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Exhibition «Gisèle Freund. The World and my Camera» 
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A great manipulator 

Gisèle Freund is the creator of some of the most iconic portraits of twentieth-century culture. Her 

photographs are probably better known than she is. We owe to Gisèle Freund the images of eminent 

figures such as Joyce, Benjamin, Malraux and Diego Rivera which many of us have etched in our 

memories. She was a photographer who has frozen for eternity the faces of some of the classic figures 

of contemporary culture. They will forever remain as Gisèle Freund saw them and captured them. And 

just as she would have wanted, they are engraved in our memories. It is an artist’s privilege to decide 

the fate of the image of others. Freund did so with absolute conviction and with all the consequences 

this entailed: she created a frame for each face and, with it, the connotations which completed the 

definition of the character portrayed. To some extent, she could be considered as a great manipulator of 

contemporary culture who wanted to, and was able to decide which image would immortalise each 

character in history. 

A number of women photographers of the time shared a common trait: the fact that their work 

and their biography intermingled to create a single narrative. We were able to see this at the CCCB with 

the exhibition on Margaret Michaelis. Their camera and their world are, to a certain extent, one and the 

same thing. Because, in some way, Freund, the photographer as essayist, photographs herself in each of 

her works, because she is the sum of all their parts. She was a German Jew—who like so many other 

artists had to flee her country when Nazism attempted to tarnish German culture forever—who 

travelled halfway round the world and, wherever she was, was able to crystallise an era, a moment of 

culture and a spirit. From the anti-Nazi demonstrations in pre-War Frankfurt to her exile in Latin 

America, Gisèle Freund always transcended the anecdotal in order to turn her photographs into 

portraits: of a person, of an era, of a city. The portrait—in the fullest sense of the word—was the genre 

in which Gisèle Freund proved to be exceptional, while manipulating others and manipulating herself. 

Isn’t this, perhaps, the function of the artist? 

 

 
 


