rd to go to the most expensive brothe ls 
or pay m y subjects. Second, i t was tech
n i ca l l y a w k w a r d to use the camera at 
n i gh t i n the ' 30s—my exposures lasted 
five m inu tes , t en minutes . Last, the 
p imps and the whores were afraid o f 
b e i n g photographed and revea led to the 
p u b l i c . " T h a t is w h y he has wa i t ed so 
l o n g to e xh ib i t a l l o f these p ic tures : n o w 
he is 77, the n i g h t people are beyond 
ha rm, and the Paris i n his p ic tures dead, 
a memory . " I l i v e d at n i g h t w i t h these 
peop l e , " he says. " I s l ept w i t h t h e m 
w h e n I had to . I took the madams to the 
opera. N o w , w h e n I look at these pic
tures , I t h i n k o f a p u n on Proust: A la 
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Paris streetwalker: Beyond harm 

recherche du temps passé—remem
brance o f th ings past b u t not lost, be
cause o f the camera . " 

Brassai laughs, b u t he knows i t is more 
w i t than fact. H e knows that wha t is 
preserved at M a r l b o r o u g h is the v i s ion o f 
Brassai rather than the history o f Paris. A 
w ise c r i t i c once observed o f h i m that he 
photographs h imse l f , not other people . 
W h e t h e r i t is the couple snatching a 
fur t i ve kiss i n f ront o f a café mi r ro r , a 
h u l k i n g w h o r e s tanding s to l id in the 
street or the be j ewe led , ag ing " L a Mőme 
B i j o u , " s i t t ing imp lacab ly alone i n a bar, 
Brassai's v i s i on dominates the p ic ture . 
Th i s v i s i on is ruth less ly clear, s imple 
and centra l i zed . A hole c o u l d be made i n 
a lmost any o f the Mar lbo rough pictures , 
s h o w i n g prec ise ly where Brassai meant 
for the eye to rest. Th i s is t rue even i n the 
g lo r ious ly a r t i cu la ted photographs that 
e m p l o y mi r rors large and sma l l—where 
who l e groups o f lovers, talkers, p imps 
and hookers ref lect back on themselves. 
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Brassai: A quick, unsentimental mind 

I n these p ic tures , there is always a s ingle 
face that the v i ewer ' s gaze finally rests 
u p o n , the face i n the center o f a c r owd , 
seen front and back, w i t h in tense ly g low
i n g eyes. 

I n these images, Brassai is a complete
l y rea l i zed art ist . H i s eye, h is m e t h o d 
and his con ten t are inex t r i cab ly fused. 
H e k n e w f rom the start wha t he wanted . 
T h e o l d , heavy German camera he used 
i n the '30s, a l ong w i t h b u l k y glass plates, 
forced h i m to look and t h i n k first, t h en 
press the b u t t o n . H e s t i l l works that way: 
he s tud i ed Picasso for months , t h en 
snapped one p i c tu re , now a masterpiece. 
" W h e n I look at s ome th ing , " he says, " I 
don ' t look o n l y at i t . I t h i n k about h o w 
the camera w i l l transform i t . " Bu t Bras
sai's p ic tures are d i s t ingu i shed b y m u c h 
more than his sens i t i v i t y to form and his 
agi le t e chn ique . The r e is h is obsession 
i n the '30s w i t h the h a u n t e d — a n d haunt
i n g — w o r l d he exp lo red so tho rough l y i n 
a way that ant ic ipates the w o r k o f D i a n e 
Arbus i n the '60s. W i t h i n i t are " soc i -
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e t y ' s " outcasts, each one s tanding reso
lu t e , w i t h o u t tears, before the camera, 
and the qu i ck , unsent imenta l m i n d be
h i n d i t . 
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