
street. The man has placed his 

right arm around the girl's 

shoulder. Spontaneously - so 

the picture suggests - he pulls 

her toward himself and kisses 

her on the mouth. None of the 

other pedestrians visible in the 

picture seem to 

have noticed the 

sudden testi-

mony of love. At 

most the ob-

server in the 

foreground wit-

nesses the little 

scene. The con-

sciously chosen 

' o v e r - t h e -

shoulder' shot, to 

borrow a term 

from filmmaking, 

suggests this at 

least. 

 

 

 

 

According to unofficial statis-

tics, The Kiss in Front of City 

Hall has been sold more than 

two and a half million times as 

a postcard alone. In addition, 

around half a million posters 

bearing the same motif have 

found buyers. The picture 

decorates pillows, handker-

chiefs, wall and table calen-

dars, greeting cards, and fold-

out picture series. Further-

more, it is a staple of every 

Doisneau retrospective, and 

not accidentally adorns the 

cover of the artist's most im-

portant publication to date, 

Three Seconds from Eternity. 

Visitors to Paris come across 

some form or another of this 

image on almost every street 

corner. The question arises: 

why does this comparatively 

simply constructed and rela-

tively unspectacular photo-

graph still fascinate the public 

today. 

At the exact center of the 

square photograph is a young 

couple, about twenty years old. 

Quite frankly, there is nothing 

at all striking about them. They 

are decently dressed - appro-

priately for the street. At most, 

the bright scarf tucked into the 

neck of the man's double-

breasted suit is the only item 

lending a bohemian flavor to 

the Right Bank of the Seine. 

Approaching from the left, the 

couple is moseying its way 

down the busily populated 

Donald Knuth 

H a n s - M i c h a e l  K o e t z l e  o n  R o b e r t  

D o i s n e a u ’ s  f a m o u s  p i c t u r e  
Q U O T E  O F  

T H E  W E E K  

“It's superficial, 

easy to sell, 

une image 

pute,  

a prosti-

tuted  

picture.”  

 

— Robert 

Doisneau 

“ T H E  K I S S  I N  F R O N T  O F  C I T Y  H A L L ”  
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...What is probably 
his most famous 
picture, The Kiss 
in Front of City 
Hall, was, as we 
now know, the re-
sult of a scene staged 
with the help of a hired 
actor and actress. But 
what does this fact 
mean for the reception 
and understanding of a 
photograph that func-
tions as a 'popular icon' 
and is one of the most 
well-known photo-
graphic creations of its 
century?  

As paradoxical as it may 
sound, the discussion 
over whether the picture 
was set up or not did very 
little damage to the in-
criminated The Kiss in 
Front of City Hall itself: 
the image had long since 
left all concern with docu-
mentation behind. The 
photograph became a 
symbol - and symbols 
possess a truth of their 
own. 


