Photography
And Escobar himself paid for the destruction of the archive of Medellin’s principal
daily paper, El Colombiano.
The Memory of Pablo Escobar deserves
recognition not only as an engrossing
account of a life of murderous excess but
also as a – consummately designed and
printed – study of the varied functions,
languages and powers of photographs.
guy lane
Freelance picture editor
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Pablo Escobar and his wife,Victoria Henao, early
1980s. r James Mollison/Chris Boot Ltd. From
The Memory of Pablo Escobar byJames Mollison.

attack on the Palace of Justice, home to the
Supreme Court, in 1985. And after seven
failed bomb attacks on Escobar’s declared
enemy – the head of the secret police – a
bus loaded with explosives was driven into
the police headquarters: 89 people were
killed and 500 injured.
Arguably, Mollison’s signal achievement in marshalling this material is his
preservation of the integrity and coherence
of the archival collections with which he
worked. Memory is structured so as to
present them intact and with some of their
original context. As a result, the documents and pictures are augmented by an
added dimension that lays bare their
former existence. The photographs from
the files of El Espectador, for instance, are
reproduced here with the crop marks and
sizing instructions left by previous art
directors and picture editors. Scrutiny of
the scribbled annotations can be revealing
– a mug shot of a murdered police chief
(presumably the only picture issued by his
employers) appears to have been published
at least ten times by the paper.
The police files, less dog-eared, appear to
have been treated with a little more respect:
many feature the official stamps of the
departments that collated them and most are
accompanied by detailed typed captions.
Seized items are photographed alongside
rulers for forensic purposes. Crime scenes,
arrest mug shots, victims and ill-gotten
gains are enumerated and catalogued.

By contrast, the pictures by Escobar’s
schoolmate, Edgar Jimenez, or El Chino,
are intimate and relaxed. Here is Escobar
the doting parent, helping to blow out the
candles on his son’s birthday cake, or
lifting his daughter onto a newly purchased
white horse. Elsewhere he dances sedately
with his wife. Even the photographs of
Escobar’s inner circle as they pose by a
poolside seem utterly benign. The image
that testifies most powerfully to the trust
placed in El Chino, and the unparalleled
access he enjoyed, is a picture of the drug
baron tucked up in bed, sleeping off the
exertions of a birthday celebration.
Mollison’s use of archival photography,
in a way that makes evident its original
context and functions, suggests its active,
instrumental role in the biography he
constructs. These pictures are not mere
illustrations to a history that unfolds
beyond them; they are partial, implicated
documents. El Chino, for example, tells
how his services as a photographer were in
demand, for more than just informal
family album pictures, during the murderous gang war with the rival Cali carte. ‘El
Poeta [an adviser to Escobar] would send
me photos of the Cali guys. I would be told
to repeat the photo one hundred times and
they would be handed out among the lads’.
Photography’s evidential authority
made it a potent force in such circumstances and Escobar took pains to limit
the amount of documentary material that
could be used to incriminate him. When
the M-19 group attacked the Palace of
Justice they headed straight for the fourth
floor where the extradition files were held.

B

orn in Warsaw (which was then a
part of Russia), David Szymin (1911–
56) was an innovative photojournalist whose photographs seemed to concentrate on three main topics: children,
artists, and war. He remains known
worldwide under his Americanised name
– David Seymour – or simply under the
nickname that he forged in order to allow
people to pronounce correctly his real
family name (‘Chim’), a pseudonym which
soon became his own artistic signature.
He is also remembered as one of the four
co-founders of the famous Magnum photo
agency, with his friends Henri CartierBresson, Robert Capa, and George Rodger, in 1947. Seymour was a cosmopolitan
artist who spoke five languages and lived
in Warsaw, Minsk, Berlin, Paris and New
York, and often travelled from Europe to
North America, and then back to England,
Greece and Israel. He became a US citizen
in 1943. David Seymour even has an entry
of his own in the Encyclopaedia of TwentiethCentury Photography (Routledge 2006).
Tom Beck’s excellent monograph
shows all aspects of Seymour’s work in
a chronological progression: his early
photographs from 1933 while he was
living in Paris and attending to popular
demonstrations such as the leftist movement ‘Front populaire’, and his famous
photographs of Republican volunteers
taken during the Spanish Civil War in
1937. We also see his reportage from the
aftermath the Second World War, showing
Germany in ruins; everyday life during the
birth of Israel; and the tragic 1956 Suez
crisis in which Seymour was shot to death
by an Egytian partisan after the ceasefire.
He was only 45.
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An intuitive master of the image composition, David Seymour’s photographs
often showed the other side of things: the
poor, the worker, the handicapped, the leftbehind. Many photographs reproduced
here are taken from his UNESCO project
on children of the world, 1948–9. Finally,
there are also a dozen photographs (some
of these are in colour) of celebrities, taken
in the 1950s, such as seductress Joan
Collins, the young Gina Lollobrigida, Ingrid
Bergman, Sophia Loren, Audrey Hepburn,
Kirk Douglas, as well as the ageing Winston
Churchill. The book’s cover shows the art
historian Bernard Berenson, contemplating
a white marble statue of a beautiful
reclining woman in an art gallery.
Sometimes, Seymour’s images have
captured rare moments: the Parisian Palais
de Chaillot facing the Eiffel Tower, in
1933, with a central building that was
destroyed just a few years later; Pablo
Picasso, posing in front of his Guernica in
1937, the year it was made; an earthquake
in Greece. Despite the fact that he was
often sent to the front, Seymour always
tried to show the human dimension of
war, and did not show actual combat.
Tom Beck’s accurate comments for
every photograph are concise (about ten
lines each); in the first 12 pages, his
introduction gives some biographical elements and highlights the technical dimensions of David Seymour’s art: his use of the
miniature Leica camera, and his influence
on other artists, such as Cartier-Bresson, of
course, but also Burt Glinn. Beck also
explains that Seymour worked as a freelance photojournalist for countless magazines, such as Regards, This Week and Life,
although we do not always know for certain
for whom each photograph was made.
A French version of this medium-sized
book was simultaneously issued by Phaidon under the same title, with an identical
cover, the same format, at a similar price
(with the ISBN 0714858072); the French
translation was successfully made by
Jacques Guiod, becoming the first book
dedicated to David Seymour ever published in France. Writings on David
Seymour are always hard to find; for the
moment, this remains the only title on this
photographer to be available in bookstores, either in French or in English.
Before this one, the most recent reference
book available on this artist was the
comprehensive Chim: The Photographs of
David Seymour, edited by Inge Bondi (Little,
Brown & Company 1996, now out of print).

In only 100 pages or so, Tom Beck’s
David Seymour (Chim) presents some superb
photographs from various weekly magazines, which were meant to depict contemporary reality. These images were also
recognised for their aesthetic qualities; they
rapidly became seen as true works of visual
art as well as moving historical documents.
David Seymour’s images show how daily
news can enter into the making of history,
and how art and culture can be interlinked.
Although he had a short career of only
25 years, David Seymour is still one of the
most important photographers of the
twentieth century, and in my view the most
sensitive of all. There is beauty in just
about every photograph he made, and
there are not many artists about whom I
could express such an observation nowadays. Because of the high quality of the fullpage photographs that are reproduced here,
this book does justice to Seymour’s immense talent.
yves laberge
Freelance book critic, Québec City

‘The launch of Friendship 7’. Courtesy NASA. From
America in Space -- NASA’s First Fifty Years by
StevenJ Dick et al.
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S

ince autumn 2007 the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has been marking its
first 50 years of scientific and technological progress. Over the past five decades,
NASA has been responsible for some of
the most enduring icons of manned and
unmanned space travel, and as part of its
year-long celebration it has teamed up
with Abrams to publish the official visual
history of those achievements.
Illustrated with more than 400 captivating and evocative images from the
extensive NASA archives, many of them
rare and unpublished, and written and
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