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LIGHT FADES: FRED RITCHIN ON HENRI CARTIER-BRESSON

Photography, the thinking goes, is done in the present to be seen
in the future as the past. But there are other thoughts as well.

In this story it was lunchtime during the summer in Provence, a
quarter of a century ago. | was sitting at a long table in the home
of Martine Franck and Henri Cartier-Bresson. The poet laureate of
France was there, along with his wife, as was Henri's dealer Helen
Wright from New York and the photographer Sebastiao Salgado.
The conversation, animated at times, was mostly in French. |
remember Henri at that table, a bit embarrassed, a small bottle
of hot sauce at hand, telling me that he was a “nervous Buddhist”
(he mentioned this at other times as well).

He would also tell me, although not that day, that there were
four books that | absolutely had to read. One of them, Zen in the
Art of Archery, | immediately rushed to a Paris bookstore to buy.

It is about training to hit the target by not consciously trying to do
so, almost as if the target itself would find the arrow. And that, in
a way, is what this story is about.

Back to the table: the woman on my right spoke French with an
accent that seemed familiar (she was the wife of the poet laureate
who, with his mane of silvery hair, seemed as if he had to be a
poet or at the very least an orchestra conductor). It turned out that
she came from Brooklyn, as do |. We discovered that we had both
gone to the same public elementary school in a rather mundane
middle-class neighborhood—and like me she had not forgotten
the unusual name of the school’s principal (Frieda Shprentz). But
she did not seem eager to pursue this conversation (after all, we
were no longer in Brooklyn), and turned away.

| went further into the house and sat by myself. Soon Henri
walked by, looked at me, and almost shouted: “Don't move!" Then
he hurried out of the room.

What, | wondered, did he mean by those two words? Certainly
he did not want me to stand up and go sit somewhere else, but
could | move my head a slight bit, or look somewhere else?

Soon Henri came back holding a Leica. “You moved!” he said,
disgusted. But, for whatever reason, he put the camera to his eye
and released the shutter (it seemed to be the only noise in the
room). Once. And that was the end of it.

| wandered the surrounding area, and made a few pictures. And
the next time | saw Henri, in Paris, | gave him a print that | had
signed of the nearby landscape in thanks. He looked at it and
almost smiled. (He was also known for immediately rejecting gifts
that he had no use for by just handing them back.)

Soon after the lunch in Provence | met the woman whom |
would marry, who turned out also to be a friend of Martine and
Henri. And nearly two decades after that we were in Sweden
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with our young sons, driving off the road to visit a lake where we
found children romping in the light that reminded me of Martin
Munkacsi's African boys on the beach, the 1930 photograph that
inspired Henri to take up the camera seriously. It was then that we
learned from the car radio that Henri had died. He had been quite
sick for a long time.

A couple of years later my wife returned to New York from Paris
with a box that she had received from Martine. To my surprise,
the box contained a print of the image that Henri had made with a
single release of the shutter some twenty years before; the print
was signed to me in his unsteady hand. It seemed to come out of
nowhere, an act of generosity—by both Martine and Henri—that
transcended his initial disappointment and, in the afterlives of
both image and man, had finally found its target.

The nervous Buddhist was, perhaps, not so nervous. And, if the
evidence of the fly perched on my arm in that photograph from

long ago has any meaning, | had not moved at all.®
—Fred Ritchin

Fred Ritchin 1s writing @ bhook. Bending the Frame, to be published by Aperture.
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