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INTRODUCTION


ROBERT FRANK’S FAVORITE IMAGE from his most famous work, the photo book The Americans, is a photograph titled San Francisco from 1956. It’s like a punch in the nose. He was shooting in a park above San Francisco and was sneaking up on an African American couple enjoying the view, and their privacy, when a stranger approaches from behind.


The thing is that Frank wasn’t surprised they turned around; you can pretty much assume he was hoping—even counting—on them turning around. Confrontations got his juices flowing. So maybe he made some noise, maybe not, but when they turned around, the African American man crouched down in a protective stance, eyes flashing hostility, the woman’s face warily asking What are you doing?, Frank was prepared to pounce. This white guy has entered their space and is taking something they were not offering. A moment of submerged feeling dragged into the daylight.


As the contact sheet shows, Frank very quickly made a gesture of photographing whatever was next to them, pretending he wasn’t really taking their picture. Then he walked away, and nobody got punched.1


Frank has always said that he liked this photograph because of the candor on the couple’s faces and the intensity of their unguarded reaction to a stranger’s approach. He liked it because it is honest, and it is honest because it reveals human feeling, and anger was a feeling that explained the country in which he was traveling in 1956 about as well as any single emotion could. On both sides quiet reflection had become impossible.


Like that couple on the overlook, Robert Frank has pretty much always wished to go unobserved. There is little he appreciates less than people taking his picture, putting a microphone in his face, asking him questions. When approached, he has responded in a manner similar to the couple in his San Francisco photograph—or worse.


It’s a fall day in 2015, and I am running down a long row of stairs while a crowd is walking up. A documentary of Frank’s life had just premiered at the New York Film Festival in Lincoln Center, and the subject was making a rare public appearance. At the end of the movie Frank stood and waved to the sold-out room, and everybody else stood too, clapping for the man whose work they loved and whose life they knew more about than they had ninety minutes before. The documentary’s maker answered a few questions, then everyone headed out.


I was sitting in a back row, the farthest corner from Frank and his wife, June Leaf. I had been working on this book for several years, and he had not responded to various appeals to meet. Neither letters nor the interventions of friends over the previous years had stirred his interest—or disinterest. What he extended was a shrug, a neutral acknowledgment that declared any exchange was beyond reach. I came to New York in hopes of at least looking him in the eye and telling him what I was about.


The room lights went on, and I had to move quickly because he was heading toward a side door that had just opened at the far corner. I raced toward him. A man was coming up the stairs, leaning on a cane, and suddenly I could see tomorrow’s headlines about the legendary filmmaker Jonas Mekas being trampled at Lincoln Center. I stopped running and walked down to where Frank was a moment before—just in time to see him, Leaf, and several others enter an elevator and disappear behind the closing door.


By the time I made it upstairs they were gone.


Some people’s art initiates a conversation with other art; Robert Frank’s work has been engaged in a dialogue with his first important subject—America—for over fifty years. It eventually became the most influential American photo book and a signal American art work of the last hundred years. The Americans has inspired plenty of people beyond the art world as well, far more than museum art usually does. Plenty of artists have described how his work impacted their own, but maybe more telling is that Frank’s work has been so inspiring as to lead some—including Chris Marker and Ed Ruscha—to abandon a career in photography.2 Others return to The Americans again and again. “I was twenty-four when I first saw the book,” Bruce Springsteen told an interviewer in 1995. “I think a friend had given me a copy—and the tone of the pictures, how he gave us a look at different kinds of people, got to me in some way. I’ve always wished I could write songs the way he takes pictures. I think I’ve got half a dozen copies of that book stashed around the house.”3


On the verge of abandoning his own photographic career, Frank made his first film, Pull My Daisy, with Alfred Leslie in 1959, embodying a countercultural sensibility long before anybody understood what counterculture was. Pull My Daisy was a key film that helped launch a new American independent cinema, and by the time it had, Frank had turned to other styles of filmmaking. He was on his way to becoming, in the words of New York Times critic Manohla Dargis, “One of the most important and influential American independent filmmakers of the last half-century.”4


He has influenced MTV videos and generations of photographers who weren’t even born when The Americans was published. And he has, more distantly, helped launch generations of Americans who have set out from home to see their country for themselves. There’s not another living American artist who has inspired so many different kinds of people—writers, political activists, musicians, sleepers on the beach—to do what they believe in. His example shows where following your own path can lead, how honest you need to be, and the cost it will inevitably exact. He’s a pill and selfish and sometimes incredibly sad and one of the freest individuals I can think of. He does not give a fuck about protocol and proprieties, and he has lived long enough to show that he has been right more often than he was wrong. As his friend Miles Forst once said, “There is no peace in him.”5


FRANK PUSHES PEOPLE HARD, testing their loyalty and weakness. In the middle of the National Gallery’s assemblage of a major exhibition on Frank’s career, its curators sent him a catalog showing everything they wanted to use. He cut out all but two or three images from The Americans and then sent it back. He didn’t want that work included, curator Sarah Greenough told a Washington audience, “because he was bored with it.”6 The stubbornness was no fluke. In the middle of editing a book-length overview of Frank’s film and video work, that project’s coeditor was told Frank wouldn’t give her an interview, wouldn’t come to her retrospective of his work, and didn’t have copies of his work to share with her. Then he retracted permission to show his films in the retrospective and ordered her not to publish any of his photographs or film stills in the book. This was tough love—or just tough.7 Such actions, the editor decided, “wiped away his fear of repeating himself and guaranteed uniqueness.… Without realizing it at first, we would be actors under Robert Frank’s direction.” It is through such difficulties, by the things that keep you from taking the established route and force one to improvise, that something new comes into being. That has been his experience, and he offers this understanding to others when he can. Make plans with him at your peril. Events change on the ground.


Early in 2016 a New York University art gallery presented a career overview, and it was announced that the ninety-one-year-old himself would attend the opening and take questions from an audience. It seemed like another chance to make my case. So I went, and after a short question-and-answer session a side door in the room opened onto Mercer Street. He walked past a cloud of photographers and video cameras and headed into Greenwich Village. Frank was walking down the block by himself, cane in hand, motoring along.


I introduced myself, and he smiled. “I’m writing a book about you,” I said.


“You are writing a book?” he said in his Swiss-German accent. He looked amused. “Good luck!”


I explained I was pretty far along, that I had been to Zurich and seen the building he grew up in, the schools he’d attended.


“Say hello to the mountains!” he said heartily.


We talked a little, the smile stayed on his face, and his step picked up as he headed for the van at the end of the block that would drive him back to his building on Bleecker Street. Friends of his have said he sometimes gets confused, and his body is wearing out. But Frank was charging down the street now, his shoulders powerful, his thoughts all in order. He arrived at the van, and I shook his hand.


“You caught him on a good day,” Frank’s friend Jim Jarmusch would say later.


AT A PARTY around this time a few bros in their twenties listen as I ramble on about Frank, how he has altered the direction of his life in order to not repeat himself, how much that’s cost him. I describe his mistrust of money and explain that he has wriggled out of every definition people like myself have laid on him. The word integrity was used two or three times. And when I catch my breath, one of my friends, with a confused look on his face, earnestly says, “Wow. You know, people my age don’t understand that at all. There’s nothing about those kinds of values that makes sense to us.” Perhaps I flashed the indignation of an aging baby boomer who can’t believe the convictions his era honored are anything but eternal. And yet I don’t believe that Frank or his ideals are an anathema to this time, and if that were true, I still could not accept it, and one other reason for writing this book is the possibility of sharing his story, his values, and, most of all his work with people to whom they are unfamiliar.


A photographer friend of Frank’s, who didn’t want her name used and risk falling out of his affection, says, “I come out of this community of people who just really worship him. Worship isn’t strong enough of a word. And it’s all about the pictures. Because nobody knows Robert.” People have had little information, which is how he likes it. And the information they do have is sometimes wrong, contradictory, and gleefully made up by an artist who would be happy if the story got out wrong. “Look,” says Frank’s buddy, journalist Charlie LeDuff, “people don’t fucking know the guy. They just think they know the guy.”8


What they have known, for the last fifty-plus years, is the myth of Robert Frank. It can be broken down into pieces.


Part of it is that Frank turned his back on success and found a harder way forward, taking a spider web of backroads to get as far away from a sure thing, the certain life, as he could get. He has disliked the smell of success and fought its material rewards. “If you looked into Lee Friedlander’s home in Upstate New York, you’d probably see assistants and neatly stacked prints and a dark room. It’s a business,” says the photographer friend. “You look at Robert’s home, and there’s piles of photos and cans of film stacked all around with potted plants on top, no couch. He fucking hates capitalism.”


In the piles and canisters and drawers, presumably, are clues to a lifetime’s worth of art. Evidence relating to the photographs that came after The Americans: an indelible series shot from New York City buses. And then the secretive years of the seventies, eighties, and nineties, when he remade his photography into something damaged, personal. Clues as well to the filmmaker: Frank has produced a string of unique and meandering films and videos that chase down truth and time and what it means to be an artist in the late twentieth century. And then Cocksucker Blues, the legendary, essentially unseen feature he made on tour with the Rolling Stones in 1972. The film itself was a masterful head-into-the-void essay on celebrity and isolation and the color blue. The fate of the film, criticized and forbidden, introduced Frank to a new audience, as someone unwilling to disfigure a work just to gain viewers.


But the legend is built, of course, on the foundation of The Americans. The photo book, which was published in Paris in 1958 and in the United States in 1959, is the Marcellus Shale of Frank’s reputation: bedrock both enormous and hard to see, singular and underground. The straight trail forward from there looked impossible to Frank. And so he found other ways to be, discovered an impulse to stay creative, work in the dark, remain alive. “The irony is that more than anybody ever, he is branded with the curse of the early work,” says photographer Ralph Gibson. “You’re nobody with it, and nobody without it. He will always be compared to The Americans.”9


It was “his failed book,” the photographer Danny Lyon gushes, that made the legend. “He had integrity, and that is what was totally lacking in the world of photography. Robert, who was rejected by the Magnum Agency, he said, because he had egg on his shirt—he had integrity. He sucked it up, he lived in poverty, and he didn’t do commercial jobs. He was a beacon on the hill of what you could do in America. Who cared if you failed?”10 An artist in America, calling into question what being a winner meant in this place. Who gets to define what a life is worth? He had an answer.


One final aspect of the myth: the person created by the work. It has been said that he stopped doing interviews, pulled back from public scrutiny, and went into hiding after The Americans began to get attention. Frank wants his work to speak for him, and it does—with shrieks and muffled voices. And as much as he has lowered his own voice, his iconic image as an unplugged oracle has grown. “I think it’s easier to talk to Bob Dylan today than to Robert Frank,” says the photographer John Cohen. “Isn’t that strange?”11


TODAY A CULT OF FANS who personally know him envelope Frank in a way that is rare for an art world figure. They get emotional about the man: “He is my friend, my teacher, my roshi,” one follower explained (he didn’t want to run the risk of offending Frank by using his name). And then there is a professional contingent, a protectorate of dealers, academics, museum figures, and others who have benefited from managing his image and following Frank’s personal wishes.


These folks’ devotion has been instructive and inspiring to me as I have conducted interviews and research, even as much as their protectiveness has been a challenge. Robert Frank and his wife, June Leaf, have not expressed interest in being involved with this project. Nor have they stood in its path. This is a book written from outside Frank’s orbit by someone who thinks his story speaks to others outside that circle. I have thought more than once of a passage in a letter he wrote to Sarah Greenough, senior curator and head of the department of photographs at the National Gallery of Art. I would quote his words to you if I could, but Frank has declined permission.12 He thinks all the time about the people who want to tell his story, and in the letter he wonders who will succeed. He says that he almost always wonders if it will be somebody he doesn’t know, a stranger outside the vetted and obedient group, who will eventually do the best job of describing him.


“He’s really a very pure, beautiful person, and he is not about planning,” the filmmaker Jonas Mekas explains. “There are no machinations. He is not trying to make himself bigger or more important. He’s just there, himself, doing his work.”13 His longtime film editor Laura Israel told me how she and Frank were heading out on a field trip once when she asked him to wait—she needed to grab a map. He had other ideas. “Don’t bring a map,” he said. “We’re gonna get lost. That’s part of the plan.”14 That was part of my plan too, working from one interview, one image to the next. I set out in random order, working from the outside in, from sources most distant to ones closer. At times the work led me to a person who knew him, say, in the 1950s, and they would mention a photographer of today I should speak to. A man in Zurich would mention a contemporary exhibition exploring the work of Frank and the Swiss writer Robert Walser in tandem, and suddenly a profound connection was exposed. Maps have limits.


Frank has made the most of his time. He has laid in the cut, hidden among the abstract expressionists, the street photographers, the Beat generation, the founders of American independent cinema, the Rolling Stones. In his own work, as in his life, he has been a master of the all-seeing hang. In one of the great images from The Americans he photographs cowboys at a rugged bar in Gallup, New Mexico. The view is from an exceedingly low angle—almost the floor. It’s pretty clear he was holding the camera beneath his table to photograph without notice. “Robert has a great expression: he says, ‘I’m like a crow. I visit the piles of garbage, and I pull out the best pieces!’” says the photographer Jerry de Wilde, who knew him in the 1960s and 1970s. “He’s the master of being unobtrusive. He can be there and nobody knows he’s there. He allows what’s happening to happen, and as a result he’s a witness to everything.”15


This book is the story of the crow, the witness, the pile of stones, the man in the window. In his early nineties at the time of this writing, Frank is still getting around the Village and still traveling outside it too. Associates say that he is prone to long silences, that he picks his moment to engage, and that when he wants to be he is very much present. “He’s gotten a lot nicer,” his close friend Peter Kasovitz, the owner of K&M Camera in New York, says. “These days his thoughts are on tranquility, serenity.”16


A few days after I talked to Frank on the street I entered a coffeehouse in New York’s East Village. It was the middle of the afternoon, and as I sat down to write, who should be by the window but Frank and Leaf, sitting at a small café table.


I looked up, and he met my gaze. And then, he did what he did in San Francisco half a century before and many times since: he turned his head quickly and acted like he was looking at something else.


I couldn’t tell if he held a camera under the table.














CHAPTER ONE


“BRUSH”


THERE IS A SHOP in Zurich’s medieval Old Town with a precisely calibrated display of oddity. From a distance it looks unassuming. The incline is steep leading to the door, and the roads bend like rockers; two blocks away is the Cabaret Voltaire, a bar where a century ago the art movement known as Dada began. In the small storefront a bit of its spirit lives on.


The place is long famous in Zurich for its poetic arrangements of stuff, lovingly tended by the owner. Inside is a stylish, handmade wooden armoire, its door open to reveal a brassiere dangling daintily; an antique bar cart with a stack of plates on it, each one emblazoned with the face of an old-school Hassidic scholar; an old typewriter: and a mask that looks like Heidi, the Swiss Alpine orphan, having a bad hair day. The shop is owned by an elderly woodworker and paradox lover named Massimo Biondi.


Robert Frank was born and grew up in Zurich, and Biondi is one of his oldest friends in town. On a cold December afternoon Biondi is at a worktable in a back room, leaning over a restoration project. The overpowering smell of glue fills the air, enough to make a visitor dizzy. We talk a bit about the city. Having built and sold things in Zurich for decades, Biondi offers his thoughts on the place that is his home. “What do I like about Zurich?” he repeats. “Here I am very free. There is no violence, and the tax is not too high. It is efficient. When you go to the hospital it is—” and here he makes a sound that could be the universal signal for lickety-split. “If you want a train—” a different lickety-split noise. “And if you need a bus—” again. “Here everything is clean and efficient. It is a very good kind of life,” he says, brushing his hands on his apron.1


Biondi is a craftsman who found his place within the comfort and security of the Swiss way. Robert Frank was different. The question Frank has been asked most often over the years is: Why did you leave photography behind? It’s an inquiry likely to trigger a sharp rebuke. The second-most asked question, Why did you leave Switzerland?, gets a different answer. He had to, he eagerly explains to audiences. That safety, orderliness, the rigid hewing to business and decorum, the methodical predictability, the neatness of the sidewalks, and the knowledge that your block was watched—all are familiar to those who live there. Those qualities, Frank would explain later, sucked the air out of him. Robert Frank has been back to Switzerland many times over the years since he moved away, and perhaps every one of those times he has answered the question on home ground by saying that he had to leave if he was to become an artist. Really, he indicates, if he was to breathe.


When he comes back to Zurich now Frank is a creature of small habits. He still rides the tram running through the Enge District he grew up in. He still buys a sausage from a guy near the main train station, the best in town, he declares. Though he has escaped it, Frank acknowledges he is a product of what he’s called “the Swiss mentality.” Growing up in Zurich and living in Switzerland until he was twenty-two, Frank was raised in a household that thrived on the illusion of order. His street offered a privileged view of Swiss order, visible from multiple angles.


The street called Schulhausstrasse starts a few blocks from the western shore of Lake Zurich, at the intersection of Lavaterstrasse, named for the Lavater School, a local landmark built in 1897 and the elementary school Frank attended. The closer one lived to the lake, the more formidable were the buildings and the families. Schulhausstrasse runs up and down several hills before ending at the Sihl River. Going up the first hill, with a premium view of the mountain on the other side of Lake Zurich, were the fanciest homes, three and four stories. Going up the next, one sees well-to-do houses and Schule Gabler, Frank’s secondary school. Frank grew up in a substantial four-story building at the Sihl end, the more frugal point of a prosperous street in one of the main Jewish neighborhoods of Zurich. Where the Franks lived, as Schulhausstrasse sloped down to the local business district, was an easy walk to the Enge train station and neighborhood shops.2


Robert Louis Frank was born on November 9, 1924. A photograph taken by his father shows a toddler with coarse, wild drifts of curly hair, surrounded by toys, one arm reaching out of the picture.3 Growing up in that house and in the surrounding neighborhood of Enge made possible a secure and comfortable existence. There were plenty of toys and books for Robert and his brother, Manfred, who was two years older. Robert particularly enjoyed German translations of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan series as well as the westerns of Karl May. The Franks had a maid; took family excursions to the mountains, France, and Italy; and Dad liked big American cars. Hermann, their father, was an amateur photographer with a stereo camera and a Leica in the house. He painted and collected art, including landscapes, drawings, and portrait miniatures painted on ivory.4


Hermann came from a Jewish family in Frankfurt-am-Main, Germany, where he had worked as an interior designer. He fought in World War I and had taken a bullet in the leg. The injury caused him troubles, but not enough to impair the walking he liked to do.5 After the war Hermann traveled to Switzerland, and in Basel he met Regina Zucker, the daughter of a wealthy Russian immigrant who owned a bicycle factory. “He was a very smart guy but my father didn’t get along with him,” said Robert. “He didn’t talk much and he was different.”6


They moved to Zurich, where Hermann started a business importing Swedish Luxor radios and record players and selling them from a shop in the Enge. “He also designed horrible furniture—it was all over Zurich-Enge,” Robert said.7


After he closed his shop and came home at 6 p.m. Hermann would write letters, dictating correspondence addressed to various newspaper editors through an assistant—and god forbid the secretary made a punctuation mistake, for Hermann did not hold back his anger. After that the house had better be silent—no news, no noise. Time to smoke a cigar. And then, if he could, he would get out of the house and see what was going on in town.


“My father also slept, every day on the couch. He would smoke a cigar and then he would fall asleep,” remembered Frank. “Then he went to a café. In a way, he was a bon vivant but he had a business. All the conversation at the dinner table was about money.”8 Beyond the dinner table, however, Hermann was a charmer, a very good conversationalist who “could tell jokes like nobody else,” says Claude Brunschwig, a cousin who grew up in Zurich with Robert Frank. Hermann had affairs, an open secret in the household. “He wanted to have a good life, but I think he paid too much,”9 said Robert. The children were left with a feeling that Hermann was not particularly interested in them.


Regina’s eyesight was failing when Robert was young, and by the time she was fifty she was blind. “My mother was a sad woman. She had a hard life but she was a brave woman,” he has said. Like Hermann, Rosa had artistic skills and drew well. According to cousin Claude, Hermann left her at home when he went out on the town, but the onset of Regina’s blindness softened him. “Her husband, who was usually not so nice—he went with other women and so on and so forth—when she went blind he was so nice to her, explaining the whole picture to her, describing what was before her. He was unbelievable.”10


Regina had a temper she sometimes turned on others in the house. Robert has somewhat angrily described his mother as an “invalid” and an “unhappy woman” who, after she lost her eyesight, “became afraid of everything.” He likes to say Regina raised him to be “a good Swiss boy,” by which he means “Mama tried.”


FRANK SPEAKS REGULARLY— if not expansively—regarding his mixed feelings for Swiss culture. He is comfortable framing a subject when it is one he can define himself against. But he has spoken far less, and almost not at all to outsiders, about the first community to shape him, the Jewish world of the Enge. The formation of this Zurich neighborhood itself is a Swiss story of diplomacy and paperwork. Jews did not have the freedom of movement accorded other Swiss citizens, and thus an act of self-definition, a group move to a new area, began as an administrative act. Around 1862 several hundred Jewish citizens from the Swiss towns of Endingen and Lengnau received permission from the canton of Zurich to move into the district. Some of them formed Israelitische Cultusgemeinde Zürich (ICZ, Jewish Community Zurich) in 1880, and today the ICZ is an important community center and archive for Swiss Jewry. The word enge in German refers to a “narrowness” or a “strait,” and Zurich’s Enge District was named after a group of medieval houses set on a hillside facing Lake Zurich that were clustered together on a strip of land. From that narrowness a prominent German-Jewish community outside of Zurich proper flourished. A familiar local joke plays off a paraphrase of an Old Testament line, “Und Gott trieb die Juden in die Enge,” which translates as “And God drove the Jews into a corner.” In Switzerland he drove them into Enge.


In the first decades of the twentieth century, as the city absorbed the Enge, the district grew from a detached suburb to an island in the city. And its people mastered a relationship that grew from acknowledgment to, perhaps, acceptance. The nature of that progression within Swiss society is suggested in Rose Choron’s poem “Swiss Transit”:




Ice-capped in the beginning, like their mountains,


The Swiss warmed up to us


After we paid our bills and kept to ourselves.11





“The Jewish community is small in Zurich,” says Brunschwig, “and the families were tight at that time.” As the quarter flourished in the early twentieth century certain tensions came into the open. Switzerland experienced an influx of Russian and Eastern European Jews, and at the same time that the country at large was expressing mistrust of the newcomers, longtime Jewish citizens saw their hard-earned community status endangered. The Russian and Eastern European newcomers were seen as blatant strivers and countryfolk, living next to folks who’d spent years fitting in. Tensions increased during and after World War I. “If you were coming to the quarter as a Jew from Germany, it was no problem,” explains Charles Lewinsky, a Zurich-born screenwriter and novelist. “We’re talking mostly about the Jewish community, no problem there. If you were from the East, however, nobody was too happy to have you.” The citizens of Enge “were Swiss Jews who had enjoyed their emancipation act for a very long time and were blending in. Suddenly these strange characters talking strange dialects arrive, and Swiss Jews didn’t really like them.”12 Who belonged—to the neighborhood, to the nation—was a delicate matter and not clear from within. At the same time, in the 1930s, a system of judgments regarding who belonged where was coming down from high up, and the situation became far more complicated.13


Hermann Frank was one resident who could feel a measure of contempt for the arrivals. He made a show of enjoying his urbane life, and in his enjoyment defined himself as anything but a striver—an arriver was he. His contempt in other ways was no secret in the house either. Hermann spoke English and French fluently, but he had made a personal decision that defined him in the community: he refused to speak Swiss German. German was one of the three official Swiss languages and was taught in school. When you wrote, you used the German of Kleist and Schiller. But when you spoke, you employed a regional version with its own grammar, distinct pronunciations, and words that distinguished it from German. Swiss German was almost another language (and then there was Züridüütsch, the Swiss German dialect spoken on Zurich’s streets). Hermann Frank was a proud German who could recite long passages of Goethe from memory, and what the Swiss spoke was to him the tongue of the rabble, unserious, and low class.


His children, meanwhile, took avidly to Swiss German, as had his Swiss wife. In the cafés and in his radio shop the language poured forth. Hermann was unbending. “My father… considered it an inhuman language,” Robert said. “I was very embarrassed at my father; he couldn’t speak the way we did. He said he didn’t want to listen to us speak like this, that we were primitive almost, to speak that language. And they made fun of him, because he couldn’t learn it. And I thought a lot about that.”14


It marked him as an outsider. A successful, educated German, perhaps he resented the terms of assimilation, the insistence that he trade down for a tongue even his son has called “very primitive”—though that primitivism was probably what appealed to the son. Hermann was no joiner and in no mood to plead his case to customers. If he felt an impact of this decision into the mid-1930s, he masked it behind the stubborn belief in his rightness, which his family knew all too well. The refusal to learn Swiss German also implied a judgment of his children: they were inferior, not sufficiently high minded. Worse, they had rejected their inheritance—Hölderlin! Kant!—with a slack-minded acceptance of present realities. You can assume he did not hold back on his opinions in the house: “There are hints from Robert that his father ran the type of rigid, authoritarian household not uncommon to that generation,” William S. Johnson described. “Robert was a sensitive child.”15 The sons had embraced their Switzerland and, thus, failed a test. No wonder, as Robert said, he thought a lot about it.


He would have thought about it into the mid-1930s and noticed when people made fun of his father. He would have thought about it into the early 1940s, when to insist on speaking strict German would have marked you as a German, which was one complexity in neutral Switzerland and a further one in Jewish Enge. As time went on, there was only more to think about.


THE SWISS BORDER with Germany was 225 miles long, and Zurich itself was but 15 miles from the border. Hitler had a plan for invading the neutral country, but for various reasons, not all of them clear, he never did. Indisputably the country was valuable to the Nazi regime and not always so neutral in regard to Nazi goals. In the 1930s Switzerland was still mired in an economic depression, while Germany, engaged in a military buildup, became an economic powerhouse. This made things complicated for Switzerland because Germany was the country’s leading trade partner. With its secretive banking system, the nation had become a financial pinion of Europe between the wars, a tax-exempt resting spot for imported capital, a welcome nest for holding companies. By the late 1930s Switzerland was invested in all sides of the European crisis, laundering money, feeding underground economies, and storing gold bars stamped with the swastika. The cooperation of Swiss bankers lowered the risk of attack, though some of what the banks were doing hardly seemed neutral.16


Maintaining a relationship with those on your border was expedient and helpful, and it held out the possibility of preserving Switzerland’s doctrine of neutrality. Impartiality had protected the democratic federation from getting pulled in multiple directions, a very real problem when border partners France, Germany, and Italy were fighting. But that doctrine was fraying badly by the time of the Anschluss, in March 1938, when Germany invaded Austria. Third Reich calls to unite all German-speaking people were getting louder, and German soldiers were shouting provocations across the Swiss border. After the Anschluss a flood of Jewish refugees began pouring into Switzerland from Germany, Austria, and elsewhere in Europe. Their plight put neutrality in the balance because Germany demanded that asylum seekers be turned over and then delivered to the camps.


In a nation juggling German, French, and Italian regions, citizenship had long been a fraught concept; allowing Jewish refugees full rights, it was felt, could wreck the meticulous balance established for the historically decentralized state. Of course, there was another inspiration for Swiss fears of a growing Jewish community—a centuries-old tradition of anti-Semitism. Domestic anti-Semitism was merging at the border with the weaponized version that was spreading across Europe. By the time of World War II offering—or declining—entry, let alone citizenship, to those in flight had the clear impact of siding with the Allies or the Axis powers. What balance was possible?


A word crept into public conversation: Verjüdung, or Judaization. It expressed a national fear that the state was becoming too Jewish. Among a population of about 4 million, there were probably fewer than twenty thousand Swiss Jews, perhaps .5 percent of the population. But Switzerland had a long history of restricting and marginalizing this population, and upheaval across Europe brought old impulses again to the surface.


The journalist and historian Simon Erlanger has observed, “the special, bottom-up character of the Swiss body politic, with its semiautonomous cantons and communities, has enabled medieval stereotypes to survive into modernity.”17 The Helvetic Republic, the first modern attempt at nationhood, was formed in 1798 but collapsed in a few years, partly over the issue of giving Jews citizenship. It would not be until the constitutional reforms of 1866 and 1874 that Swiss Jews were given the right to worship and equality under the law.


In a late-nineteenth-century effort to restrict the immigration of Russian and Eastern European Jews, says Swiss historian Jacques Picard, a moral panic swept the country, a call to ban shechitah, the traditional kosher animal slaughter, on the grounds that it was cruel to animals. In 1919 the Swiss government began putting a Star of David stamp on the documents of Jews applying for naturalization.18 The country had denied James Joyce entry in 1940 purportedly because he was Jewish (as legend has it, authorities confused him with Leopold Bloom).19 In a republic built of tight, semiautonomous cantons that struggled to achieve a national identity, says Erlanger, “The medieval image of the Jew as the religious Other has thus transformed into the image of the Jew as the essential Other against which, for most to the 20th century, Swiss identity was defined.” If the country has wrestled with the concept of who was Swiss, it could, over centuries, at least reach agreement on who was not.


All of which shaped Robert Frank, who grew up balanced between a professed political “inclusiveness” that excluded him and a father’s stubborn protest that made Hermann an outsider at the worst possible moment. Layers of banishment and self-definition lay flat on top of one another, and an alert son watching everything around him received a nuanced education in exile.


By 1939, when the Swiss government either (a) helpfully suggested to Germany that Swiss border guards could stamp a J on passports of all Jewish refugees entering the nation or (b) made the best of a bad situation and complied with Germany’s insistence on the stamp (there is evidence for both; postwar Switzerland destroyed many records that might have been instructive), the nation looked with fear and concern at its Jewish population and wondered what could be done about it. The borders tightened, and Swiss authorities turned away more than twenty thousand Jewish refugees between 1933 and 1945. During this same period twenty- nine thousand Jewish refugees entered and were kept in internment camps. But while it paid for the welfare of other refugees, Switzerland refused to help Jews, instead striking up a private arrangement with domestic and foreign aid groups to provide help.20


“Historically it was not a time for the government to be heroic,” says Lewinsky. “It was better to lick a brown arse than to have bombs in Zurich. If Germany had invaded, they would have been in control in a few days. But Switzerland was useful.”21


Hermann Frank had no burning desire for citizenship, but Germany presented a compelling argument. Hitler had passed the Reich Citizenship Law of November 25, 1941, which stripped Jews living abroad of their German citizenship. It was a tool for taking the property of those who had been forcibly deported, and had the effect of denying many others of citizenship and property rights.22 Suddenly Hermann and his sons were stateless. In December of 1941 Hitler began exterminating European Jewry. In order to maintain his Zurich residence and business, Frank deposited 10,000 Swiss francs as a bond with the Swiss government. He applied for citizenship for himself, Robert, and Manfred on December 24, 1941. In the paperwork he filed with the Fremdenpolizei, the Swiss immigration police, the requirements of the state are spelled out. It must be proved that “the two upright youths were well able to cope with life,” “fully assimilated,” and demonstrably had “absolutely nothing Jewish about them anymore.”23 The immigration police were widely viewed as tasked with keeping as few Jews as possible from becoming Swiss nationals. Frank always assumed that’s why his father was turned down by the Fremdenpolizei; Heinrich Rothmund, the police chief, was the official who authorized the mandatory J on Swiss passports. It didn’t help that, unlike his sons, Hermann was too old for military service. The Fremdenpolizei did not grant Manfred or Robert citizenship until 1945, near the end of the war; it doesn’t seem that Hermann ever gained citizenship. For the duration of World War II the family lived in fear of an attack and also of being ejected from their home by the Swiss government. The family tracked the progress of the German military and the resoluteness of the Swiss Federal Council from the temporal comfort of the Enge.


Hermann put a map of Europe on the dining room wall, moving pushpins around as news of each battle arrived. In May and June of 1941, fearing imminent attack after the invasion of Belgium and Holland, the Franks and the Brunschwigs moved for a period to the mountain village of Château-d’Œx, where they shared a chalet.24 Through 1942 and 1943 Dutch, Belgian, and French Jewry were being deported while a large group of refugees attempted to enter Switzerland.


Families were torn apart. Soon after the invasion of Poland in September 1939 the daughter of one of Hermann’s German siblings was sent to live with the Franks. She got into the country, but her parents were not allowed to enter. This relative of Frank’s was alive in 2015, and though she did not want her name used, she was willing to speak briefly. “I can tell you only one thing: Robert is my cousin, and I came to Zurich in 1939 from Germany. They saved my life, and then my parents were deported from Germany to the concentration camp, and they died there. When I came to Switzerland they said I could stay with them. In a way they saved my life.”


“The war was interesting—the fear that I saw in my parents,” recalled Robert. “If Hitler invaded Switzerland—and there was very little to stop him—that would have been the end of them. It was an unforgettable situation. I watched the grown ups decide what to do—when to change your name, whatever. It’s on the radio every day. You hear that guy [Hitler] talking, threatening, cursing the Jews. It’s forever in your mind, like a smell, the voice of that man, of Goering, of Goebbels—these were evil characters. Of course, you’re impressed. It made me less afraid and better able to cope with difficult situations later because I lived through that fear.”25


There were an infinite number of reasons to worry. Yet in Robert the war also unleashed a desire to take action and define himself against his parents. An adolescent when war broke out, Robert viewed his parents’ dread as weakness and was flush with the feeling that he could do something to engage in the conflict. “I didn’t fear for my life—when you’re 16 you don’t have that kind of fear—but my parents wanted to run away. When I saw my parents’ inability to cope with Germany, their fear forced me to believe I could and should do something on my own because I couldn’t count on them. They were just scared old people.”26


Later, in New York, Frank would tell a friend (who asked to remain anonymous) a story about a family member who did business with Germany when Frank was growing up. “He said, ‘I had an uncle who traded with the Nazis—can you imagine that?’ That’s all he said to me about it, but it was clear to me that as a teenager seeing this, he was absolutely disgusted.”


Robert and his brother, Manfred, did not get along. Regina was physically abusive to her niece and also struck her maid.27 From the outside the Franks formed the portrait of a prosperous and happy bourgeois family. But in the home on Schulhausstrasse fear and resentment circled while Hitler’s voice bellowed from a tube radio.


ANTI-SEMITISM, FRANK TOLD A WRITER for an Israeli magazine, was “an organic part of life in Switzerland” and that he “had to fight if necessary.” During the years of German aggression he took his own steps to symbolically defend home and manage his feelings of powerlessness. He participated in the Knabenschiessen, an annual shooting competition for boys between thirteen and seventeen that dates back to the nineteenth century. Held on the Albisgütli fairgrounds on the edge of the city, the competition was open to boys in the Zurich public school system.


He joined the Swiss scouts while in secondary school; the boys nicknamed him “Brush” for his bushy hair.28 The Swiss Guide and Scout movement was semimilitarized and akin to an ROTC program in which members built chalets in the mountains and went on arduous treks. Frank was also becoming an avid mountain climber, joining the Swiss Alpine Club and making several high climbs, including one above four thousand feet. “Mountain climbing was one of my base experiences. It was the way you travelled, starting at four or five o’clock, early in the morning,” he has said. “You would go slow and every fifteen minutes you would stop… those were the best times I had in Switzerland. That was the best school.”29


According to Guido Magnaguagno, critic, historian, and friend of Frank, to be a shooter and a scout and to have a bond with the Swiss mountains deeply resonated with Frank. “He felt a kind of thrill because he admired Switzerland at that time. Even though he was Jewish and even though they had problems in the family.


“It was a kind of manifestation I would say that you didn’t have to be afraid of Germany but instead be proud. Swiss proud, to resist, with this neutral position, to resist danger.” These acts gave him a way to fight.30


Another way to battle came in 1939, with the opening of an influential national festival. Landesausstellung was the full mouthful for this traditional exposition, but it was just called Landi. Switzerland had been holding these fairs about every twenty years since 1883. They featured displays of livestock, cheese, technology, and regional crafts. Some were better than others, but none matched the ambition or the wow of the Landi ’39.


Organizers knew that with war out in the open, the national exhibition could be retooled to generate much-needed national unity. Switzerland’s self-image was bound up in its identity as a confederation, a proudly bifurcated state that provided its twenty- six cantons with a good deal of autonomy. Its divisions, bridged by public-forum direct democracy, were celebrated as the foundation of its nonaligned independence. But as nationalist tensions rose across Europe, Switzerland suddenly realized she needed to fabricate a new kind of unity, a unity that could defend that independence. And so Switzerland rebranded. Old symbols were brought into the sunlight. The Federal Charter of 1291, the founding document of the Confederacy, would get a museum of its own in 1934. Around this time a trail in the middle of the country, where national hero William Tell was said to have once killed a bullying bailiff, received landmark designation. The timing of these glorifications was no accident.31 The national exhibition would be the most important effort to identify and venerate Swissness.


The 1939 event’s theme was Geistige Landesverteidigung, or “spiritual defense of the nation,” though what it meant was something more like cultural defense—and that was important because in a country with inadequate military defenses and a doctrine of neutrality, a social movement was needed to give hope and solidify resistance. The wish was that by identifying and rallying around an essential Swissness, solidarity and all the defense it could muster would follow. Unlike the ideology of the Third Reich, it was not a racial identity that made one Swiss; the Landi underscored how certain shared experiences and contact with national symbols defined Swiss identity. The exhibition launched a cultural movement that would have influence for years to come, making a big impact on both Switzerland and young Robert Frank.32


The Landi was designed as a symbolic journey, a pilgrimage from the farthest corner of the country to the national core. It signified a righteous wandering and literally offered a footpath that took viewers through a dörfli, an archetypal Swiss village. The path distilled the unifying spirit in images of the central mountain range, the alpine life, and the peasant. The trek culminated with a long wooden gangway, a walk of Swiss nationalism, displaying some three thousand communal flags fluttering overhead and twenty-five flags, representing each canton, along either side. It was stirring and inspiring to many, though some found its folk nationalism troubling. The writer Max Frisch rancorously recalled his visit to the 1939 national exhibition: “With no Utopia, immunized against everything that is not truly Swiss. Self-confidence through folklore. And something that didn’t strike me at the time: the subtle odour of Swiss blood and soil.”33


The festival was built on both sides of Lake Zurich. Much of it, including four photographic exhibitions, was within walking distance of Enge. Robert Frank made repeated visits to Landi ’39 and would later say he was “infatuated” with the presentation.


“It was a way to strengthen an interior power, resisting these influences that were infiltrating Switzerland,” says photography historian Martin Gasser. He points to the rise in National Front activity inside the country—Zurich was laced with supporters—and says the movement was an important effort to push back. The Swiss response “was not only politically and militarily active but it was present culturally as a way to strengthen Swiss identity. It asked, What is different for Germany? What is Heimat [homeland] and is it worth defending? What is degenerate? What is our strength as a Swiss nation?… And this exhibition was right in Robert’s neighborhood; he lived right next to it. And of course at the time he was fifteen or sixteen and he was open to it—it was alive. Being already if not critical he was certainly an intelligent person observing what was going on around him, and he was taken by the movement.”34


For the time being, abstract art, modernism, and political discord were all put in a Swiss vault while a cultural mass movement conquered all. Portraits of Swiss workers and a reverence for cows filled gallery walls. A folkish realism became government policy for the next few years, and, as Gasser says, a Landi or Heimat style prevailed across architecture, visual arts, literature, and film. “But Robert was interested in that. It had something to do with the general spirit of what was going on.”35


Through the prism of the last seventy-five years Charles Lewinsky views the exhibition and the movement it fostered as something like state-supported identity politics. He notes that around 1939 the Swiss Federal Council made Romansch, a Swiss language spoken in one particular region, one of the four national languages. “It was meant to foster the feeling of ‘We Swiss.’ Geistige Landesverteidigung came with a lot of politics.” But, he adds, there were limits to inclusion. If you were a descendant of the fifteenth-century Roman soldiers who conquered the area that was now the canton of Grisons and spoke Romansch, you were in. But “the message to the Jewish community was, ‘You’re different.’ Not ‘Become part of us,’ but ‘You had better behave,’ I think, would have been the feeling.”36


And yet it’s easy to understand how a young man in 1939 would have been drawn to the National Exhibition. There were struggles at home, and outside the home there were questions of citizenship that fed into questions of survival. Here was something solid, something big. Robert Frank was a mountain climber, and now the state was celebrating both the mountain and the men who climbed it. For a teenager this was something to embrace.














CHAPTER TWO


FLAGS AND MIRRORS


SHOOT THE BULL’S-EYE and win. First prize a photograph.


The family is on a holiday to Italy, at a carnival in Viareggio, and Hermann looks rugged in a suit and flat cap, squinting down the barrel of a rifle. The shot triggers a flash of light, a shutter clicks in a camera overhead. The souvenir picture from this sideshow attraction shows the stone-cold look on Hermann’s face—and the deeply entranced, slightly sad look on twelve-year-old Robert’s. The gun was a camera; the camera was a toy. Robert was gripped. “It was at that time that I grasped the value of a photograph,” he says, looking back.1


Photography was part of family life. An energetic amateur who owned several cameras, Hermann treasured his expensive stereo camera with two lenses that exposed paired images onto glass plates. By looking at them through his tabletop viewer he could see a 3D picture. When Robert was a boy Hermann took photographs of the family on vacation—Regina and the kids, family trips, lots of stiff postures and uncomfortable expressions. Robert saw the investment in time and money his father made and how proud he was of his work.


Pictures captured his attention: soon after the Spanish Civil War broke out in 1936 Frank saw images of refugees—perhaps a famous series from the swashbuckling Swiss photojournalist Paul Senn—that left a lasting impression.2 The photographic exhibitions of Landi ’39 drew him in, and he visited them repeatedly. The experience made a case for the power in a picture. The photographs showed to a boy struggling to feel powerful in a family under the gun that a camera gave one a claim on the world—it could let you connect with your country.


Making pictures presented a way to stand up for one’s self. There was romance in photography and defiance, and it held his attention.


School did not. In 1940 he graduated from secondary school, and not long after that his formal education drew to a close. “I did not like school,” he said.3 After graduating his parents sent him to the Institut Jomini in the rural town of Payerne, a French-speaking part of the country; many Swiss parents at this time chose a college- level immersion in French for their children. But Payerne was a washout: “I had to wear a cap and a uniform,” he explained. “My parents came to find me. I told them I was not going to stay.”4 Not long after Frank left the Institute a Jewish merchant who had come to Payerne to buy cattle was lured to a farm shed and beaten to death by a local gang of Nazis. They cut up his body, put the parts in milk cans, and sank them in Lake Neuchatel.5 The war penetrated one’s daily life in unknowable ways. The war wasn’t out there; it brushed against you, and its presence helps explain Frank’s mix of indolence and anger.


Back in Zurich he was unmoved by ambition. His chief motivation was what he did not want, which was to enter his father’s business. Let brother Manfred—Freddie, who had a good head for figures—work in the store. Robert did not want more of Hermann in his life, but to explain this to his father, he knew he must be able to present him with some viable alternative. There was a man upstairs in the home on Schulhausstrasse, someone who lived in the attic and ran a photographic studio from there, and one day Frank asked him if he needed an assistant. The man, Hermann Segesser, spoke quietly and patiently, as his hearing wasn’t very good. Frank started working for Segesser as an unsalaried apprentice, learning how to use a camera, mix chemicals, develop negatives, and retouch the postcard pictures that were Segesser’s stock in trade. Segesser enjoyed modern art and shared this passion with his neighbor and apprentice, though the word apprentice was problematic because, being less than a citizen, Frank was barred from taking a formal internship or accepting paid work. All he could do was volunteer his time as he moved on a path parallel to employment. Still, Segesser made the most of Frank’s help, and he described to him how the artist was a hallowed figure, one who exists outside the matrix of business and obligations. Segesser talked about the painting of Paul Klee, for instance, and in his quiet way he transmitted his passion to the youth downstairs.6


When Frank completed his training Segesser presented him with a gift, a modest oil painting of cresting waves. Frank would later describe it in writing: “Just the water (the sea) it is peaceful it is alive & moving with the wind and currents from below. It seems to have a prophetic quality feeling—this man in the little attic room below the roof in the Schulhausstrasse 73 gives this boy—going away from home—his understanding or longing for freedom for space for mystery for nature. All this I would begin to understand much later… and try to express in my work.”7 To Frank “the sea” probably meant leaving home, a route out, but Segesser saw further. “This will remain a part of you,” he told the young man.8


From 1942 to 1944 Frank next assisted Michael Wolgensinger, a photographer and filmmaker with a considerable reputation. Wolgensinger would be an important influence through his teaching of the modernist photographic tradition powerfully alive in Zurich. Wolgensinger had studied with and assisted the Swiss photographer Hans Finsler at Zurich’s School of Arts and Crafts. The school was a key outpost for the Neue Sachlichkeit, or New Objectivity, a German-centered movement of the 1920s and 1930s. New Objectivity was a way of seeing the world more than it was a cogent visual language, but its contemporary photographic wing stressed crisply focused, brightly lit images, communicating in a dispassionate, almost deadpan tone. After the shrill subjective cry of Expressionism springing from World War I, here was a head-down art movement touching upon literature, architecture, painting, and design, championing seeing things as they were and building our world from the facts around us. Its conviction that critique sprung from reportage, that there was truth in clarity, made for art with a knifelike social thrust. It was well suited to leave an impact on photography, which claimed a special relationship to truth.


Finsler’s teaching retained aspects of New Objectivity’s roots as a glum protest of human imperfection. But when introduced to the European mass media New Objectivity displayed a highly marketable versatility that would flourish in graphic design, print journalism, and advertising alike.9 Wolgensinger, who made his living as an advertising photographer, carried the flag for this sensibility, and as an instructor he had an important influence on Swiss photography. “He didn’t teach by saying ‘do this, do that’—he talked with students much, and then they made their things,” said René Perret, an art historian who has researched Wolgensinger’s work. “They talked of philosophical things and music and other subjects beyond photography.”10 Wolgensinger took his assistants on his commercial assignments, showing them the mechanics of a professional career. Through him Frank learned how to light a subject and achieved a growing understanding of the fundamental geometries of a picture.


Luzzi Wolgensinger, the photographer’s widow, has said that her husband felt Frank at first wasn’t so serious about the work and initially declined to let him into his atelier. Once he got in, Frank was not regularly in attendance, and Wolgensinger had questions about his commitment to the profession. It may well have been Hermann, rather than Robert Frank, who set up Robert’s introduction to Wolgensinger in the first place.


It took Hermann’s intercession to persuade Wolgensinger to re-admit Robert after an absence. Frank studied with Wolgensinger on and off from August of 1942 to September of 1944 (he might also have worked with him in 1941). He was a restless apprentice on a somewhat random course. “I didn’t know exactly what I wanted, but I sure knew what I didn’t want,” he later explained.11 Frank followed this apprenticeship with two jobs, the first one later in 1944 with Victor Bouverat in Geneva. After Bouverat he worked for the Eidenbenz studio in Basel, running the darkroom and the apprenticeships for the largest graphic and photographic concern in Switzerland. Two apprenticeships and two jobs in three cities in just a handful of years is a unique course, suggesting a hunger for mentors and a hunger to push past them. He did not want to become attached to one teacher or place.


His independence comes through when he talks about May Day demonstrations he photographed in Zurich and vaguely wanted to be a part of. “I went to some political meetings but I didn’t become involved. I didn’t want to give up anything for a group,” he told William S. Johnson. “I’m not the type to do that. I’m not very generous that way. I’m suspicious of groups and rules and authority. I’d like to not be bound by rules.”12


IN A FEW SHORT YEARS he had gone from being an unpaid neophyte to a professional getting commercial and photojournalism assignments.


After he left Segesser Frank also worked on two Swiss motion pictures, shooting production stills on movie sets. His first picture, Landammann Stauffacher, was a true Landi classic, drawing on Schiller’s William Tell for its story of a founder of the Swiss Republic and his heroic defeat of a more powerful opponent. (Hermann Frank helped his son get the job.) It was followed by Steibruch, a tale of redemption based on a prize-winning play from the 1939 national exhibition. The experience briefly led Frank to consider a career making movies. Frank had a nascent love of film; he’d seen Pagnol’s Marseilles trilogy, Zéro de conduite, and assorted Jean Gabin pictures. Hollywood was giving him a vision of the United States; he liked They Drive by Night and took cues for how Americans lived from the collected works of actor Wallace Beery.13


In the orderly, organized nation where careers were plotted on a graph, Frank was conspicuously off road. Those who observed him noticed his interest in photography and also his disinterest in doing the things ambitious photographers did to launch their careers. Maybe he was not serious; maybe he knew something. Either way, he stood apart, even as a twenty-year-old.


There was a role model in Zurich for a young artist who was never going to fit into the system. An artist who had left commercial work largely behind him, a difficult and serious-minded photographer named Jakob Tuggener. Wolgensinger had first described him to Frank, and Frank would end up convinced that Tuggener, because of his devotion to the work itself, was the one true artist of his time and place, the “one Frank really did love, from among all Swiss photographers,” as writer Guido Magnaguagno has said. Tuggener provided photographs for publications of the Oerlikon mechanics workshop foundry in Zurich. Some of these would be presented in Fabrik (Factory), a remarkable photo book published in 1943. Fabrik’s subtitle described his intention: “A Picture-Poem on Technology.” The book takes you on a mystery path through mills, steam, and past a pretty girl named Berti. There is a cryptic wooden mask and a skull on a ring. These glimpses of an external reality trigger inner association. Some writers have come away believing Fabrik to be a darkly critical fable of technology, while others believe Tuggener was intuiting a postwar industrial rebirth. The meaning was found outside the image, in shifting contrasts and continuities between pictures. For somebody in Zurich interested in film, Fabrik would have been a revelation, a seemingly clear, matter-of-fact rendering of truth that unfolds like a Val Lewton film noir.14


He was the kind of established artist who inspired the fledgling. He called himself “the illustrious” Tuggener and Photographic Poet I; he lived like a hermit. In the 1940s Tuggener quit his factory job to devote himself to making photo books. That, too, might have caught Frank’s attention. His goal was to follow Fabrik with a book dedicated to the ballnächte—the society balls that Tuggener liked to glide through. He was obsessed with high-society soirees, both romanticizing the sexy drunk luxe world and bitingly judging its affairs. He loved the sensuality of surfaces, the liquid seen through the glass and strong-backed women enjoying the dance. If Fabrik tanked—which it did, losing money, then remaindered, then pulped—it was a hit compared to the ballnächte pictures of the 1960s, which met with such hostility from Swiss one-percenters that Tuggener could not get them published in his lifetime. Tuggener himself took a vow of poverty, living in a small basement room, constructing maquettes for dozens of photo books that never got made, and accruing an image over time as an artist’s artist—someone who did the work because he had to.


Frank calls Tuggener “a monument as large as William Tell.” He describes his “anti-sentimental point of view” as being inspirational and “like a lighthouse.” He also has noted how Tuggener’s photos were meant to be seen in a book format, in the order the photographer intended: “It is in these associations of images,” says Frank, “that he is a great artist. He used the photo in a new way.”15


The work was inspiring, as was the figure cut by the artist. He was the kind of figure Frank represented to another generation. Frank and Tuggener, says Magnaguagno, “are the only auteurs who in their day acted first and foremost as their own clients. Who relied on their own lives and their own creative potential.” Had Tuggener not been so hard to get along with, he might be known today as one of the great photographers of the 1930s and 1940s. No wonder Magnaguagno compares him to D’Artagnan: he was a lover and a fighter—and flat broke.16


THE WAR IN EUROPE ended on May 8, 1945, but in Switzerland the celebration was muted. The Swiss government disbanded the local branch of the German Nazi Party and expelled its leader. Church bells tolled.


Only in the final days of the war did the Swiss immigration police approve citizenship for Robert and Manfred Frank (though not Hermann). The brothers were no longer stateless. Robert made immediate use of his long-delayed Swiss status by registering to perform his national service in the army. At the age of twenty-one he volunteered for the grenadiers, a special-forces company that was integrated into each infantry unit. Grenadiers were taught close-combat fighting and received training that was more demanding than other infantrymen got. “Robert Frank was in the toughest part of the Swiss Army,” said Claude Brunschwig. “That was the harshest possible section you could get into. He was a tough, tough guy.”17 He was stationed in the southern part of the country, in Ticino, near the Italian border.


A picture taken by a Ticino photographer shows skinny soldier Frank, strutting down a street in uniform, arms swinging, rifle on his back, looking elated, as women line the curb to watch the parade.18 He had been denied citizenship, and now he was throwing in with the citizens, proving he was every bit as capable of defending the homeland as any of them. When he signed up for mandatory service, said Martin Gasser, “he went into the toughest group he could find. And he told me, ‘I wanted to do that. I wanted to show that the Jew could be just as tough as the others.’”19


With the war over, European borders opened. Now that he knew he could get back into the country after leaving it, Frank took the opportunity to travel upon completion of his military training. In 1946 he went to Paris with his father and looked for commercial photography work, also traveling to Milan and Antwerp. Along the way he took pictures of a devastated Europe, though few survived. On that excursion to Paris a small moment occurred, something that seemed to have a larger influence on him as time went by.


His father collected art that he displayed around the house, primarily nineteenth- and twentieth-century realist landscapes. Hermann had gone to Paris to visit a friend who sold art and to view new paintings his friend was offering. Up to now Robert had been exposed to art, but he hadn’t thought much about it. Photography was a way out of the family business and maybe out of Zurich. But art was another category entirely.


“On this trip the dealer came to our hotel room to show my father some work,” Frank said. “He brought one small painting along with the others. It was a small painting of a clown by Rouault. He said that it would be valuable someday and he asked for a price.” Georges Rouault was a French expressionist whose reputation had grown internationally before the war broke out. Hermann was appalled. “Look at this terrible thing,” he said to his son, “I wouldn’t pay $10 for a painting like that!”


“I looked at that painting and I understood that my father didn’t get it at all.…  That was the first time I had an opinion about art.”20


There was something about it Frank liked, and the feeling gave him an insight into his father. “This painting broke the rules of what was considered art in my house. It wasn’t a decorative, well-painted farm scene. I probably began to think about it. I think that what I must have felt at that time was that art permitted you to be absolutely free.”21 Segesser had told him that the artist learned his own way, off the path others follow, and he’d been thinking about such things in a broad, private way. Suddenly modern art seemed interesting, one more way to declare what you were not.


There had been a circling around, a vagueness of purpose in Frank that his teachers had noticed. Four apprenticeships were a lot; throw in working on movie sets and commercial jobs nobody remembers today, and you had someone who was arguably overtrained and adrift. His teacher-boss Wolgensinger stressed to his students the need to make a formal presentation of their work, to the point of requiring that interns compile portfolios as part of their training. In 1946 Frank composed 40 Fotos using the Rolleiflex camera he relied on at this time. 40 Fotos was a book of diverse subject matter and approaches meant to show employers what he could do; there are even examples of the kind of photo retouching he had done back with Segesser. Yet the portfolio had untypical wit and force, starting with its cover image, an open camera lens with an eye collaged on. A book of photographs is looking at you, focusing your attention on the one eye responsible for this diverse vision. What he shows is what he sees—what he sees—for this is not simply a pile of images; it’s a collection assembled with care that, lacking captions or dates, encourages one to focus on the work itself.


On the first page a Zurich phone book is opened down the middle, a mound of words across the page. At the portfolio’s end is a young mountain climber (it is Frank himself) turning away from the camera as he heads on. The message to the prospective employer might be: To you I’m just another name, but by the end of this book you’ll know a flesh-and-blood figure who rises above the rest. There are crisply designed moments of New Objectivity and mountain shots that hit the Landi target. And, heralding the future, there are recurring motifs like flags and mirrors. 40 Fotos had swagger.22


Wolgensinger wrote a positive recommendation of Frank when he left the atelier.23 “He approaches every task assigned to him efficiently and with enthusiasm. In everything he undertakes he is aided by his intelligence, his good education, and his farsightedness even for things outside the purview of his jobs.” Wolgensinger’s wife, Luzzi, said she could tell Frank wouldn’t be around long because he liked to argue and his values were not those of mainstream Switzerland; he had little patience for the commercial demands of the photographic scene and was not hiding his disgust with the middle-class world he grew up in.


“The Swiss are very traditionalist and very conformist and very closed,” explained Brunschwig. “He never liked that kind of person. As a photographer in Switzerland, he went all over the place taking pictures of people, and he didn’t care about what they thought about him or what he wore—he never cared about anyone. And the Swiss are the opposite. They are very concerned. You don’t do that. You don’t do this.”


On another trip to Paris looking for work Frank was staying in a hotel with a cousin who had been a war hero. He was riding a motorcycle in the fourteenth arrondissement when he struck a pedestrian, breaking the man’s leg. The police locked Frank up in a Saint-Germain jail cell. He finally reached his cousin, who arrived and identified himself as a military man. With that Frank was released, and the wine was poured in the jail.24


When the work dried up, Frank considered other places he might explore. The Brunschwig brothers had moved to New York and wrote to say he ought to come too. By 1947 Frank’s feelings about Switzerland were thoroughly established. “It’s sad when you know the only thing you want to do is to get away from what someone is offering you. Sad for them. But I knew right away there was no compromise.…  Everything not to do I learned from Switzerland,” he explained. “The smallness of Switzerland had an effect on me. I realized what a small, threatened country it was, especially for a Jew. You were near disaster, so you wanted to get away.”25 To a French writer he would explain, “The bird is in the cage, the door is opened.” If the bird is tired or too old, he wouldn’t want to risk leaving. “But I did.”26 Leaving Switzerland had much to do with his work, with his parents, with rigid assumptions, with not wanting to feel trapped


But there’s also an apparent irony. After years of effort he had won the paper that said he was Swiss. He set out to prove his worthiness, serving in the grenadiers. For him, in this place and time, all that was left was to leave. He had earned the right to defend his country; now he’d earned the right to leave it.


He bought a ticket to America. His cousins, Claude and Roger Brunschwig, had already sailed to America in November 1946. Sailing first to Rotterdam, then boarding the Liberty ship James Bennett Moore on February 20, 1947, Frank headed to New York City. It was cold and icy in Zurich. On the Bennett Moore he encountered a cast of characters worthy of Thornton Wilder. There was an American, “a wild fellow, a gangster hat perched rakishly on his head, unshaven, the sauerkraut he eats with his fingers,” he wrote in a letter to his parents. “Next to him, the bishop, red sash, huge crucifix on his chest, some rosaries, prays before he begins to eat etc. the waiter places the full plates on the table; the bishop crosses himself and mumbles a prayer while that American flicks off his cigarette and exclaims, Oh damned I’m hungry! How I laughed about this guy today.”27


Packing for the journey, some things Frank took: a box of his father’s glass negatives, his portfolio 40 Fotos, the sea painting Hermann Segesser had presented him five years before. Frank was twenty-two. Onboard he took pictures of the other passengers and the ocean before him.


“I should have photographed the departure from Zurich, but I do not think I did,” he recalled. “Whatever that means.”28
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