


‘For the perfect flâneur, for the passionate spectator, it is an immense  
joy to set up house in the heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow  
of movement, in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite. To be away from 
home and yet to feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to 
be at the centre of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world – 
such are a few of the slightest pleasures of those independent, passionate, 
impartial natures which the tongue can but clumsily define. The spectator 
is a prince who everywhere rejoices in his incognito.... Thus the lover of 
universal life enters into the crowd as though it were an immense reservoir 
of electrical energy. Or we might liken him to a mirror as vast as the crowd 
itself; or to a kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness, responding to each 
one of its movements and reproducing the multiplicity of life and the 
flickering grace of all the elements of life.’

This translation from Charles Baudelaire’s Le Peintre de la vie moderne (1863) is from  
Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, trans. and ed. Jonathan Mayne 
(Phaidon Press, 1965), p. 9
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Harry Gruyaert invites us on a sweeping urban tracking shot, 
freed from the cardinal points that usually mark out such a jour-
ney. New York, Paris, Tokyo, Moscow, Antwerp, Ouarzazate, 
Old Delhi or Zanzibar: ultimately, the destination matters little. 
What links these photographs is not so much the subject but 
the way it presents itself to the viewer, the way it takes shape 
under the photographer’s gaze: the vibrant intensity of colour, 
the sharp outlines of shadow, the urban geometries that punc-
tuate space like a jazz phrase.

Yet this meandering, which echoes the films the photog- 
rapher creates from his images and which he has brought to-
gether here under the title A Sense of Place, reveals another 
dimension of his work: a chronicle of urban life. The city be-
comes a theatre where social processes shape identities, where 
each person invents – simultaneously – their own individuality 
and their sense of belonging to a collective. Whilst Harry 
Gruyaert’s compositions and his mastery of colour have often 
been celebrated, less attention has been paid to the prom- 
inence his meanderings accord to the anonymous city-dweller.

In a café, on a street corner, or leaning against a wall, his 
figures are captured in the apparent insignificance of every-
day life. Harry Gruyaert’s gaze is driven by nothing more than 
a curiosity devoid of any social hierarchy. The visual power 
arises from the reconfiguration of reality through colour and 
composition. Social rituals, eclectic architecture and muted 
lighting, caught in the moment, become strange, tender or 
subtly ironic. The ordinary becomes theatrical.

This vast exploration of modern life, conducted over 
more than fifty years across the globe, not only captures what 
is happening in the image, but also reveals, beyond the frame 
fixed by the photographer’s eye, a genuine zest for life.

Géraldine Lay
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