
Brassai Uncovers 
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The Hidden Life 
By A. D. COLEMAN P ICASSO has not often 

been noted for being 
incorrect in his eval
uations of other ar

tists, but he surely erred 
when, during the second 
World War, he said to Bras
sai, "Why did you give up 
drawing for the camera? 
You have a gold mine and 
instead you exploit a silver 
mine." For, interesting and 
effective though much of 
Brassai's work in other me
dia may be—he has created 
films, drawings, sculptures 
and poems—his major crea
tive contribution is unques
tionably his photography. 
His photographs, unlike any 
of his other creations, are 
entirely and unmistakably 
his own; taken al l together, 
his silver images form one of 
the most rewarding bodies of 
work i n 20th-century photog
raphy. 

Considering his stature— 
he is universally acknowl
edged to be among the mas
ters, though he is too dy
namic to be easily f i t ted into 
any niche—he receives scant 
attention here in this coun
try. His three classic books 
("Paris de Nui t , " "Gra f f i t i " 
and "Fiesta in Seville") are 
all out of print, leaving only 
the too-brief but valuable 
Museum of Modern A r t mon
ograph to turn to; and ex
hibits of his prints come so 
few and far between that 
the current one at the Rob
ert Schoelkopf Gallery, 825 
Madison Avenue (through 
Oct. 14), has quite a gap to 

I t succeeds admirably at 
that task and should not be 
missed, especially by collec
tors, for whom i t represents 
an even rarer opportunity to 
purchase prints. (Those in 
the show are new prints, not 
made by the photographer 
but approved by him, signed, 
and numbered in editions of 
30.) Almost 60 prints are in 
cluded, spanning the years 
between 1932 and 1958. 
Among them are street 
scenes, portraits of other ar
tists—Picasso, of course, and 
also Leger, Giacometti, Ma
tisse, Braque—nighttime Pa
ris vistas, documents of cab
aret life, and one lone 
example of Brassai's " f ound" 
graff it i . 

The benchmark of Bras
sai's vision is its joyful Gallic 
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blend of earthiness and so
phistication, a robust tender
ness which enables the pho
tographer to appreciate not 
only the isolated visual co
herence of an event but the 
human emotions i t contains 
as well, If, occasionally, his 
images lack what used to be 
called "refinement," they 
thereby avoid any traces of 
preciosity and/or blandness; 
they have, i n their own way, 
that fat man's gracefulness 
which Zero Mostel conjures 
up so bri l l iantly. 

Brassai's odd combination 
of bluntness and tact intro
duces the viewer into any 
milieu, be i t atelier or caba
ret, w i th a minimum of cul
tural shock. And, by camou
flaging his own artfulness, 
Brassai consistently directs 
us away from himself, pro
pelling us through the view-
finder into, the visual-emo
tional context of his world. 

Thus i t is only in retro
spect that one realizes how 
much he loves mirrors and 
how wel l he uses their re
flections to add levels of per
ception in mounting surprise. 
I t is only as an afterthought 
that one recognizes the pow
erful sense of presence in his 
portraits, for the viewer's 
contact w i t h each subject is 
so immediate and so strong 
that the image as such is for
gotten. One can, of course, 
analyze these images and 
point out such stylistic fac
tors as the Cubist influence 
apparent in "Escalier de 
Montmartre," but al l that is 
t ru ly beside the po in t In 
speaking about photograph
ing the facades of houses, 
Brassai once said something 
which I th ink is applicable 
to all his work: " . . . I should 
be able, by photographing i t 
in a certain way, to render 
completely tangible the hid
den life behind." ek
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