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The World of Atget: A Legacy Preserved by Berenice Abbott

Eugène Atget, the enigmatic French photographer, created a monumental archive of
Paris in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. His photographs captured a city in
transition—its streets, architecture, and people—preserving a Paris that was rapidly
disappearing due to modernization. Decades after his death, Berenice Abbott
played a critical role in ensuring Atget’s legacy endured, introducing his work to the
world in the 20th century. One of the most notable outcomes of this effort is the
book The World of Atget, a testament to both Atget's genius and Abbott's
dedication.

Who Was Eugène Atget?

Atget was born in 1857 and lived a relatively obscure life. He worked as a
commercial photographer, producing images primarily for painters, designers, and
architects. However, his true passion lay in documenting Paris. His work is
characterized by:

A focus on everyday life and ordinary places, including shopfronts,
cobblestone streets, and gardens.
An absence of spectacle; instead, Atget captured the mundane with a subtle,
poetic beauty.
A style that blurs the line between documentary photography and art, using
natural light and careful composition.

"I can truthfully say that I have captured all of old Paris."
— Eugène Atget
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The Role of Berenice Abbott

Berenice Abbott, a pioneering American photographer, discovered Atget's work
shortly before his death in 1927. She recognized its significance immediately,
purchasing a collection of his prints and negatives. Abbott’s efforts to preserve and
promote Atget’s photography were instrumental in securing his posthumous fame.

Abbott’s Contributions:
1. Preservation of Atget’s Archive: She meticulously cataloged and safeguarded

his photographs, ensuring their longevity.
2. Promotion to the Art World: Abbott introduced Atget’s work to influential

circles, including surrealists like Man Ray, who saw the dreamlike quality in his
images.

3. Publications and Exhibitions: Her curatorial work brought Atget’s photography
to museums and galleries worldwide.

"Atget was a modernist before modernism was a movement. His work is
timeless, a quiet revelation."
— Berenice Abbott

The World of Atget: A Testament to His Genius

Published by Abbott, The World of Atget is not just a book—it is a window into Paris
at the turn of the century and into the mind of a photographic pioneer. The book
highlights several key aspects of Atget's work:

1. A Vanishing Paris
Atget’s lens immortalized a city on the brink of change. The demolition of old
neighborhoods and the rise of Haussmannian architecture were transforming Paris,
and Atget sought to preserve its soul.

He documented fountains, courtyards, street vendors, and other elements of a
vanishing Paris.
His photographs convey a sense of melancholy and nostalgia.
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2. Artistry in Simplicity
While his work served practical purposes, Atget’s artistry shines through in his use
of natural light, symmetry, and texture.

Example: His images of shopfronts reflect intricate details and the charm of
handcrafted displays.

3. Influence on Modern Photography
Though Atget did not intend his work to be art, his approach deeply influenced the
surrealists and later photographers like Walker Evans.

Abbott and Atget: A Symbiotic Legacy

Abbott’s devotion to Atget was not only about preservation—it was an act of artistic
recognition. She saw in his images the quiet power of photography as a medium to
document, interpret, and elevate the ordinary.

Her work ensures that Atget’s vision continues to inspire photographers, historians,
and lovers of Paris.

Key Lessons from Atget and Abbott

For Photographers:
Look for beauty in the ordinary.
Document your world, as even the mundane holds historical significance.
Embrace light and texture as tools to create mood.

For Historians and Artists:
Recognize the importance of preservation in maintaining cultural heritage.
Understand that true art often transcends its creator’s original intent.
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Final Thoughts

Eugène Atget’s photographs remind us of the fleeting nature of time, and Berenice
Abbott’s dedication ensures that this fleeting beauty remains accessible. The World
of Atget is more than a book—it is a bridge between past and present, connecting
viewers to the streets of old Paris and the vision of two remarkable photographers.

"The streets of Paris are silent now, but through Atget’s lens, they speak
forever."
— Berenice Abbott

Whether you are a photographer, historian, or admirer of Paris, this book is a must-
read—a testament to the enduring power of art and the importance of preserving it
for future generations.


