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Brassai: 

'The Eye 

Of Paris' 
By Paul Richard 

I t is Brassai's eyes you no
tice f i rs t , the i r peculiar 
moistness, the ir light-absorb
ing darkness, the ir round
ness, the i r enormous size. 
They seem made for the 
night. 

Something of the night
t ime, a quietness, a softness, 
some h in t of fogs and shad
ows and of business asleep, 
cushion the famous photo
graphs of the French pho
tographer Brassai. Scores of 
his pictures, most taken i n 
the 1930s, went on view last 
n ight at the Corcoran Gal-
l e ry of A r t . 
" lit takes1 a whi le i n the i r 
presence before one senses 
the vis ion of a master, for 
the photographs of Brassai 
are so void of ego and so 
free of affectation that one 
easily forgets the photogra
pher who took them. Noth
ing in ter rupts the commun
ion they establish between 
the subject and the viewer. 
I t is as i f a l l those whores 
and pimps and peasants, 
those animals and wel l-
known artists somehow pho
tographed themselves. 

That naturalness looks 
easy, but nothing is more 
d i f f i cu l t . Just t h i n k of other 
photographers who have be
come we l l known. 

Karsh of Ottowa, for i n 
stance. His style is so heavy 
that the successful men he 
photographs—with the i r 
pensive gazes, the i r chins 
upon the i r hands and every 
hair just so—look a lot l ike 
Karsh of Ottowa, but not 
much l ike themselves. The 
pictures of Diane Arbus are 
marked by both the compos
i t i ona l austerity and the bi-

zarreness of her subjects; 
those of Walker Evans by an 
ordering precision that locks 
everything in place, those of 
Henr i Cartier-Bresson, Bras
sai's compatriot, by a strange 
dramatic tautness that makes 
the instant seem surreal. 

But the photographs of 
Brassai are not l ike that at 
a l l . I t is not his presence 
that one notices; i t is his re
s t r a in t 

His eyes miss nothing. He f s i n Washington the other 
^ wandering through 
orgetpwn. looking at the 

shadows on the sidewalk, 
the colors of the buildings, 
the signs w i t h i n the w in
dows, the costumes of the 
street. He ta lked about his 
past. 

He was born Gyula Halasz 
i n Brassó, i n Hungar ian 
Transylvania 74 years geo. 
Brassai is both his pen name 
(he has wr i t t en a dozen 
books) and his lens name. 
" I t means f r om Brasso. L ike 
da V inc i . " he explains. 

I t is as d i f f i cu l t to imag
ine Brassai i n Hungary as i t 
is to t h i n k of T.S. E l i o t i n 
Missouri , for his best-known 
photographs celebrate the 
a ir of Paris, i t s streets, i ts 
r i v e r mists, its cafes, i ts un
derworld, i ts night. 

When Brassai came to 
Paris i n 1923 he thought 
himsel f a painter. He had 
been tra ined i n the acade
mies of Budapest and Ber
l i n . He had never held a 
camera. Photography, i n 
those days, d i d not interest 
h i m at a l l . 

He says the c i ty soon se
duced h im. He gradually 
grew bored w i t h spending 
endless hours before the ea
sel i n a dayl i t studio and be
gan to p row l the streets at 
n ight instead. 

To earn his bv ing he be
gan submit t ing articles and 
essays to German maga
zines. Because most maga
zines wanted not jus t words, 
but pictures, Brassai, took a 
photographer along on as
signments. 
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