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WILLY RONIS

Retrospective 1926-1983

“Geometries modulated by the heart” produced “during free excursions, with no specific goal, on the edge of chance”.

This is the story in images (149) of Willy Ronis, photographer and poet, sentimental walker from the Thirties to the Eighties, whose photographs, the product of an unconscious process, approach “automatic writing”.

Affected by events in history in his time – he was born in 1910 – and the changes and upheavals resulting from the popular front, and then war, Ronis always maintains a modest distance from man and his environment in order to find a poetry that is not immediately apparent. 

He comments: “This activity involves a lot of risk, not physical risk – for I rarely cover distant places – but risk of failure. 

While on some days subjects are served up to us as if on a plate, on other days we don’t see anything, not because there is nothing to see, but because we do not see what is clearly there. This is why the enterprises is rarely fun; it demands concentration, and therefore solitude, and is, at least as far as I am concerned, founded on rejection of the picturesque, the exceptional”.

A humanist photographer and a “polygraph”, as he liked to call himself, Willy Ronis worked in a variety of different areas: reporting, illustration, fashion, teaching, and was involved in many image-related professions.

In this exhibition focusing on people, he portrays a variety of subjects: Paris in the ’40s and its post-war people; nudes and public scenes; children’s games and young brides and grooms; Marie-Anne, the love of his whole life, and famous people (Sartre, Picasso, etc…). His snapshots are tender, funny or serious, expressing his bewildered search for communion with human beings. “Where does it fit in, the search, the truth? 

In the familiar, the universal dimension. Not in that which surprises us, but in that which moves us”.

BIOGRAPHY

1910 born in Paris. Completes the Lycée, attends the faculty of law for one year. Studies drawing, violin and harmony.

1926 obtains his first camera. Photographs his holidays in Paris.


1932 works in his father’s photo studio

1936 his father dies. He starts working for newspapers and magazines.

1937 reporter-illustrator. Buys his first Rolleiflex. Meets Capa and becomes his friend. Provides a photo feature for Plaisir de France 

1938-39 reporting on a social cause, he covers the Citroën strike. Travels in Greece, Yugoslavia, Albania. Works for the French tourism agency.

1941- 44 directs a troupe in German-occupied France; is assistant in a portrait studio in Toulon, paints jewels with Marie-Anne (whom he marries in 1946); teaches several disciplines at a fabrics education centre. Goes back to Paris in October 1944.

1945-1950 resumes work as a newspaper and magazine photographer. Provides photo features covering Air France, the reconstruction, etc. Joins the Rapho photography agency. At the same time he works for industry, advertising and fashion. Continues photographing Paris. Wins the Kodak award in 1947.

1950– 60 work published in international annuals. Awarded gold medal at the 1957 Venice Biennial.

1960– 70 illustrator for a number of different publications; works for museums and the Vasarely foundation. Provides coverage in Algeria and Eastern Europe. Leaves Paris in 1972. Gives a number of seminars at the Fine Arts school in Avignon, at the faculty of arts in Aix en Provence, and at the faculty of sciences in Marseille.

1979 wins the Grand prix national des Arts et Lettres pour la Photographie 

1980 honoured guest at Recontres internationales de la photographie
1981 wins the Nadar award for his publication “Sur le fil du hasard”. Directs a studio in Venice at Palazzo Fortuny documentation centre.

1983 goes back to Paris. Donates his archives to the State after his death.

1985 publishes “Mon Paris”. A retrospective of his work is held in Tokyo. Appointed Commander of the Order of Arts and Letters.

1986- 89 appointed Chevalier of the Légion d’honneur.

1993 appointed member of the Royal Photographic Society

1997 lives in Paris
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