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LILLIAN BASSMAN

fashion photography 1940-1960

In the summer of 1946 the artistic director of Harper’s Bazaar, Alexey Brodovitch, decided to entrust the presentation of the latest Paris fashion shows into the hands of his assistant Lillian Bassman and the famous photographer Louise Dahl Wolfe. Their joint work signalled the beginning of a new vision of American fashion photography – their feminine interpretation of fashion became a true message of optimism in the post-war era. 

Many women photographers have left their imprint on the pages of the famous magazine since then, and among them were Louise Dahl Wolfe, Lillian Bassman and Toni Frissell.

Lillian Bassman, together with Brodovitch, carried out the most innovative projects of the magazine such as the introduction of colour (especially on the cover) in new and creative ways.

From 1945 to 1947 Bassman was in charge of Junior Bazaar and introduced to fashion photography names such as Robert Frank and Louise Faurer. She would often substituted Brodovitch at photography lectures. Bassman, however, grew tired of her role as an idea generator and began to devote her free time to photography. Richard Avedon let her use his studio and she learnt how to print in the dark room of Hoyningen-Huene.

In 1947 she left the magazine to become a full-time photographer.

Married to photographer Paul Himmel and known as Brodovitch’s protégé, Lillian was quick to establish herself thanks to her evanescent images which render her photographs an unmistakable romanticism. Through her peculiar printing technique, Bassman manages to achieve a poetic equilibrium between evanescence and blurred lightness. Her images thus focus on the entire figure ignoring the details – this is an entirely new style of fashion journalism. Her photographs, full of liberty and spontaneity, are an enormous contribution to the success of the magazine. Female readers were quick to associate themselves with the emotional atmosphere of her works.

When Carmel Snow, the director of Harper’s Bazaar, began insisting on detail-oriented photographs, Bassman developed further her photographic skills to embrace this kind of creativity and her photographs became illustration-like, a triumph of the details of fashion attire.

In 1970 after 30 years of creative work, Lillian Bassman closed her studio and abandoned the negatives of her photographs. It was only in 1991 that the negatives were discovered in hundreds of envelopes in an attic.

Nowadays, at the age of 75 Bassman has decided to print her photographs once again and give them a new life.
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