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THE SECRET PARIS OF THE
30’s. By Brassai. Translated
from the French by Richard
Miller. Pantheon. 186 pp.
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By EVE AUCHINCLOSS

RASSAI IS A CHARMING old man
with the enormous dark eyes of a
lemur, and he has always loved th
night. He was born in Transylvania at

the end of the last century, and enW

to Paris when he was 25.
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onymnus darkness. The
halls have given way to harm-
Aies with jukeboxes, visited by
#ds of tourists. The crooks, with
regulation flat caps and cigarette

, have departed in 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 revolution have done them
in. The fabulous grand brothels and
the “slaughterhouses” too, where an
ambitious girl could turn 50 tricks a
night, were closed in 1948. The Saturn-
alian orgies of the student balls are no
more than a memory; the voluptuous
opium dens, with their antique
Chinese pipes, have been driven out by
other drugs; the big homosexual balls
are a quaint memory, but in their day
even the neighborhood butchers came
to hold hands, blushing.

Brassai's photographs look at all
these nocturnal underdogs without
sentimentality or sensation. His under-
statement, his respect for form, his un-
manipulative curiosity and sympathy,
make his work original, beautiful, and
moving. The clochards have antique
dignity; the young toughs look out
from under their caps with real men-
ace; absorbed lovers kiss unselfcons-
ciously in bistros, in doorways, sharing



behind, she monumental on the bidet,
e with suspenders dangling, tying his
shoes.The madame of a house called
““Suzy" shields her face from the cam-
_era like any crook, while a bevy of her
‘naked girls, with doughy sexless bod-
ies, laugh as the customer takes his e

pick.
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appears at her best in a picture 1 and introduced their pre-
beautifully composed and patterned tsons to the mysteries of life.
‘@ Matisse, lying on her bed with two e is equally informative about the
ather women and three dogs, g ,Jolies Bergeres, the student balls, the
“after a big meal. When m%%ommﬂbﬂhmdbm the artists’
: he peo

dances, the opium dens—in fact, we
glimpse the photographer himself just
once, finally, stretched out on cushions
in a golden kimono, holding a pipe.
But he took only a puff or two, he tells
us, then a few pictures, “discreetly,”
and crept away.

Later, all of French life became
Brassai's subject. He was to venture
out of the night and record, (for'exam-
ple} with the same respect, sunlit hay-
fields, oxen, flocks of geese, superb
plow horses, and the people of whose
ancient way of life these animals were
an essential part. Most of them are
gone now 1oo, like the gaslights and
the Nanas; some day perhaps we




