Night essay

NIGHT
is not the negative of day; black surfaces and whites are not simply inverted, as on photographic film, but with the onset of darkness a completely different image emerges. At this hour a twilight world emerges, a world of changing forms, false perspectives opposed to daytime. So, why are photographers attracted to the absence of light? Although only a few of them were able to skilfully capture the beauty of stillness. Through my research, I hope to explore the allure of night photography by looking at photographers such as Brassaï and Ernst Haas. Pioneers of the night photography, who ingeniously showed night from different perspectives and how diverse night can be depending on the available light, altering the mood, atmosphere and content of the image.
 Many cities reveal their true character after dusk. By day the city assumes a look of amiable good-fellowship that hoodwinks even the astute. Often hidden from us, shown only at night, the harsh reality and beauty in the darkness, captured only by a true night hunter, attracted by the abyss of darkness and absence of light.



“Basically, my work has been one long reportage on human life.”

 (Gyula) Halasz (1899-1984), better known by his pseudonym 'Brassaï', initially was interested in painting, but in the early 1930s, at the suggestion of his compatriot, the Hungarian André Kertész, he turned to photography. This later inspired him to create "Paris by Night", which was immediately met with critical acclaim. Brassaï was the first known photographer to take street photographs at night, and largely regarded as the pioneer night photography.  This was a particularly challenging at that time, due to the lack of equipment and overall access to photography. However, it is worth noting that Brassaï worked in a time when street photography was somewhat freer. He was known for blending in with his environment to capture candid moments, and his subjects were often unaware they were being photographed. This approach was typical for the period and wasn’t considered intrusive or problematic in the same way it might be viewed today under contemporary privacy laws (privacy laws and the General Data Protection Regulation which now exists in France). But during the time he worked, such restrictions did not directly affect his ability to capture the Parisian nightlife. Paris is considered a romantic and busy place, and a lot of creatives including artists and photographers were there at the time documenting the city. Brassaï wanted to show the beauty in the nothingness in Paris during the night. Later, this sequence influenced many artists and photographers like Bill Brant who captured London in 1930’s and Weegee who became famous by his New York sequence in 1940’s.

‘’My only aim was to express reality, for there is nothing more surreal than reality itself. If reality fails to fill us with wonder, it is because we have fallen into the habit of seeing it as ordinary.”


A Morris column in the fog Avenue de l'Observatoire
1934

Brassaï's photograph “A Morris column in the fog” is a black and white image from one of the most famous sequences called “Paris by night” which was originated in 1924. This works gained Brassaï wide recognition, by capturing moments in the lives of ordinary Parisians. This photograph has many features, and one of them is that it has become symbolic for Parisians, and secondly, because it defined some features that were not often seen in Brassaï's style. 

“I think that there are photographers who compose very well but who have no understanding of life or human things.”

[bookmark: _Int_ng4Fd3R8]“I like well composed pictures: I don’t like disorder in a photograph.”  We see this clearly in the photograph of an advertising monument and a figure, in keeping with the rule of thirds. First you notice the silhouette of a figure and a column, which is covered in different advertising posters, then you notice a fence, lamp posts or just dots of light, drawing our gaze to the monument behind the man. The reason for this is the fog present, making everything behind the fence appear to fade away. Besides the fog, Brassaï draws our attention to the foreground of the image first. Rich dark tones are in the foreground and bright areas of light in the background which create contrast.  The fog makes a slight gradient between the lightest and darkest areas of the image.  On the right side of the frame there is a column that visually loads the image, drawing our attention to the detail. In addition, there is a standing figure who almost merges with the shadow from the column, the monument behind him makes this part visually busier than on the left side of the frame.  The seemingly simple but  well-structured composition results in the balance of the image overall. It encourages us, the audience, to think about, why this man is standing by the column? Why is he not visible? Who is he? And what comes after him?

“Night does not show things, it suggests them. It disturbs and surprises us with its strangeness. It liberates forces within us which are dominated by our reason during the daytime.”

[bookmark: _Int_AB1YMjmD][bookmark: _Int_sWuKG4ZL][bookmark: _Int_TgDkNPW9]It wasn’t just the composition that became key in these images, but also the symbolism and context. Brassaï’s photographs of ‘Morrison’s Column’ in Paris capture the monument as a symbol of the cultural and historical intersections that defined Paris in the early 20th century. It stands as both a decorative element and a reminder of the British influence in Paris. The image of Morrison’s Column also has symbolic meaning, making connections with culture and history. In this image, the monument is less a static symbol of British influence and more a phantom presence, showing how time has passed and how the past is often obscured by the fog of the present. Perhaps it suggests, that while history remains part of the fabric of the city, it is becoming harder to see clearly amidst the fog of modern life and the fleeting nature of time. However, Brassaï’s photograph, with its misty, elusive quality, turned it into something more distant, fading, and intangible. But despite its historical importance, it also served purpose as an information tower on which advertising posters, newspaper letters, banners, and other information were posted. 

“I was seeking the poetry of the fog which transforms people, the poetry of the night which transforms the city, the poetry of time which transforms all beings.”

Brassaï's photographs fascinate with their unobvious artificiality, they look natural, despite the wide-format Voigtlander 6.5 x 9 cm camera, with Helier lens and 120 mm film. Brassaï's photographs were "manufactured images" that captured the ephemeral Paris in the nighttime, created through a careful approach and long-awaited perfect shot. The reason for this was that the number of photographs did not exceed more then 12 frames per roll of film, which also led to use of a tripod at night-time.


“A picture is the expression of an impression. If the beautiful were not in us, how would we ever recognise it?”

Ernst Haas, an Austrian-born photographer, revolutionised the world of photography with his pioneering work in colour. His exceptional ability to transform ordinary scenes into extraordinary compositions made him a legendary figure in street and night photography. Through his lens he captured, street detritus and torn posters are reimagined as abstractions, and all matters of New York-commuters, street paddlers, taxicabs-brim with lyricism and dramatic tension. Ernst Haas used colour and light to create experimental imagery in low light situations. Many of his most famous images were taken at night or in dimly lit settings. While both photographers captured the essence of urban life, Brassaï’s work was rooted in realism and documentary, while Haas’s work was more experimental, focusing on colour, abstraction, and the emotional resonance of movement and light. 


[bookmark: _Int_lNR5dx3J][bookmark: _Int_0ovYdEcF]Unlike Brassaï who did all his photos in black and white, Haas was known for his pioneering use of colour, his work focused more on abstraction, movement, and emotion. He used vibrant colour, light, and dynamic compositions to express the energy and fluidity of modern life, often incorporating motion blur and unconventional perspectives helped to establish colour photography as a legitimate art form. Besides that, at the beginning of his career, Haas’s photographs were mainly in black and white colours. However, later he joined the Magnum agency in 1949 following an invitation from Robert Capa and Henri-Cartier Bresson, experimenting with Kodachrome colour films and Leica 35mm cameras. He became the leading figure of this movement: before then colour images were judged suitable only for amateur photographers.

“Rush Hour, New York City” 
1980

[bookmark: _Int_Eg4xvujz]Haas continued to push the boundaries of colour photography, creating a body of work that was both technically brilliant and artistically profound. One of his fascinating images called “Rush Hour” (on Sixth Avenue) was captured in 1980 that influenced Ernst Haas’s career and made him a pioneer and a master of colour photography. As well as being well composed it is also quite symbolic to Americans, and it is this photograph that conveys the essence of a vibrant city.

[bookmark: _Int_vFm1zLn4][bookmark: _Int_8EfXwYZQ][bookmark: _Int_4jVKjH4O][bookmark: _Int_DK0PQnRE][bookmark: _Int_ICQnfbGZ][bookmark: _Int_iiN0rXmK]This well- composed image captivates us by the dynamism between the elements of photography. Long exposure has been used to capture motion-blur, creating the sense of movement to the image. The result is almost nothing being in focus, arguably making the images even more interesting. The motion blur also abstracts because of steam which hovers the human figures and vehicles, making them more distinct and reinforcing the sense of urban life. Diagonal lines were often seen in Haas’s works in order to create a sense of depth and movement in his compositions. In this image, the flow of people and vehicles seems to be guided by these diagonal lines and splits image into three sections, which help the viewer’s eye move through the scene, creating a feeling of ongoing motion. These lines may also evoke the directional flow of rush hour traffic and pedestrians. The perspective of the photograph, from a slightly elevated angle, helps to enhance the sense of vastness and urban scale, connecting both the human figures and the architecture of the city. It also seems as if Gas used a small millimetre lens as if a slight fisheye effect is imposed, as if to distort the photograph. Which also leads to the central composition. The abundance of details that make this photo unique and simply incredible, which clearly shows a masterful use of decisive moment. One of the most important aspects of Haas’s work is his use of colour, as is clear in this image, which uses a rich colour palette. The bright reds, oranges, yellows, and greens add intensity to the scene, suggesting the warmth and energy of the city. The use of contrasting colours, especially between warm tones (vehicles, streetlights) and cooler tones (shadows, buildings), enhances the sense of movement and rhythm in the photograph. The boldness of the colours makes the scene more dynamic and emotionally charged, and the bright hues of the lights and vehicles almost suggest a sense of urgency or excitement. An equally essential element is also the balance of light and shadow. And since this image was taken at dusk, the light coming from the right corner on the way down contrasts with the shadow from the left corner of the house. The play of light and shadow also serves to intensify the sense of motion, making the scene feel more cinematic, as if it were a still from a fast-paced film. All these elements convey the atmosphere of New York City. 

“The camera doesn’t make a bit of difference. All of them can record what you are seeing. But you have to SEE.”

The essence of this image is not only in its visual elements; it also conveys the psychological experience of being in a crowded urban space. Haas wanted to convey a sense of alienation or awe, echoing the feeling that many people experience during rush hour, when the sheer number of people and activity can be disorienting and chaotic. Since Sixth Avenue was one of the busiest, this photograph has become iconic for its incredible cultural depiction of how a big city exists.

“Lights of New York City” 
1970

“Bored with obvious reality, I find my fascination in transforming it into a subjective point of view.”

Other distinctive piece called “Lights of New York City” captured by Ernst Haas in 1970 is a striking photograph that showcases the vibrant lines of New York City landscapes, particularly focusing on the play of artificial light and exploring long exposure abilities. In my opinion, this is quite an impressive piece that draws our attention to the unique composition given by the long shutter speed that created the essence of a double exposure. The subject matter of this photograph revolves around how light—from the windows of buildings interacts with the city’s transforming the cityscape into a dynamic, almost abstract composition.

[bookmark: _Int_LrVvp1w0][bookmark: _Int_Clb7SoN4][bookmark: _Int_NNPBhZPR][bookmark: _Int_hBNlt7N2][bookmark: _Int_C4zgsbS5]The sunset seen in the background contrasts with the dark skyscrapers and the light in the small windows, creating a contrast. It should also be noted that the photograph was taken from a high vantage point. As seen in the previous images, a long exposure has been used, but much shorter than in the previous image, achieving colourful lines that illuminate from the windows and other light sources. However, instead of drawing our attention to one thing like in the previous photographs - a person or a building - here the focus is on the light and all the light lines. Which applies a sense of movement by looking at the placement of lines and which way they are facing. The glowing lights, with their contrasting warm and cool tones, provide both visual focus and emotional tone to the image, suggesting a sense of excitement, speed, and the vitality of the city. Haas uses the contrast between light and shadow to create a sense of drama and tension in the photograph. Bright spots of light, especially from bright banners, lanterns, or car headlights, stand out sharply against the darker, shadowed spaces of streets and buildings, emphasising the contrast between the illuminated city life and the darkness of night. Also because of the rich variety of different light sources photograph looks very fill in frame and quite repetitive. The bright blue and reddish colours of the sunset create a beautiful contrast against the greenish-yellow line light, creating an atmospheric cinematic feel. This photograph is also an example of how, instead of focusing on conveying meaning and atmosphere, the ability to abstractly show a photograph through masterful execution of technique.

“There is only you and your camera. The limitations in your photography are in yourself, for what we see is what we are.”


Unlike Brassaï, Ernst Haas produced many colourful photographs, although that's not the only thing that distinguishes him from Brassaï. Brassaï often depicted one or two people in his photographs from his famous “Paris by Night” series, trying to emphasise solitude and privacy and leave a little mystery in his photographs. On the other hand, Ernst Haas did not try to confine his photographs within the framework of simplicity, but on the contrary, he filled them with various objects, making the photographs dynamic, bold and bright.

[bookmark: _Int_wM6TySwr]The alternation of their worlds shows how differently the night world can be shown, drawing parallels between the two most famous and magnificent cities. The most interesting fact is that Brassaï believed that he was documenting the reality of nocturnal Paris, which was hidden behind a mask of everyday life. Ernst Haas believed that photography as an art should not be used for documentation, but for the expression of artistic nature or, to put it simply, photography should go beyond simple documentation and manifest emotions. In my opinion, their faith and their views directly influence their work, which makes them very different and unique.


In order to create an image, you need a light. Why then are so many photographers drawn to the ‘absence of light’? Through my research, I have explored the allure of night photography by looking at photographers like Brassaï and Ernst Haas. Their work shows that night photography can be diverse and the way they capture light in their photographs can change the scene, mood, atmosphere and even the whole meaning of an image. That is why photographers drawn to the allure and absence of light, are perhaps more attuned to its subtleties, recognising both the significance of this time and the importance of recording it.  


