


Tête à Tête: Portraits by Henri Cartier-Bresson

Teacher Resource Materials
Workshop Instructor
Brian Jo n e s

Curator of the Exhibition
M a ry Panzer, Curator of Photograp h s

Funding for this teacher packet was provided by The Morris and Gwe n d o lyn Cafritz Fo u n d a t i o n .



For this exe rc i s e, students will need to bring in a
p h o t o g r ap h . A ny photograph will work—a family
s n ap s h o t , a photograph from a magazine or new s-
p ap e r, a portrait from a photo booth, a passport
p i c t u re, a postcard , a copy of a photograph in a
b o o k , or a photograph downloaded from the
I n t e r n e t .T h ey will use their image to answer ques-
tions about the ways in which photographs re p re-
sent the wo r l d . These questions can be used fo r
class discussion or for a writing exe rc i s e.

1 . What is the relationship between a photograp h
and the subject it re p resents? Does a photograp h
s i m p ly copy the world? Is it alw ays accurate, o r
truthful? Can photographs lie? Can photograp h s
reveal the feelings of the photograp h e r ?

2 . H ow do we classify photographs? Ask students
to describe the criteria they use to recognize and
evaluate diffe rent kinds of picture s . H ow do we
distinguish a family snapshot from a formal por-
trait? Pose? Lighting? Setting? Number of people in
the picture? What can we tell about this group (or
this person) from the things we see in the picture ?
What kind of information does not ap p e a r ?

3 . H ow do we distinguish a factual document fro m
a persuasive adve rtisement? Color? Composition?
Choice of subject matter? (Would you photograp h
a desert to adve rtise a mountain re s o rt? On the
other hand, what kind of re s o rt would want to
a d ve rtise its desert location?) How does a cap t i o n
change our perception of the subject?

4 . Is this a work of art? What makes a photograp h
a work of art? If it hangs in a mu s e u m , does that
m a ke it art? Can a photograph express the fe e l i n g s
of the photographer? How can photograp h e r s
e x p ress emotion by depicting the world that
a l ready exists? How does a photographer change
and manipulate what he or she sees?

Ask students to answer these questions by look-
ing at their picture s . H ave them back up state-
ments with specific re fe rences and identify the
p recise aspects of the picture that support the
a r g u m e n t .
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1 . H ow does a photographer compose a
p h o t o g r ap h ?

Some photographers make a shot and make
adjustments later, in the darkro o m .T h ey find the
most important part of the picture, and print only
that port i o n .T h ey cut out parts of the picture that
i n t e r fe re with the message they want to convey.
Ta ke a picture and crop it with a pair of scissors,
or use blank paper to cover up portions of the
image until you see only the part that seems most
i m p o rtant to yo u . H ow does the picture change
when the frame changes? What happens when the
edges come very close to the subject? What hap-
pens when the subject of the picture is sur-
rounded by large empty spaces?

C ropping makes it easy to change the shape of the
image itself—it can be square, ro u n d , or re c t a n g u-
l a r; it can be long and thin or flat and wide. H ow
does the shape influence the message that the pic-
t u re convey s ?

Henri Cart i e r- B resson never crops his picture s .
He believes that the subject cannot be separated
f rom the composition. He uses the re c t a n g u l a r
s h ape of the 35 mm negative and organizes his
material inside the frame. For him, the picture
emerges from the process of finding the right way
to frame the subject. E ve rything within the frame
helps him tell his story. At the moment he snap s
the shutter, the whole picture comes together; h e
calls this “the decisive moment.”

2 . What makes a decisive moment?

To see how this process works for Henri Cart i e r-
B re s s o n , a n a lyze one of his photograp h s . Begin by
naming eve rything in the picture — d o n ’t forget any
d e t a i l s , and look closely at the edges of the frame.
Look for the physical relationships between peo-
p l e, or between people and animals. Do they touch
each other? Do they look at each other? Do yo u
k n ow what will happen next?

Then describe the way these objects are organ-
ized within the frame.Think of the image as a flat
piece of pap e r; t ry to forget about the subject as
it exists in the three-dimensional wo r l d . Look at
the dark and light. Look for abstract shap e s . D o
you see square s , re c t a n g l e s ,or circles? Do you see
d i a gonal lines? Do you see shapes that re p e a t
within the frame? How do these abstract shap e s
re i n fo rce (or contradict) the message you see in
the subject alone?

What does this image tell you about the photogra-
pher himself? What do you know about the person
who made this photograph? What does he notice?
What does he ignore? What can his pictures tell yo u
about the world? What do these pictures leave out?

Henri Cart i e r- B re s s o n ’s images suggest that the
world is a great place to see and explore, but this
ap p roach leaves out the kind of information that
other photographers find essential.T h e re are ve ry
few wo rd s , and ve ry brief cap t i o n s . These images
tell nothing about the historical circumstances of
the port r a i t , and rare ly contain any evidence about
w hy Cart i e r- B resson chose to make the port r a i t ,
other than wanting to pre s e rve this meeting, a n d
this moment, in a photograp h .
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One Step Furt h e r
Read more about this philosophy in Cart i e r-
B re s s o n ’s own wo rds (see List of Primary and
S e c o n d a ry Source Material A t t a c h m e n t s / P r i m a ry
S o u rce Material, The Decisive Moment: P h o t og ra p h s
by Henri Cart i e r - B re s s o n) and in Beaumont New h a l l ’s
e s s ay, “Vision Plus the Camera: Henri Cart i e r-
B resson” (see List of Primary and Secondary
S o u rce Material A t t a c h m e n t s / S e c o n d a ry Sourc e
M a t e r i a l s , number 3).
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Historical Backgro u n d , 1 8 3 9 – P re s e n t
W h e reas a painter masters paint and brushes to
put ideas on canv a s , a photographer relies upon a
camera and light-sensitive materials to create pho-
t o g r aphic images, whether the materials are sensi-
tized metal plates that create daguerre o t y p e s ,n e g-
a t i ves made on pap e r, glass or film used to print on
p h o t o g r aphic paper to make conventional photo-
g r ap h s , or today ’s digitally re c o rded data that is
used to produce images on a computer screen or
is printed with ink on a page. F rom 1839 to the
p re s e n t , p h o t o g r aphic technology has steadily
changed—cameras have grown smaller and lighter,
and paper and negatives have grown more sensi-
t i ve and easier to manipulate. As these tools
c h a n g e, p h o t o g r aphers make new kinds of pic-
t u re s . In fact, the whole history of photograp hy
can be seen as a dialogue between technological
p ro g ress and aesthetic achieve m e n t .

E a r ly photographic materials we re bulky and time-
consuming to use. Cameras we re large construc-
tions of wood with metal fittings, leather bellow s ,
and large lenses that had to rest on a tripod. L i ke
the first daguerre o t y p e s , the first negative s ,
whether of paper or glass, needed a lot of light to
register an image.T h ey also remained sensitive to
light only when the chemical emulsion was still
we t , which meant that a photographer had to
c a rry chemicals and glass on eve ry expedition out
of the studio. Once the plate was ready and
loaded in the camera, the photographer simply
re m oved the cap from the lens and counted the
seconds while light shone through the lens onto
the negative, replacing the lens cap when the
e x p o s u re was complete.

M a ny diffe rent technological changes contributed
to the development of small, fast cameras. D u r i n g
the middle third of the nineteenth century, l e n s -
m a kers learned to make stronger lenses that
could shine more light onto the negative,and cam-
e r a - m a kers developed mechanical shutters that
a l l owed photographers to limit exposure time to
a mere fraction of a second. At the same time,
photochemists sought ways to make negative s
that would re c o rd light while dry ; by the end of
the 1880s, “ d ry plates” we re manu f a c t u red and
sold around the country. It was also important to
m a ke negatives more sensitive to light, to allow a
s h o rt exposure time. F i n a l ly, c a m e r a - m a kers deve l-
oped handheld cameras that allowed photogra-
phers to work out of doors. But as late as 1880,
“instantaneous views” remained difficult to make.
T h ey we re especially prized by amateurs, w h o
made endless effo rts to seize spontaneous
e x p ressions or stop motion in midair.While all the
steps became simpler, amateurs still needed the
same skills used by pro fe s s i o n a l s , because they
d eveloped their own film and printed their ow n
n e g a t i ve s . But in 1889, George Eastman re p l a c e d
glass plates with a winding reel of celluloid nega-
t i ve s , which he loaded into the handheld camera
that he named “ Ko d a k ,” and promised amateurs,
“ You push the button, we do the re s t .” A m a t e u r
p h o t o g r aphers eagerly purchased his cameras
loaded with unexposed film. After shooting the
roll of film, one simply sent the whole camera back
to Eastman, who returned the photographs along
with the camera, n ow loaded with fresh film.
Serious photographers called this a toy, and fo r
m a ny years continued to use conventional hand-
held cameras and glass plates.



P h o t o g r aphs made with Kodaks or other hand-
held cameras we re still famously aw k w a rd , in part
because the cameras, bulky by today ’s standard s ,
remained difficult to use and contro l . The brief
s n apshot exposure could also distort facial
e x p ressions or place a body in an improbable posi-
t i o n , and the edge of the photograph often sliced
people or things ap a rt in a way that most art i s t s
would avo i d . Skilled amateur photographers often
adjusted these errors in the darkro o m , i s o l a t i n g
the successful parts of the negative and cro p p i n g
aw ay the re s t . A small group of artists also used
handheld cameras, e s p e c i a l ly to work outside the
s t u d i o, making landscap e s , city view s , and trave l
p i c t u re s . S t i l l , most pro fessional photograp h e r s
p re fe rred to use large cameras on tripods.

P h o t o g r aphic technology jumped fo r w a rd again in
the 1920s, when a new group of European manu-
f a c t u re r s , including Ermanox and Leitz, d eve l o p e d
cameras not much larger than a hand. S m a l l , l i g h t ,
and loaded with rolls of 35mm film that advanced
s m o o t h ly and quietly on spro c ke t s — l i ke the film
used to make moving pictures—these cameras
b rought photographers great new opport u n i t i e s .
P h o t o g r aphers could now move fre e ly and wo r k
q u i c k ly. T h ey could also plan their pictures with
g reat precision because of the advent of the range
f i n d e r, a small, rectangular window built in to the
c a m e r a , which allowed them to see the image that
would be cap t u red on film. Just as George Eastman
b rought together a handheld camera, roll film, a n d
the processing plant to cause a great explosion in
amateur photograp hy, the Leitz company and its
Leica camera brought a revolution in photograp h-
ic practice.With the Leica, a photographer could
use the camera as an extension of the human eye.

Journalists exploited this new technology to make
p h o t o g r aphs behind the scenes, undetected by
officials or celebrities who we re accustomed to
l a r g e, o b t r u s i ve cameras of the past. In add i t i o n ,
the new size, s p e e d , and flexibility allowed photog-
r aphers to pursue subjects that had been too dif-
ficult to cap t u re with older equipment. A t h l e t e s
became thrilling new subjects as photograp h e r s
caught them in motion. With cameras sudd e n ly
easy to transport , p h o t o g r ap hy of distant, e x o t i c
places and people became immediate and fre s h .

At the same time, demand for photograp h i c
images increased dramatically as changes in print-
ing technology made it possible to inexpensive ly
re p roduce photographs on magazine pages, a n d
with pleasing re s u l t s . P i c t u re magazine editors
c l a m o red for material to fill their pages, and pho-
t o g r aphers found new ways to comply. The new
p a rtnership of photograp hy with the printed page
c reated a new form of re p o rting that pro d u c e d
such influential magazines as Vu in Paris, B e r l i n e r
I l l u s t ri e rte Zeitung in Germany, and L i fe and L o o k i n
the United States.

Big Cameras vs. Small Camera s
H ow do diffe rent cameras influence the kind of
work photographers pro d u c e ?

In a studio, the photographer has complete contro l
of eve rything that comes befo re the camera’s lens.
The photographer can arrange the subject, set the
l i g h t s ,choose the backgro u n d , and repeat each shot
until he or she gets the desired re s u l t s .The method
remains ve ry much the same whether shooting a
still life or a port r a i t . M a ny photographers in fash-
ion and adve rtising work with these strict contro l s .
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1 . Using magazines or new s p ap e r s , find photo-
g r aphs that have been made in a studio. ( H i n t :l o o k
for fashion, a d ve rt i s i n g , and celebrity port r a i t s . )
What signs suggest that this image was made in
the studio? What is in the background? W h e re
does the light come from? W h e re are the shad-
ows? What are the ways in which you can re c o g-
nize a studio photograp h ?

2 . P retend you are in a studio and construct an
i m a g e.Choose a subject, a rrange (or pose) the sub-
j e c t , place the lights, examine the backgro u n d , e t c.

With a 35mm camera, the photographer is free to
work in the wo r l d , but has little control ove r
eve n t s .Yet thanks to the small, l i g h t , fast camera,
the photographer can respond quickly to events as
t h ey take shap e. Henri Cart i e r- B resson compare s
this kind of work to fishing or hunting, re q u i r i n g
g reat patience and flawless re f l e xe s .

3 . Again using magazines and new s p ap e r s , find an
image that was made with a 35mm camera outside
the studio.What tells you this was not made in a
studio? What kind of camera would you pre fe r ?
W hy ?

P h o t og ra p hy in the 1930s
P h o t o g r ap hy was a booming pro fession in the
1 9 3 0 s .M a ny photographers wo r ked for the maga-
zines and the pre s s . Others wo r ked for gove r n-
ment agencies in this country and in Euro p e, m a k-
ing national re c o rds and promoting gove r n m e n t
p ro g r a m s .To learn more about the various fo r m s
of photojournalism and documentary photogra-
p hy, study monographs or biographies about indi-
vidual photographers such as Margaret Bourke -
White and A l f red Eisenstaedt, who wo r ked fo r

L i fe, and Wa l ker Evans,who wo r ked for Fo rt u n e a n d
for the Farm Services Administration of the
United States gove r n m e n t . Also see the work of
other FSA photograp h e r s , including Russell Lee,
Marion Post Wo l c o t t , D o rothea Lange, A rt h u r
R o t h s t e i n , Esther Bubley, and John Va c h o n .Do they
seem to look for decisive moments, or are these
images staged and planned? How can you tell?
Who is in charge? The photographer? The maga-
zine? The subject?
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Henri Cart i e r - B re s s o n ,M a g nu m ,a n d
“Concerned Photog ra p hy ”
After World War II, Henri Cart i e r- B re s s o n , a l o n g
with his friends Robert Capa and George Rodger,
formed their own picture agency in order to con-
t rol and protect their wo r k . T h ey named the
agency after the large bottle that holds wine or
c h a m p a g n e, a magnu m . This agency was run as a
c o o p e r a t i ve ve n t u re, with all members contribut-
ing fees to give themselves freedom and support .
O ver the ye a r s , M a g num welcomed new mem-
b e r s , including Bruce Dav i d s o n , E ve A r n o l d , E l l i o t t
E r w i t t , Josef Ko u d e l k a , Ernst Haas, Inge Morath,
and David Seymour (known as “ C h i m ” ) . S o m e
we re members of the co-op for only a short time,
including Danny Lyo n s , M a ry Ellen Mark, a n d
Eugene Smith. M a ny of these photographers have
published books devoted to their photograp h s .
C o m p a re their work to that of Henri Cart i e r-
B re s s o n . H ow has his work influenced these pho-
t o g r aphers? Is there a “ M a g num” style?

One Step Furt h e r
Read more about the story of Magnum in Je a n
L a c o u t u re ’s eassay, “The Founders” (see List of
P r i m a ry and Secondary Source Material A t t a c h -
m e n t s / S e c o n d a ry Source Materials, number 4).
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Primary Source Materials
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P h o t og raphs by Henri Cart i e r - B re s s o n ( N ew Yo r k :
Simon & Schuster, in collaboration with Editions
Ve rve of Paris, 1 9 5 2 ) .
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compiled from Weston J. N a e f , C o u n t e r p a rt s :
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Modern A rt , 1 9 8 0 ) ,p p. 2 8 3 – 8 7 .

5 . Jean Lacouture, “The Fo u n d e r s ,” from W i l l i a m
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