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André Kertész: A Photographer True to Himself

With its sparse, simple style, Kertész’s photos influenced the art form of photography during the middle of the twentieth century.  He was considered the “unintential inventor of what is now called the ‘candid’ manner,” differing from the other photographers of the 1920s who took extravagant parlor portraits and detailed landscapes (1 Ducrot).  Despite this difference from the normal style of the day, the critics and public accepted him as an accomplished, talented artist, giving him the confidence to take pictures showed life through his eyes truly.

Born in 1894 in Hungary, Kertész was a self-taught photographer with an ICA box type camera as his first.  Although most of his early pictures were lost in the Hungarian Revolution of 1918, the pictures that survived show his candid form.  He strived to tie art and life together, experimenting with different techniques to emphasize this correlation in his photography.  Especially noted is his experimentation with lighting.  He tried taking photos in all kinds of weather, such as dark, gloomy autumn nights and cold, foggy winter mornings in addition to the normally favored bright, sunny days.  With this experimentation, Kertész learned how to use the weather to affect the mood of his photos.  Originally his family wanted him to become a banker, earning money that would eventually support the family.  However, Kertész felt that his calling was with photography.  Thus at the same time as holding a banking job, Kertész pursued his love of photography, submitting his photographs to local Hungarian magazines.  Eventually, Kertész felt too closed in Hungary, and in 1925 he moved from Budapest, Hungary to Paris, France.

Symbolically, Kertész’s move to Paris represented his official declaration as an artist.  Rather than balancing his time between his bank job and his “hobby” of photography, Kertész was free to develop his skills fully in Paris.  It paid off with his first show in 1927 which was widely accepted by the critics.  Becoming part of the avant-garde scene in Paris, Kertész made many friends with the artists of the day.  He experimented in nude distortions, but at the same time, he pursued his candid shots.  In Paris, his pictures “grew less sentimental and more sophisticated[;]… [t]hey became highly refined, sensitive observation of” life and human nature (7 Kismaric).  Soon Kertész found himself with various jobs with numerous magazines ranging from those from his home Hungary to those in Paris.  Originally on assignment from one of the companies he worked for, Kertész moved to New York City, USA in 1937.

World War II came, and Kertész stayed in America.  With his established fame as a photographer, Kertész was almost sure to find work in America, but soon he found that his manner of European photography clashed with American photography.  Life magazine even said that his photos conveyed too much.  To Life magazine, two or three Kertész’s photographs could easily replace a three to four page article, and thus, Kertész’s photographs seemed unprofitable to them.  As a result, Kertéz was not widely known in America until the 1960s when Kertész was in his seventies.  Nevertheless, Kertész lived a comfortable life, picking jobs here and there to support his wife and family.  In the midst of all this, Kertész still took pictures for himself, carrying his personal 35mm camera with him and taking pictures in between jobs.  In 1964, Kertész had his major solo exhibit in the Museum of Modern Art.

Noted for his candid form, Kertész spread his fame over Hungary, Paris, and America.  At the same time though, Kertész kept photography to himself, using the medium to convey his own viewpoint of the world.
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