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By E V E AUCHINCLOSS 

B RASSAI IS A CHARMING o ld man 
w i t h the enormous dark eyes of a 

l emur , and he has always loved the 
n ight . He was born i n Transylvania at 
the end of the last century, and went 
to Paris when he was 25. Entranced, 
l ike any prov inc ia l young man, by the 
vigorous after-dark l i fe of a great city, 
he began to keep vampire hours (up at 
sunset, abed by dawn), and after a 
wh i l e got hold of a camera to record 
customs and activities that wou ld be 
obl i terated i n his own l i fet ime. 

For h i m , the " r e a l " Paris existed i n 
the lives and haunts of gangsters, 
whores, pimps, addicts and outcasts. 
He was introduced into sinister dives; 
l ike a possessed ch i ld i n search of the 
p r ima l scene, he knocked on strange 
doors after m idn i gh t and asked per­
mission to photograph bewi ldered 
sleepers. He once c l imbed to a decay­
ing att ic for a v iew of the c i ty ; the oc­
cupants, standing i n the dark i n the ir 
nightgowns, said, "Go on, look . . . we 
don ' t know what it 's l ike . We're both 
b l i n d . " 

What he saw i n the dark, or by the 
l i gh t of the gas lamps (which st i l l l i t 
m u c h of Paris we l l in to the '30s), is a 
precious record of a lost subculture. 
The street fairs that f lowered season­
al ly a l l over the c i ty have been d r i v en 
out by tra f f ic . The bums sleeping un­
der the bridges who once numbered 

12,000, are only 2,000 now—Les Halles 
is gone, shops are replaced by super­
markets, the dark alleys are demo­
lished, the quais are superhighways. 
The complet ion of the sewer system 
rendered cesspools and the men who 
cleaned them obsolete. Mora l i ty has 
near ly abolished the ur inals , those 
" tearooms" i n wh i ch communicat ing 
stalls the homosexuals of Paris could 
cruise i n anonymous darkness. The 
dance halls have given way to harm­
less dives w i t h jukeboxes, visited by 
busloads of tourists. The crooks, w i t h 
the i r regulat ion f lat caps and cigarette 
stubs, have departed i n new dress to 
the Champs-Elysees. The young prosti­
tutes and the very streets they walked 
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exist no more: the law, progress, and 
the sexual revo lut ion have done them 
i n . The fabulous grand brothels and 
the "slaughterhouses" too, where an 
ambit ious g i r l could t u r n 50 tr icks a 
n ight , were closed i n 1946. The Saturn 
al ian orgies of the student balls are no 
more than a memory; the voluptuous 
op ium dens, w i t h the i r ant ique 
Chinese pipes, have been dr i ven out by 
other drugs; the big homosexual balls 
are a quaint memory, but i n the i r day 
even the neighborhood butchers came 
to ho ld hands, b lushing. 

Brassai's photographs look at al l 
these nocturna l underdogs w i thout 
sent imental i ty or sensation. His under­
statement, his respect for f o rm, his un-
manipulat ive curiosity and sympathy, 
make his wo rk or ig inal , beaut i ful , and 
mov ing . The clochards have antique 
d igni ty ; the young toughs look out 
f r o m under the i r caps w i t h real men­
ace; absorbed lovers kiss unselfcons­
ciously i n bistros, i n doorways, sharing 
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a bench w i t h a sleeping bum. Dance 
ha l l girls, w i t h emblematic spit curls, 
cigarettes, and vulnerable painted 
mouths, sit w i t h their c u s t o m e r s -
bored, angry, or f l i r tat ious. A prosti­
tute leans on a lamppost, j aun t i l y de­
f iant, dressed w i t h a certa in impro­
vised chic in ravaged silk stockings, 
pleated skir t , blazer, and regal ermine 
scarf. Another, obscure in the dark (to 
w h i c h our own eyes have by now 
g r o w n accustomed), is dressed for busi 
ness i n bedroom slippers, hat, and a 
coat wrapped round her naked body; a 
young novice looks determined but 
scared. 

Brassai insinuates himself into their 
bedrooms and catches a couple f r om 
beh ind , she monumenta l on the bidet, 
he w i t h suspenders dangl ing, t y ing his 
shoes/The madame of a house called 
"Suzy" shields her face f r o m the cam­
era l ike any crook, whi le a bevy of her 
naked girls, w i t h doughy sexless bod­
ies, laugh as the customer takes his 
pick. 

I n a Negro n ightc lub a chic society 
woman dances w i t h a styl ish young 
man whose wh i t e and gold teeth daz­
zle. The famous K i k i of Montparnasse 
appears at her best i n a p i c ture as 
beaut i fu l ly composed and patterned as 
a Matisse, l y ing on her bed w i t h two 
other women and three dogs, resting 
after a big meal When Brassai takes 
an occasional p icture w i t h the people 
missing, the i r absence invokes sus­
pense; the objects wai t ing for them are 
numinous—ur ina ls , a shadowed, lamp-
l i t wa l l . A gargoyle at the top of Notre 
Dame, l i t on ly by the soft g low of the 
c i t y below, is of the same wo r l d as the 
n i g h t people—alert, battered, hopeful . 

The t ex t is almost as good as the pic­
tures. Many wr i t e r s have wanted to 
supply i t , among them, once, Jean Re­
no i r ; bu t Brassai has wisely done i t 
himsel f , w i t h none of the French ver­
bal ver t igo tha t such pictures could 
readi ly inspire. He is observant, sensi­
t ive, exact, a student of his subject, 
never a sensation seeker. He has i ron ic 
l i t t l e stories to te l l , l ike tha t of the 
b l i n d people w i t h the i r att ic view; or 
of a murde r e r who came to shoot h i m , 
or the " h u m a n gor i l l a " w i t h an ideal ly 
beaut i fu l l i t t l e son. 

accretions of i n f o rmat i on he squir­
re led away: how the cesspool cleaners 
worked , what sort of o rdure they pre­
f e r red , the dangers of the i r trade, 
the i r hearty repasts (wi th unwashed 
hands) after the night 's noxious work ; 
the language of the unde rwor ld , w i t h 
its snobbish compulsion to invent new 
words, its myr i ad synonyms for love, 
kiss, intercourse, the various sexual or­
gans, prost i tute , p imp, whorehouse, 
madame, homosexual, police; the na­
t u r e and order of prostitutes and 
where they worked (one street special­
ized in fat g i r l s—"Nanas"—who stood 
motionless wa i t ing for the butchers 
and tripesellers, "men who were accus­
tomed to deal ing w i t h huge masses of 
flesh"); the brothels—"houses of i l l u ­
s i on , "—which were big business for 
the i r owners, not only gangsters but 
respectable famil ies and inst i tut ions. 
I n one of the old, g rand ones, K i n g Ed­
w a r d V I I kept a crested four-poster, a 
sumptuous copper ba thtub , and a " cu­
rious armcha i r w i t h three seats k n o w n 
as 'The Indiscreet ' ". To fashionable 
newer ones, customers b rought the i r 
famil ies and introduced the ir pre-
pubescent sons to the mysteries of l i fe. 

He is equally in fo rmat i ve about the 
Folies Bergeres, the student balls, the 
homosexual balls and bars, the artists 
dances, the op ium dens—in fact, we 
gl impse the photographer himsel f just 
once, f inal ly , stretched out on cushions 
i n a golden k imono, ho ld ing a pipe. 
But he took only a pu f f or two, he tells 
us, then a few pictures, "d iscreet ly , " 
and crept away. 

Later, all of French l i fe became 
Brassai's subject. He was to venture 
out of the n ight and record, (for exam­
ple) w i t h the same respect, sunl i t hay-
fields, oxen, flocks of geese, superb 
plow horses, and the people of whose 
ancient way of l i fe these animals were 
an essential part. Most of them are 
gone now too, l ike the gaslights and 
the Nanas; some day perhaps we 
should have another book. ek
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