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Exhibition Review: Alexey Brodovitch: Astonish Me

Alexey Brodovitch: Astonish Me. Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia, PA. March 3–May 19,
2024.

By any measure, the 1950s were a pivotal time in American art. In the wake of World
War II, the center of Western art and intellectualism shifted from Paris to New York
City, resulting in remarkable innovation on American shores. Entirely new forms and
ideas took shape, and in ways that appeared distinctly American. The Abstract Expres-
sionists—coalescing around artists like Willem de Kooning, Helen Frankenthaler, and
Jackson Pollock—deconstructed the traditional structures of painting and found ways to
express life in the newly manifest atomic age. Led by writers like Jack Kerouac and
William Burroughs, the Beats created new ideas for writing that borrowed from collage
and extolled the virtues of a freedom found only by living along the margins of society.

Installation view of Alexey Brodovitch: Astonish Me at The Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia,
2024 ; photograph by Alexander Rotondo.
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This was also the golden era of Black Mountain College, the influential art program
nestled away in western North Carolina. It was 1948 when the famous Black Mountain
College summer program hosted Willem and Elaine de Kooning, Merce Cunningham
and John Cage, Buckminster Fuller, and Josef Albers, all at once. That summer, Elaine
de Kooning was working with Fuller on one his first geodesic domes during the day,
while acting in a Cage-directed performance of Erik Satie’s The Ruse of Medusa by
night (alongside David Tudor and Robert Rauschenberg). This launched her back into
New York in the 1950s, a time in which she was a leading voice of Abstract Expres-
sionism—or, as Ninth Street Women author Mary Gabriel calls the generation of
postwar painters who changed the field,1 “the New York School”—as a painter, curator,
and influential critic.

It was in the 1950s, too, that a new movement in photography really took hold, what
curator and historian Jane Livingston also called “the New York School” in her 1992

study of street photography, The New York School: Photographs 1936–1963 . As she
defines it, the New York School was a group of photographers—including Richard
Avedon, Diane Arbus, Saul Leiter, Robert Frank, and Lisette Model—who worked in
fashion, but also developed innovative projects on the side that demonstrated influences
of Film Noir, Abstract Expressionism, and French Existentialism. These photographers
explored an experimental approach to black-and-white imagery that was edgy and spon-
taneous, just like the Beats or Pollock, but at times with a dark, grainy appearance that
felt more like The Naked City or Scarlet Street. They were also equally influenced by
social documentary photography, specifically the Works Progress Administration photo-
graphers and Lewis Hine. The whole thing took shape, Livingston points out, around
a charismatic but grumpy and demanding art director named Alexey Brodovitch. In the
incredible percolator of New York in the 1950s, Brodovitch helped usher in a new
approach to modernist photography, one at odds with the Chicago Bauhaus and Group
f/64 , while still just as essential in creating American modernism.

Brodovitch came to the United States via Paris, spending three years in Philadelphia
before going to New York and taking over as art director at Harper’s Bazaar in 1934 .
When he arrived in the US, he was versed in the remarkable design traditions that
emerged during the Russian Revolution, and in Paris experienced the incredible avant-
garde work that developed between the World Wars. Brodovitch came to Philadelphia
on invitation, to teach advertising at the Pennsylvania Museum School of Industrial Arts
(today called the University of the Arts2), where he brought new approaches to teaching
and design (Irving Penn was one of his students during this period). Brodovitch moved to
New York City a few years after arriving in Philadelphia and was soon known equally for
his work at Harper’s Bazaar and for his after-hours seminars and discussions, sessions he
called the Design Laboratory. With his work in fashion and graphic design, Brodovitch

1 . Mary Gabriel, Ninth Street Women: Lee Krasner, Elaine de Kooning, Grace Hartigan, Joan Mitchell, and
Helen Frankenthaler: Five Painters and the Movement That Changed Modern Art (New York: Little, Brown and
Company, 2017).

2 . The University of the Arts closed in June 2024 .
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provided financial support for many of the artists in Livingston’s New York School, and
with the Design Laboratory as his informal classroom, he encouraged photographers to
explore the medium outside the pages of fashion and to push it toward a less polished
expression. Brodovitch had a unique vision for photography and understood it as an
essential resource for better understanding New York City in the wake of World War II.

Anyone with a background in the history of photography is aware of Alexey Brodovitch,
but nevertheless I was delighted by how much more I came to understand and appreciate
his accomplishments after seeing the exhibition organized by curator Katy Wan for the
Barnes Foundation, Alexey Brodovitch: Astonish Me (which is accompanied by a catalog,
edited by Wan and published by Yale University Press). As a photographer, my first
exposure to Brodovitch was through Livingston’s 1992 book The New York School: Photo-
graphs 1936–1963 , but like many in the field I soon came to recognize him more for Ballet,
the 1945 publication of pictures he made behind the scenes of the Ballets Russes.

Brodovitch’s Ballet is one of the most significant contributions to the history of
photobooks, often compared to groundbreaking titles like Life is Good and Good for You
in New York (1956) by William Klein, and Frank’s The Americans (1958).3 Despite its
notoriety, not many have seen it. Brodovitch printed just a few hundred copies and gave

Tricorne (1935) by Alexey Brodovitch; Philadelphia Museum of Art; from the Collection of
Dorothy Norman, 1968 ; courtesy Philadelphia Museum of Art.

3 . The book is featured in both Gerry Badger and Martin Parr, The Photobook: A History (2004) and Andrew
Roth, The Book of 101 Books: Seminal Photographic Books of the Twentieth Century (2001).
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them away to friends and colleagues.4 His pictures of the Ballets Russes are quite curious,
embracing a deep, soft romanticism akin to Pictorialism, but still indicative of post-
World War modernism, pioneering new approaches to motion, grain, and light.5

Ballet features prominently in Alexey Brodovitch: Astonish Me. The exhibition, spread
out over five galleries, devoted one solely to his original silver gelatin prints from the series,
displayed alongside a coveted copy of the original book. The catalog offers a similar, close
look at these pictures and includes an accompanying essay by David Campany, the remark-
able historian of photobooks and postwar modernism (and a writer I’ve seen reference
Ballet frequently). I am lucky to say that I have seen an original printing of the book, but
prior to the exhibition, I’d never seen the original prints—thus it was a real treat, especially
for those of us who appreciate the clumsy charms of darkroom photography.

More than these original photographs, Wan was adamant in representing a variety of
original printed work, presenting the argument that Brodovitch was specifically a designer
of print media. This must have been no easy feat given that most of his personal archives
were destroyed in house fires. Astonish Me nevertheless represents some of Brodovitch’s
earliest work, including his logo design for Martini and Rossi (still used today) and some
lovely woodblock prints used to illustrate Franz Toussaint’s La Sultane de L’amour
(1927) and Le Ramayana (1927), as well as Jean Lorrain’s Monsieur de Bougrelon
(1928). Those familiar with Vince Aletti’s recent book The Drawer (2022) won’t be
surprised to learn that the influential writer and critic is a remarkable collector, and
apparently kept many issues of Harper’s Bazaar and Junior Bazaar, magazines produced
under Brodovitch. Aletti lent many such original printings to Astonish Me, and provided
one of the catalog essays, a remembrance titled “Why Brodovitch Matters.”

Most interesting for me about Astonish Me was learning that in the early 1950s
Brodovitch helped steer another magazine, Portfolio, which was intended to showcase
the work of important designers and artists. He had a keen, uncompromising vision for
this publication and refused to include advertisements—a wonderful idea with no real
economic viability, so the magazine only ran for three issues. Portfolio did provide
important publications by artists like Eve Arnold and Hans Namuth, printing the latter’s
brilliant and iconic photographs of Jackson Pollock. Also new to me was Brodovitch’s
work with Andre Kertesz: he was the designer for the photographer’s seminal 1945

publication, Day of Paris.
Astonish Me did not shy away from emphasizing Brodovitch’s importance as

a teacher—photographs, wall texts, and magazine covers featuring Penn, Arbus, and
Avedon were all on display and offered the highest praise for their teacher and mentor.
Penn wrote, “All designers, all photographers, all art directors whether they know it or
not, are students of Alexey Brodovitch.” Avedon is featured prominently throughout
Astonish Me, including with his first professional photographs, commissioned by

4 . For more on Ballet, see Curt Lund’s article “Dancing in the Darkroom: Alexey Brodovitch’s Experimental
Curriculum and a Re-Reading of Ballet” in Afterimage 48 , no. 4 (December 2021).

5 . There is a reprint of Ballet, number eleven in the Errata Editions’ Books on Books series, but even this fetches
a good price.
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Brodovitch for Junior Bazaar. Avedon also offered some insight into his mentor, noting
that Brodovitch was extremely demanding and difficult, but also stressing these were
precisely the attributes that made him a remarkable designer, teacher, and mentor: he not
only expected the best, he demanded it.

***

Harper’s Bazaar cover by A.M. Cassandre (September 15 , 1939); collection of Vince Aletti;
Harper’s Bazaar, Hearst Magazine Media, Inc. Harper’s Bazaar, Hearst Magazine Media, Inc./
© 2024 Approval A.M. Cassandre/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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In the 1950s, the US emerged as the new global power, the real victors of World War II.
It was an era that ushered in previously unknown progress and wealth. But it was also the
time of McCarthyism and Aldous Huxley, Los Alamos and Elvis Presley. New York City
proved the perfect incubator for translating all of this into art. With creative thinkers like
Cage, Joan Mitchell, Frank, and Alexey Brodovitch stirring the conversations, New York
was the new Paris. Around every street corner, remarkable artists pushed their mediums
into entirely unexpected new forms. I like to call it all “the New York School,” and love
knowing that a Russian designer with a visionary understanding of fashion helped
develop a profound new vision for photography and visual culture. n

BRIAN ARNOLD is an independent photographer, writer, and translator based in Ithaca, NY.
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