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Book IV

Martin Munkacsi

Mr. Munkacsi influenced one generation of photographers. His life ended in undeserved oblivion,
and even after his death, publications and exhibitions have been rare.

One of his reportage photographs(the one of three black boys)was noticed by a young French artist
called Henri Cartier-Bresson and made him decide to take up photography as a profession. Later he
developed the theory of "The Decisive Moment".

The selections from Mr. Munkacsi in this book are the largest, most complete and most significant
ever published about his work in a photographic magazine. The account of his life story, as told by his
daughter, is also a first.

Curt Richter: Portrait

He uses an 8" x 10" view camera for portraits.

He uses platinum printing for his works.

What he finds unique and interesting in photographing: It is the combination of controlling and not
controlling. Set up a looser structure, and see how it develops on its own.

Pavel Stecha: A Photographer's Contribution to the Czech Question

Born in Prague in 1944, Mr. Stecha is the winner of World Press Photo, Amsterdam in 1992.

His outstanding contribution as a Czech photographer: Let the world get a closer view of Czech
through his photos.

Abby Robinson: Autoworks

Autoworks by Mr. Robinson is a series that covers close to a 25-year period and is an ongoing
project. He will continue this work until he is too old and feeble to hit the shutter. Though the series
has diaristic elements, what he is doing is explaining the interaction between photographer
<—» camera-—sphotographer.

Jeanloup Sieff & Barbara Rix

Mr. Sieff and Madam Rix are man and wife.When you look at a selection of Jeanloup's photographs,
you realize that everything also exits in those of Barbara. Jeanloup once said, "The deepest part of a
man is his woman". But Barbara looks at beautiful things with a naive attitude.

Roger Hutchings

Mr. Hutchings is a reportage photographer often working on the front of war. He thinks that collectively
images and reporting have immense power.

Since 1991, he has won one photo-journalism prize after another.

Cheng Shang-Hsi

Mr. Cheng is often associated with Taiwan's old generation of photographers. He has made the
greatest contribution to Taiwain's society and history with his photographs about the transformation
of Taiwan's agricultural society in the 1960's .

He occupies a special place in Taiwan's photographic history: He continued the realistic spirit of the
previous generation of photographers, while initiating a flourishing period of reportage photography.
The Collection of Lanfranco Colombo

Mr. Colombo has directed his photographers' gallery "The Aperture" for 25 years.The photographs
selected cover a period from the early 20th century to the 1980's .

Hou Dengke and Lin Yonghui

Mr. Hou and Mr. Lin are Chinese photographers with their consistant attention to the countryside and
the city's suburbs. Despite their different styles and viewpoints, they both share something in common:
They were brought up in China's rural areas with undiminished rural feeling. Their photographs truly
reflect their own experiences.
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MY FATHER—MARTIN MUNKAGHI

Interview with Joan Munkacsi
by Frank HORVAT

Editor of PHOTOGRAPHERS International(France)
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To most people, the three great Hungarian photographers were Kertész, Brassai and Robert Capa. Few know
of a fourth one, Martin Munkacsi, whose place in the history of photography should be equally important and
who was in fact, during part of his lifetime, the most successful of the four. One of his reportage photographs
(the one of three black boys reproduced on page 11) was noticed by a young French artist called Henri Cartier-
—Bresson and made him decide to take up reportage photography as a profession. Richard Avedon and Irving
Penn have been influenced by Munkacsi’s street photography of fashion.

Nevertheless, Munkacsi’s life ended in undeserved oblivion, and even after his death, publications and exhibi-
tions have been rare.

In 1990 I had the privilege to meet Munkacsi’s daughter, Joan, and to obtain her help for the first exhibition of
his work in Hungary, his native country. The present portfolio is the largest and most significant ever published
about his work in a photographic magazine. The account of his life story, as told by his daughter, is also a first.

One of the difficulties we encountered is that many of Martin Munkacsi’s negatives have been lost and that
even some of the ones that are preserved are in a poor state. The prints reproduced here are due to the skill of
Pierre Gassmann, founder and owner of Pictorial Service in Paris. Pierre Gassmann, who has been a contempor-
ary and a friend of Kertesz, Brassai, Capa, Cartier—Bresson and many other famous photographers, is still active
in his lab in Paris and is presently devoting much of his time to the salvaging and the preservation of Munkacsi’s
work.
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Frank Morvat : Before we begin | would like to mention the cir-
cumstances of this conversation. We are in a hotel room in
Budapest. Through the window we can see the Danube and the
Buda hills. My own father was Hungarian, like your father.
Actually both were born the same year— 1896. On the other hand,
your father is a sort of photographic father-figure for me, because to
some extent | have walked in his footsteps, though without being
aware of his work. So there seem to be many things coming
together. Anyhow, the first question | would like to ask you is : what
is your most ancient memory of your father — the first thing you re-
member about him ?

Joan Munkacsi : | know that the first word | said was “Dada”. And
i have been told that until | was two years old | spoke English with a
Hungarian accent —though my mother was not Hungarian, which
seems to indicate that | had a preference for my father. | remem-
ber him cooking breakfast in the kitchen, in our house in the
country. He had designed the house. He had made a lot of
money, and he had decided to build a house as he wanted it. At
the time it was a suburb of New York, about forty-five minutes from
the city. But it was in a country field; there were no houses next to
our house. Our house was on a property of five acres, and it was a
sixteen-room house — rather large for a single man — which he was
when he had it built. It was decorated in a combination of English
chintz, with old-master paintings, Rubens’ and Tintoretto’s.

H : You mean reproductions ?

M: No, no! | mean real. Little ones, you know. In those days
they didn't cost as much as they do now. The first year he worked
in America was 1934 — the bottom of the depression—and in that
year he earned a hundred thousand dollars —much more than a
million dollars today. So he had enough money to buy all those
things. But the house had also all this Hungarian peasant furniture,
beds with flowers painted on them, Hungarian pottery hanging on
the walls. It was a very Hungarian house. The house of a rich
man with a great deal of taste and a great deal of nostalgia for his
country. The room in which we used to eat breakfast was a small
room, off the kitchen and facing the garden. | just remember
watching him cook breakfast, sitting at the table with him and
talking. | must have been two years oid.

H : | imagine all this wealth was something new to him, or had he
been rich even in Europe ?

M: He grew up in absolute poverty, as the middle child of seven
children. | think there were three boys and four girls — or four boys
and three girls. His father was a house-painter. He was also the
town magician and the town drunk—which is very unusual for a
Jewish man. This was in Kolesvar(?), in Transylvania, in a village
called Dicha Sent Marton(?), which means Holy Saint Martin.
Though | must tell you that my uncle Muki, who is my father's youn-
ger brother, and who is now about eighty years old, says that my
father was not born in Dicha Sent Marton(?), but in Kolesvar. The
family moved to that village when my father was a child, but my
father always said that he was born in Dicha Sent Marton because it
made a better story which is the case of many things that my father
used to say, and of which | shall never know whether they were real
or whether he just told them that way because that made a better
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story. They are probably based on some truth...

H : It's his magician side. Actually the fact of being the son of a
magician fits very well with my own image of him. As in that photo-
graph of him floating on his back in a swimming pool, with that big
camera in his hands. There was a magician.

M : Absolutely. My grandfather used to have himself chained and
locked into a wooden case, with straw around it, to which they
would set fire. And he would escape, thanks to a key that he had
hidden in his mouth. On the other hand my father hated his father,
because his father used to beat his children, because he would
have meat every day for dinner, while his children had coffee and
bread and would get meat only once a week. His mother was very
loving and very caring, but they had no money; he had to wear his
mother's old shoes and coats — at least that is the story he told us.

H : Did he have a very Jewish background ?

M : | don't think they were orthodox, but they were religious. My

-father was bar-mitzvaed; he went to the synagogue; his mother lit

the candles on Sabbath. As far as | know my father did not believe
in God —but he felt Jewish. As a child he ran away from home
several times, at least once when he was twelve. He used to tell
all sorts of stories, you have to take everything with a grain of salt.
Once he had a job picking hops. Another time he got a job with a
farmer’s family. He had told them that he spoke English— which
he didn’t speak at all. So every day he would make up a few new
words and teach them to these two boys, and little by little he made
up a whole new language. After a few months the three of them
were speaking a language which didn't resemble any known
language — but the three of them spoke it. At the age of sixteen
he left home finally and went to Budapest. At that time he was
very literary; he wrote poetry; he was not yet visual. He got a job
as a sports-writer, | am not sure for which newspaper. He was also
a great sportsman himself. He loved soccer and played it all the
time. He also raced motor-cycles, and later on, in America, he
rode horses. He also did some sports photography for that paper,
like the one of soccer players in the book. Once he strapped him-
self to the side of a race car, and took photographs that way.

H : The magician again!

M: Yes. But the best magic trick was how he became a photo-
journalist. His paper had sent him to cover a series of soccer
matches outside of Budapest. He had a new camera with which he
was toying, so on the way to the railway station he took photographs
of various scenes in the street. When he returned to Budapest af-
ter a week (or maybe a month) there was a trial being held, against
an old man who was accused of having murdered a soldier. When
my father developed his film, he discovered that, without having
been aware of it, he had taken a photograph showing that the sol-
dier had provoked the old man and had started the fight. The
photograph was introduced as evidence at the trial and instead of
being sentenced for murder the man was only sentenced for
manslaughter. So my father's editor said, “Fine, now you are a
photographer.” He had magically become a photo-journalist.

H : That was before the first war.
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M : No, it must have been after the war, | think it was 1923.

H : Of course, when the war started your father was eighteen — so
he must have been in the war.

M : He was not. | don't know how he got out of it—

H : Magically again!

M : | have a postcard, of 1916 or '17. It's one of those pictures of
a soldier, but it's just a backdrop with a hole in it and people would
stick their head through the hole. That was my father as a soldier,
with a flag waving !

H : That was his war!

M : That was his war. He was a pacifist.
against any kind of physical violence. | think this was because his
father had been so violent. 1 don't think that he was a coward, but |
know that the idea of fighting and killing was abhorrent to him.

He was very much

M : The reason why | was wondering about that is that my own
father was in that war. And like many people who had been in it,
he was psychologically broken by it. Which is not how | imagine
your father— 1 see him as quite the contrary of a broken person.
He was so—intact.

M : He was crazy, or neurotic — but, in the sense that you mean, he
was intact.
desperation.

He did not have that sense of depression and
Definitely not.

H : And after having become a photo-journalist he went to Berlin 7

M : He went to Berlin in 1927. He had been very successful in
Hungary. In Berlin he walked into the offices of Ullstein Verlag,
which was the equivalent of Time and Life in the US, and he walked
out an hour later with a contract. He worked primarily for Die Ber-
liner lllustrierte, but also occasionally for Die Dame.

H : So he already did fashion photography ?

M : No, not fashion photography. He travelled much; he used to
say that he had been in every country in the world, which was an
absolute lie. He probably had been in every country in Europe. |
know he was in Turkey. | am sure he was not in Japan or China.
He first travelled to the US in 1933, on the first flight of the Graf
Zeppelin.

H : And on that occasion he met Carmel Snow.

M : | believe it was November or December 1933. He was in
New York. There was a Hungarian illustrator in New York— of
course all the Hungarians in New York knew one another, ate in the
same restaurants, hung out together and spoke Hungarian to each
other. This man used to do a lot of work for Harper's Bazaar. So
he told the art director about this great Hungarian photographer
being in New York for a few days.

H : Was Brodovich the art director ?
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M : | think it was Brodovich, but | believe Steichen was also
involved. Carmel Snow was the editor-in-chief, and she said, “All
right, photograph these bathing suits.” And she gave my father a
few bathing-suits and a few models. My father did not feel like
working in a studio— not that he had never done it, but it just wasn't
the method of work he preferred. So he took them out to the
beach, on Long Island, Piping Rock Beach. And he said, “Run!” At
that time most fashion photographs were shot in studios, the idea
being the Elegant Woman, the Woman of Culture, the Upper Class
Woman. Some fashion photographs had been taken outside, but
they were posed and static, as all fashion photographs were at the
time. So when he told these women to run—they had little capes
on, and they were shivering because it was really cold in that
season— he was just doing the kind of photography he knew how to
do. When Carmel Snow saw the photographs she loved them.
She was going out the following weekend to California, to meet with
Randolph Hearst, who was the publisher of Harper's Bazaar, and
she invited my father to come to Saint Simian, Hearst's home, and
meet him, because she wanted to offer him a centract. So he
went. | have some wonderful photographs of everybody at this big
house-party — Charlie Chaplin among others, who was obviously the
center of attention, telling stories. Randolph-Hearst saw my father's
pictures and just hated them; he thought they were nothing but
snapshots. Nevertheless Carmel Snow offered my father a contract
— which he refused. Because he loved Berlin, he was very suc-
cessful there and wasn't interested in leaving it. So he went back
home again. By May '34 all the Jews on the staffs of the maga-
zines were losing their jobs and being replaced by Nazi
functionaries. Kurt Korff, the managing editor, who was a good
friend of my father's, decided to leave for America. They had a cat
that they loved very much, and that they were not allowed to take
with them. So they had it euthanised, but first asked my father to
take a photograph of it. It was a white long haired cat, and he
photographed it against a white background. He said it was his
first white on white photograph. It was one of my father's alitime
favourites — though it wasn’t really such a wonderful photograph —
because the story said so much about the time. In fact my father
wasn’t really affected personally. He was a Jew, but nobody
seemed to know or care. What happened was that in May 1934 he
did a story for Die Dame, on preserving fruits. When he submitted
his expenses to his new managing editor, who was one of the party
members, the editor said, “Fine, we will reimburse you for every-
thing, except for the 20 Pfennig for the bananas.” When my father
said, “What do you mean?” the man replied, “Bananas are not an
Arian food.” My father said, “Fine.” He went home, he wrote a
classified ad, listing the contents of his apartment. He worded it so
that the charge for it would be exactly .20 Pfennig. He had the bill
sent to his editor, and one week after this conversation he sailed for
New York, with his wife and his child. Now the boat was supposed
to land on May 17th of 1934, and my father was a little disappointed,
because his birthday was May 18th, and he really wanted to start
his new life in America on his birthday. As the boat came into New
York harbour, there was a collision between two other boats in the
harbour, a big liner with a tug boat or something. My father started
taking photographs from the deck of his boat, while everyone was
busy helping. The other result of the crash was that my father's
boat couldn’t dock until the 18th.

H : So he had it his way!
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M : And he had taken the only photographs of the collision! So he
arrived in New York on his 38th birthday, walked into Harper’s
Bazaar offices, and again walked out with an exclusive contract.
That is how he became a fashion photographer. It is true that he
loved fashion. | remember that when | was a kid we would some-
times sit down and he would say, “OK, let's design dresses.” Just
like someone else’s father would say, “Let's play checkers” or “Let's
go out in the backyard and play baseball.” We designed dresses.
It may have been something that he had fallen into by accident—
but he did have an affinity for it. Still | think his first love was
photo- ournalism. He loved the idea of surprise, of catching a
moment— although he also loved being in control of everything,
creating one’s own picture, seeing it inside one’s head first—as
one can do in fashion photography.

H: The story you are telling me is the story of a magician, for
whom everything seems to work as if by miracle. But the other
hand, | met your father once, between doors, at the offices of Har-
per’'s Bazaar, in 1960 or '61. Marvin Israel, who was then the art
director and who had a great admiration for your father, used to tell
me that he had many problems. | remember him as someone who
seemed to have had a difficult life.

M : His life was very difficult on an emotional level. And by the
time he reached the age of 52 or so, it became difficult profes-
sionally as well. He had a difficult childhood to begin with. He
married quite young, with a dancer from the Opera in Budapest. A
few weeks after the wedding, he came home and found her in bed
with someone else. She had a son, whom he never believed was
his—though he possibly was. After divorcing his first wife he mar-
ried again, a Hungarian woman, from whom he had a daughter,
named Acika, Alice. They all went to America together, though
again the marriage was shaky. When Acika was twelve years oid,
she became sick— one day after my father had taken her up to the
top of the Empire State Building. She died two weeks later of
leukemia. It broke my father's heart; he adored her. In fact he
would never take me to the Empire State Building. That was the one
thing he refused me. After Acika's death his second marriage
ended. He married my mother when he was about 47. Again the
marriage was full of frictions. | know in part why that was. He was
totally unfaithful to my mother; he was always having affairs. She
said that she never minded, which | find suspiciously civilized. But
in 1946 it just became too much for my mother to bear. So she left
him and filed for divorce. They reconciled the weekend before the
decree was to become final. In the first years of their marriage, my
father did not want to have children. He said, “| am not so young, |
don't believe that | shall live long enough to see another child grow
up.” Because he had a heart attack in 1941, which is why he and
my mother had gotten married. She was his secretary; she had
started working for him during his first year in America. He needed
someone to translate, because he only spoke German and
Hungarian. She was 17 years old and spoke Yiddish. Originally
the job was only supposed to last for a couple of weeks — it was my
mother's school vacation— he was paying her thirty dollars a week,
which was like thousand dollars a week now. She loved the ex-
citement of it; my father was very funny, very charming, very cosmo-
politan, very intelligent. So she never went back to school. 1 think
she fell in love with him from the beginning. But at the time he was
married and she was seventeen years old and nothing happened.
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But when, in 1941, my father had his heart attack, he had to stop
photographing for a year. So he wrote a novel, called “Fool's
Apprentice”, which was based on his childhood in Transylvania.
And my mother moved into the house in Long Island to type it and
to work on it. It was then that they came together.

H : “Fool's Apprentice”? The fool being his father ?

M: No. The story is that his littie town had been chosen as a sort
of outpatient clinic for the harmlessly insane. Instead of keeping
these crazy people in an asylum, they allowed them to live with
families in town. So this littte boy Imre had a very close
relationship — in fact had apprenticed himself to one of the fools.
The idea of the book, of course, is that this old man is not crazy, that
he is very wise, very practical. He seems a fool to others, but in

fact he is not.

H: Is it a good novel ?

M : The first part of it, which is based on his actual experience, is
very good. It was published in the US and in Great Britain and was
very well received. Anyhow it was after my parents reconciled, in
1947, that my father decided that he wanted to have a child. So |
was born in 1948. One of my earliest memories is staying at my
grandmother's house. And at my aunt's house, because my mother
constantly left my father. He always used to say, “Your mother left
me sixteen times and she only came back fifteen.” So | was al-
ways being pulled away from my father, whom 1 was much closer to,
when | was a child. One day, in 1956, she said, “We are going to
visit your uncle.” And she got me on an airplane saying that we
were going to Disneyland, and when we were on the plane she told
me that we were flying to Las Vegas and that she was getting a
divorce. One of my earliest memories is of my parents fighting,
mostly my mother screaming at my father. It's funny, because my
father had the reputation of having a terrible temper. Models were
afraid of him. But | never heard him yell. Once, when | was about
five years old, he slapped me on the behind, because he was on
the telephone and | was being obnoxious. He gave me a smack,
but immediately he burst into tears and asked me to forgive him.
Anyhow after she kidnapped me to Las Vegas he did not know
where | was. But | shall try to answer your question why he was no
longer successful. My mother’s story was that in 1948 he was
asked by Harper's Bazaar to photograph Thomas Dewey, who was
running for President of the US, against Harry Truman. Truman was
a Democrat, my father had been a great admirer of F. D. Roosevelt,
and he was damned if he would do anything to make Dewey look
good. So he refused to photograph him. My mother said the edi-
tors were infuriated, and from that point on used him less frequently.
| also think that the turbulence of the marriage, and the fact that he
became really obsessed with finding me and getting me back had
something to do with it. His heart condition had aiso to do with it.
Above all, fashion is pretty fickle, and he wasn't so young and wasn’t
a new name and he may have been difficult to work for and his
energies were not really focused on his work and that was it. |
know that when | was growing up he would always speak of himself
as a world - famous photographer. Not just “famous”, but “world -
famous”. But when | think back, though he had a beautiful triplex
studio in Tudor City, | don’t remember him working that much. And
as the years went on, his studios got smaller until they finally dis-
appeared, and he made a darkroom in the bathroom of his
apartment. His cameras began to disappear one by one as we
would pawn them. And by the time he died, in 1963, he was really
completely broke. When he died, | was fifteen and | was away at
summer camp in Florida. My uncle Tibor, and another photo-
grapher who was my father's very good friend, and my mother went
into my father's apartment to clear it out. The only food in the re-
frigerator was a plate of cold noodles, with a fork in it.

He had done his last work for Harper's Bazaar shortly before he
died— the picture of the Halston hat. | don't know whether it was
the same beach, but it was on Long Island, as that for the bathing
suits. It was a sort of echo of those first photographs he had taken
for Harper’'s Bazaar. They were published right before he died.
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