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Nestled in the 16th arrondissement of Paris, a 
dozen photographers are busy... Each one, behind 
his lens sculpts the light and tries to transcribe 
the impalpable, the sensitive, the self. Known 
for portraits of celebrities, black and white 
photographs, and «French Touch», the studio 
founded by Cosette Harcourt, is now expanding 
and exporting beyond our borders. Interview with 
Francis Dagnan, the man in charge of perpetuating 
the magic of the mythical Harcourt studio. 

ES Francis Dagnan me invita a visitar y seguirle en un 
laberinto de habitaciones. Varios estudios donde se instala 
un material muy específico. Una sala para recibir a invitados 
de honor en torno a un cóctel inteligentemente elegido. Varios 
talleres donde se puede aprender los secretos de la luz. Se puede 
adivinar la experiencia única y la excelencia que rodean el 
nacimiento de un retrato. El mito Harcourt, el de una elegante 
sobriedad, del que los guardianes del templo nos sumergen en 
un mundo aparte. Fuera de los sonidos de la ciudad. No soñé, el 
tiempo se detuvo.

FR Niché dans le 16e arrondissement de Paris, une dizaine de 
photographes s’affaire… Chacun, derrière son objectif sculpte 
la lumière et cherche à retranscrire l’impalpable, le sensible, le 
moi. Connu pour ses portraits de célébrités, ses photographies en 
noir et blanc, et sa « French Touch », le studio fondé par Cosette 
Harcourt s’agrandit et s’exporte désormais au-delà de nos 
frontières. Interview de Francis Dagnan, l’homme en charge de 
perpétuer la magie du mythique Studio Harcourt.

Photographies by Harcourt Studio
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Today I have an appointment 
at Studios Harcourt. Nestled 
in the heart of the 16th 
arrondissement, the workshops 
open their doors to me for an 
exceptional moment and it is 
almost religiously and with 
hushed steps that I cross 
the threshold of this famous 
house known at the ends of the 
world for its many portraits. A 
prestige, enjoyed by the brand 
in France for the thirty glorious 
years, has not tarnished since 
this precious heritage is 
classified as a Living Heritage 
Company. 

I will meet Francis Dagnan, 
President and Catherine 
Renard, Executive Director, 
both conductors who 
successfully harmonise 
artistic requirements and 
material contingencies.

I thus enter into the 
Harcourt family’s home, 
this house with its glorious 
past has been «pampered» 
by its benefactors and by 
the one whose name is 
still the hallmark of these 
extraordinary portraits, 
Cosette Harcourt. Over 
the years, the Harcourt 
portrait has only conceded 
expression lines on the 
known faces and the 
anonymous people who 
come to it. We are in the 
den of light sculptors. The 
label draws its inspiration 
from the glamorous roots 
of black and white cinema. 
No photographers erected 
as stars but aa a group of 
operators who collectively 
contribute to the aesthetics. 
«Being photographed 
at Studio Harcourt is 
like a pantheonization,» 
said Jean-Marie Rouart, 
a famous novelist. 
Photography derives its 
etymological meaning from 
Greek: it is the writing 
of light. The beauty, the 
flames, the flames of 
these faces themselves. 
The whole art consists of 
interpreting the traits in 
the most favourable and 
suitable angle to identify a 
personality. The secret of 
souls... Here I feel welcomed 
as a friend, a guest of 
choice. The monumental 
staircase works its magic 
from the first steps and the 
impressive ceiling heights 
impose their splendour as 

a princely residence. The 
bees in the hive are busy, 
hostesses, photographers, 
assistants, make-up artists, 
all busy and meticulous, it is 
a ballet, a real show, a way 
of life.
I’d be exhausted listing 
all the stars who’ve been 
to this house. From the 
outset I was greeted by a 
hedge of honour of celebrity 
portraits. Cocteau, Paul 
Claudel, Mistinguett, 
Princess Grace, but also 
more recently Gérard 
Depardieu, Novak Djokovic, 
Vanessa Paradis, Jean Paul 
Gaultier, John Galliano, 
Isabelle Carré... An 
exceptional heritage where 
good taste and harmony 
distilled the brand of the 
house. Just like jewellers 
or great fashion designers, 
Harcourt perpetuates the 
brilliance of this stainless 
«French touch of class».

Francis Dagnan: you define 
yourself at Studio Harcourt 
as «light sculptors» what 
is this art of light that you 
practice as experts?

In an almost religious silence, 
our photographers scan the face 
to understand its mystery and 
capture its essence. No flash, 
no continuous shots..... The 
ultimate goal is to magnify. It 
is the creative work, constantly 
renewed, of artists and 
craftsmen, experts in the image 
and also concerned with giving 
its best.

How many photographers 
work at Studio Harcourt?

Ten photographers make up the 
team and it is the combination 
of these ten perspectives that 
forges a unique style. 

Is there a Studio Harcourt 
philosophy?

Probably the one of revealing 
the intimate beauty that each 
individual necessarily conceals. 
We magnify the model. We 
must focus on the essential. 
From the essential to the 
spiritual there is only one 
step. And I know of no better 
ferryman than beauty.

How do you seek to 
perpetuate the image, 
today?

We are trying to reach young 
people who know almost 
nothing about the legend 
and to dust off the somewhat 
Parisian image by setting 
up a cabin in the provinces 
and accompanying it with 
an exhibition of portraits. 
Finally, the main objective is 
the international dimension. 
We are targeting emerging 
countries in particular, setting 
up exhibitions there with 
ephemeral studios, as we have 
recently done in China, Brazil 
and Chile. We have created 
a line of derivative products, 
home fragrance and a special 
vintage, top-of-the-range 
champagne.

Do you need a style for this 
icon?

Indeed, it is based on framing, 
a minimalist staging and, above 
all, light. Always the light. 
People who come to us want 
to leave an indelible mark. In 
terms of claw, we could call it 
a «seal». The digital explosion 
and the inflation of infinitely 
reproducible images, virtual 
images, only make the the 
inimitable icon more precious.
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Your place at Harcourt?

I must always be a few steps 
ahead of the score. It is up 
to me, for example, with 
the very active support of 
Catherine Renard, to develop 
new products, to explore new 
markets...

What about the dreams you 
have?

We do not cherish dreams, we 
offer them. Harcourt has not 
aged a bit, simply because the 
dream that is aroused will have 
no end: immortality, no more 
and no less. It’s an art market. 
We can only be part of the art 
market.

Is it an accessible dream?

Of course, if our imprint is 
to capture the personality of 
stars and celebrities, they are 
always invited for a portrait in 
the Studio, we do not neglect 
anyone. For example, we 
receive many families who want 
portraits with their children. 
Chanel asked us to immortalise 
eighteen of its prestigious 
perfume bottles. Commercial 
operations attract targeted 
customers. Harcourt celebrates 
moms and dads. The young 
girls are offered a portrait for 
their eighteenth birthday, a 
portrait made in just one hour. 
For these ladies, make-up is 
only a matter of ceremony. 
Eight light sources, the light 
catches on perfectly. Some even 
want to immortalise their pets: 
horses, dogs, cats…

Francis Dagnan invites 
me to visit and follow him 
through a maze of plays. 
Several studios where 
very specific equipment 
is installed. A room to 

welcome distinguished 
guests around a carefully 
chosen cocktail. Several 
Workshops where you can 
even learn about the secrets 
of light. You can guess the 
know-how and excellence 
that surround the birth of 
a portrait. The Harcourt 
myth, that of an elegant 
sobriety whose guardians of 
the temple plunge us into a 
world of our own. Outside 
the sounds of the city. I 
wasn’t dreaming, time has 
stopped.

By Laure de Roumefort
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