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HERMAN LEONARD
Jazz photographs 1946 – 1960
Jazz has always had its poets, its historians, its technicians. Now it has a photographer too: an objective witness who translates into images what the clear, strict eye of the camera frames: his name is Herman Leonard.

There could be no better symbol of the fleeting precariousness of jazz than the cigarette smoke in one of his photographs. Spiralling, floating suspended and snaking around the figures to create shadows of oriental delicacy, smoke is the perfect support for the beauty and sometimes the tragic faces at the centre of his night scenes. 

Not all jazz lovers are familiar with him, but Leonard and his images were an indispensable intermediary with those who “do jazz”, through the vision of the musicians, their expressions, the tension on their faces, their agitated gestures.

Time spent in the jazz clubs on 52nd street is translated into sonorous shots that combine Leonard’s two youthful passions: music and photography.

The exhibition proposes a selection of his works and approaches pure art in the beauty of the images and the emotion and feeling they give off. 

Leonard is a friend of the musicians and soloists he portrays; he goes to their concerts, into their dressing rooms, to the clubs where they play; he photographs them with a Speed Graphic, using a 4X5 film treated with mercury vapours to increase its sensitivity.

By using two flashes, one on the ceiling and one on the camera, he completes the whole and creates his characteristic images in which the musician’s silhouette stands out in the dark. 

The effect is striking: cuts, glimpses, photographed from above and below, details – hands, smoke, brass – and light, or rather, the beam of light that reveals their profiles, makes their outlines stand out, lights up their faces. 

These unprecedented documents vibrate with the mood of the musicians and their philosophy, their thoughts and their melancholies. Herman reveals their soul, the spirit of jazz, for us. 

BIOGRAPHY
1923 – Born March 6 in Allentown, Pennsylvania

1938 – Falls in love with jazz when he hears “Flat foot floogie” by Slim Gaillard and Slam Stewart on the radio.

1940 – Takes his first amateur photographs after being introduced to photography by his brother Ira

1941 – At the university dance where Benny Goodman plays with his band, he immortalises trumpeter Ray Wetzel with his Speed Graphic 4X5 and two opposed flashes.

1942 – War forces him to interrupt his studies at university

1945 – Discharged from the army, he goes back to his passion for music and finishes his studies

1947 – Diploma in photography at Ohio University.

Meets photographer Yousuf Karsh in Ottawa and becomes his assistant.

It is an unforgettable experience: his models are Einstein, Eisenhower, Truman, Hollywood stars. Karsh teaches him how to communicate with his subjects and translate their character and personality into images. From him he also learns the great importance of print quality.

1948 – Back in New York he opens a studio of his own in Greenwich Village. He chooses Charles Stewart, later to become a famous jazz photographer, as his assistant.

1956 – Becomes Marlon Brando’s personal photographer while travelling in the east. After the contract is up, he stays in India, fascinated by the orient.

Also in ’56, in Paris he meets Nicole Barclay, who wants him to be the official photographer for her record company. 

Starting in 1960, he works for fashion and current affairs magazines on jobs all over the world.

He is Playboy’s European photographer for several years.

1985 – Publishes the book “The eye of jazz”.

1988 – Exhibits his works in London for the first time. Since then he has had more than 85 exhibitions the world over.

1995 – Publishes the book “Jazz memories”, a personal diary of the start of his career, the ideal continuation of his first book of photographs.

1997 – Lives in New Orleans and works on an important project for an archive about musicians and the history of music at the “Smithsonian Institute” in Washington.

