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Introduction

Elliott Erwitt's photographs (as well as his life) are more complicated than they seem. Likewise, a book of his pictures
called Personal Best would appear to be a simple, straightforward expression. Not so.

In Erwitt’s photographic lexicon, “personal” means pictures he has been determinedly making for himself while
earning a living as a working photographer. Whether, as a teenager, in the lab of a Hollywood publicity mill (“One week I
washed and dried 25,000 Ingrid Bergmans!”) or, later in New York, as a member of the distinguished photo co-op Magnum
shooting annual reports of Fortune 500 companies, six-figure advertising campaigns for Madison Avenue or breaking news
for Paris Match, Erwitt has been working professionally for others yet still finding time to be an amateur photographer for
himself. For him, “amateur” is hardly pejorative; he points to the Latin root of the word amo (to love). This is photography
for the love of it. Or, as he might say, photography made difficult.

For a profile on Erwitt many years ago I asked one of his mentors, Henri Cartier-Bresson, to comment on this duality
and he said, “Elliott has to my mind achieved a miracle working on a chain-gang of commercial campaigns and still
offering a bouquet of stolen photos with a flavor, a smile from his deeper self.” This, from an icon who, like Stieglitz before
him, could not reconcile a photographer working for anybody but himself.

Few of the commercial works are included here. Most of the pictures in this volume Erwitt shot for himself (usually
with a classic Leica rangefinder and in black and white) in between commercial assignments. And now, at 78, after some 60
years of doing so, he has compiled his best.

I first encountered Erwitt in a 1970 exhibit at the Smithsonian in Washington which I reviewed for Life. T was struck
by a quick mind—and even quicker reflexes—that could capture juxtapositions that ranged from the sardonic (page 44) to
the whimsical (page 165) all found in the commonplace across the globe. That was Erwitt the ironist.

Later photographs would inspire other critics to point out that, with the possible exception of the late Robert
Doisneau, no 20th Century photographer had a sense for humor; i.e., Erwitt saw things in the human condition that evoked
everything from wry smiles to outright guffaws. Erwitt, the wit.

Then there are the canines. Knowing an audience’s affection for an underdog, he has made scores of photographs—
enough to sustain five monographs over the years—of man’s best friend. Writing about them P.G. Wodehouse said, “There’s
not a sitter in his gallery who does not melt the heart...and no beastly class distinctions, either. Thoroughbreds and mutts,
they are all there” Erwitt, the shooter of dogs.

Most often overlooked is the candid, world class magazine photojournalism that includes the infamous “kitchen
debate” between Nikita Khrushchev and Richard Nixon that Nixon later used (without Erwitt’s permission) in the 1960
presidential election campaign to support his platform of being strong on Communism. (The level of the so-called debate
was “ridiculous” according to Erwitt, with each man bragging, with increasing vehemence, about their country’s wealth
and power. As the son of Russian émigrés, Erwitt understood what both men were saying despite the best efforts of their

translators to be diplomatic. “At one point Nixon was getting so irritating I thought I heard Khrushchev say in Russian, ‘Go



fuck my grandmother”’)

Then, in 1966 during a testy period when Charles DeGaulle was making his NATO allies nervous, Erwitt covered the
French presidents trip to the Soviet Union and was able to slip unnoticed into a back room in Moscow where DeGaulle
was seen informally with the Soviet leadership.

Erwitt, the invisible insider.

In the past decade, however, there have emerged from Erwitt’s archive many more pictures that might be defined
as social realist documentary photography of the kind most famously attributed to Robert Frank but also of the so-called
New York School of photography that included, among others, William Klein, Louis Faurer and Helen Levitt. (Diane
Arbus, Lee Friedlander and Garry Winogrand would emerge as the next generation in this line.)

In the 1990s Erwitt was increasingly showing images—many that hadn’t been shown publicly since they were created
in the late 1940s and early 50s—that put him squarely in the firmament of this revered period of fine art photography.
They demonstrate a conscious breaking of the rules for the then-contemporary photographic standards—perfect exposure,
full tonal range, sharp focus, traditional composition—coupled with an existential “tough love” treatment of America,
cloaked in the aura of the film noir motion pictures of the period that hung over this generation of photographers. And,
like his peers of that time, there is the unselfconscious striking out to create a deliberate style or signature of his own.
Personal Best gathers together many of those and many more that have never been published.

So what is it that has allowed Erwitt to achieve such prominence in so many ways that few of us have seen, until
now, as a whole? Clouding the picture is his commercial success as not only a photographer but, for some twenty years, a
documentary filmmaker whose efforts could be found on the cable television network HBO. The stigma of Stieglitz (and
Cartier-Bresson) regarding commercial success still haunts parts of the art establishment which ignores the fact that both
men were independently wealthy so they could afford to make such pronouncements. (They also didn’t have six children!)

Erwitt, however, the only child of displaced Russians, was not so fortunate. He found himself in New York at the age
of 11 after being born in Paris, raised in Milan and fleeing Europe on the last boat out of free France. Then, at 16, he was
on his own in Los Angeles where his parents had decamped, then split up and took off. There must be a TV sitcom in the
story of a teenager steeped in the cultures of Russia, Italy, France and New York City attending Hollywood High and living
in a rented bungalow with friends.

Erwitt survived all that and has used the experience to become an uncanny observer of others, highly sensitive to the
vicissitudes of life and, when necessary, utterly charming and disarming. (Witness him as the handsome young GI in 1951
working the line of young midchen outside a ladies room (see frontispiece). So is it any wonder that he developed into

one of the most acute, perceptive and individualistic eyes in 20th century photography?

Sean Callahan
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