Vávlav Chochola: How I photographed  Salvador DALÍ

It was in 1969 in Paris in the autumn, the season was in full swing, my diary so full that I was ready to drop. In order to have enough time for everything I was out and about through the night and only slept  for short periods. Every other day I photographed in the Alcazar Cabaret in the Latin Quarter and in the Crazy Horse Saloon on Georges V Avenue. I had free admission and that was quite something even apart from the steep entrance fee.  I didn‘t know at the time, or wasn‘t conscious of the fact, that Salvador Dalí stayed in Paris year in year out. I certainly didn‘t know where and how he lived. I first heard in the Alcazar, that there was to be a gala evening there in honour of Duke Ellington‘s seventieth birthday with the participation of artists from all over Paris. The evening was organized by the Society of Theatrical Artists in Paris. The entrance fee was astronomical, but I got in there for the standing room price. It was a real experience, because the the atmosphere of the Alcazar is that of a cabaret of  festival calibre. If they do a parody of Marlene Dietrich, of the horror Dracula or whatever it‘s the absolute tops. Or their Spanish dancers! Great training, hard work, fantastic result! It‘s not like the Moulin Rouge, Folies Bergere or Casino de Paris which are commercial shows cashing in on the tradition of established Parisian enterprises. 

      So it all started with Dalí at the gala evening for Duke Ellington. Not having any idea what was going to happen I devoted my attention to Duke Ellington and Maurice Chavalier, an enormous bottle of Champagne Perrier on Duke‘s piano...I go and have a breather in the cloakroom, where I come across my “guardian angel“ in the shape of a Czech girl selling cigarettes. She says: “I‘ve been looking for you. Dalí was just here with about eight people, they went over to that table there, somehow they didn‘t like it here and most of them left with Dalí, but maybe they are still here somewhere.“ It‘s enough to drive you mad, Dalí here and he‘s gone already. So I look for him like a lost Louis d‘Or, but there‘s no trace of him anywhere. I go over to the table where there are only a couple of young, beautiful people sitting – a woman and a man of exotic appearance. I address them apologetically – don‘t you happen to know S. Dalí? We introduce ourselves, the woman is Sofi Clairwein and says that Dalí is her friend , yes, he has left with most of his company and assures me that all is not lost and gives me Dalí‘s Parisian address in the Hotel Meuriceand her own in the Marais quarter. Sofi is an exotic beauty, whom I photographed - out of gratitude - with Dalí and a Japanese fan that she had brought him as a present during one of the four photographic sessions, that I held in suite No.8 of the Hotel Meurice. Thanks to Sofi, two days after the evening in the Alcazar, I settled down to work with Dalí at the first introductory conversation and photographic session in his suite. This was preceded by a letter, which I wrote to Dalí in French in the hotel lobby, enclosing four photographs in my style and sent  them to him via reception. In a couple of minutes I ask at reception how it went. The guy dials a telephone number and hands me the receiver –“ Hello? S‘il vous plait, Mr.Dalí?“ I say, “C‘est moi “– answers Dalí himself. “Delighted“ I continue: “It was me who sent you the letter and four photographs, could I visit you now?“ Dalí says, that he‘s got something on and  puts me off until the next day, but I assure him that it will be a short visit, five minutes. And Dalí answers: “O.K. then yes, come on up sir!“ It sounds magical in the original Dalíesque French: “Alors, monté messieur!“

So that was the first conversation I ever had with Dalí, and I went up to the Louis XIV style suite on the 1st floor.  Well, we chatted for more than five minutes and at the end I took four introductory photographs. The next time I took Dalí the finished photographs and can say, to my astonishment , that he was enthusiastic and ran round the reception room of the suite from one corner to the other frenetically repeating that I was a “bell“ photographer – I photographed him while he did so. The hard-boiled egg wasn‘t the only one of my props. After posing with my photographs Dalí seized a copy of the Czech magazine Ahoj on Saturday , which my wife had sent me and in which my report from Paris had been published. When I ran out of film I loaded a colour slide film. 

Another time another beauty Amanda turned up. She was a photographic and fashion model at the time, but later at the beginning of the 80‘s she was the pop star Amanda Lear! Dalí decided when I should come, when things were going to be happening around him. Apart from women he was visited by gallery owners, publishers, clairvoyants, his secretary for Paris Captain Moore. I never saw his wife Gala in the suite, I only photographed them together at a performance of trained dolphins in Halles which has since been demolished. 

Salvador Dalí seemed to me to be permanently in a trance, he devoted his complete attention to everything, his profession was shocking people and how to shock kept him in a permanent sort of state of tension. He turned the hotel room into a studio and study and had a huge globe carried up there – a golden sun with a surface of raised lines, a two-metre photographically enlarged model for the Sagrad Familia Cathedral by Antonio Gaudí. Dalí declared that Gaudí was the most fantastic architect in the world and thanks to him a large monograph about A. Gaudí was published in Paris. So taking photographs was not now a problem, a photograph with an egg, with a magazine, with a bendy sword and so on. What was important was to suggest and find a time. But then I had to finish in Paris on the 15th of December. 

Five weeks later in Prague I was arrested photographing Jan Palach‘s grave and spent thirty days on remand in Ruzině. I went back to Paris twenty years later but I never met Salvador Dalí again. 

And that‘s how I always remember the great sage and Surrealist painter and I declaim with him his celebrated declaration: “Let them talk about Dalí, even if they  say good things about him .“

Written by Blanka Chocholová from a true account.

