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YOUSUF KARSH

Portraits

On the occasion of the hundredth anniversary of the birth of Yousuf Karsh, Carla Sozzani Gallery shows a selection of famous portraits which run through his long career as photographer.
Born in Mardin, in the Turkish area of Armenia, Yousuf Karsh grows up in the horror of the massacries hitting his country, as he writes in his autobiography: “My memories of that time are a strange mixture of blood and beauty, of persecution and peace”.

At the age of  17, he moves to Sherbrooke in Canada, where his uncle George Nakash lives and works as a photographer. Here it begins his passion for photography.
In 1928 he moves to Boston to follow a training course held by the photographer and portraitist John H. Garo; having met him was decisive for Karsh: “I realized that the long afternoons and evenings spent with Garo have been my school. In one of those moments I decided that I would have photographed men and women who have marked the history of the world”.
From 1932 he lives in Ottawa where he opens his studio and, fascinated by the numerous possibilities that the artificial light gives, he starts to spend time in the theatres circle.
After some official portraits, in 1941 Yousuf Karsh takes the picture of his life: he takes away from Sir Winston Churchill’s mouth his famous cigar, immortalizing him with a sulky expression. The picture of the British Prime Minister appears on the cover of the magazine “Life”, giving to the photographer an international fame: “That portrait shook my life – he admits later –it opened to me the door of the world”.
Politicians, Hollywood stars, scientists, writers, artists were his more faithful fellow travellers, with them  he run through the twentieth century.

Excellent observer he recognized the details, the gestures, the glances of his subjects. In 1962 he writes: “The endless fascination that I feel for the people I photograph is caused by what I call their inner strength. Try to catch that on my film is and remains my prime aim”.
The most famous and important personalities of the world pose in front of him: Pablo Picasso, Georgia O’Keefe, Ernest Hemingway, Jean Cocteau, Christian Dior, Man Ray, Edward Steichen, Joan Baez, Alberto Giacometti, Nikita Khrushchev and Andy Warhol are only few names.

The interest for his black and white pictures is still growing and the retrospectives dedicated to this great portraitist are numerous: from the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, to the Art Institute in Chicago, to the Los Angeles Public Library.
