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Saul Leiter is in the process of being 
‘rediscovered’. As with being canonized, 
the general rule with rediscovery is that 
you need to have been dead for a 
decent interval.  So it’s heartening to know 
that at 82 Leiter is alive and well.  
 
“It’s kind of nice, I suppose, to be 
appreciated,” Leiter says, sounding rather 
bemused, over the phone from New York – 
a city he hasn’t left in over 30 years.  
 
Although the ‘rediscovery’ process began 
over a decade ago, it’s really only this 
year that things have picked up. In May, a 
highlight of the Hyères Fashion & 
Photography Festival was a retrospective 
offering a tantalizing glimpse of his fashion 
editorial from the 50s and 60s, (pictured on 
these pages) and in June Steidl published 
a monograph, Early Colour, with an 
introduction by his chief apostle, Martin 
Harrison. Further shows are planned at the 
Henri Cartier Bresson Foundation and the 
New Milwaukee Art Museum. 
 
His early converts would argue the 
moment’s more than overdue. “That’s 
typical of Saul’s life,” Howard Greenberg, 
his gallerist, sighs.  “Things have always 
taken a little bit too long.” 
 
Leiter was supposed to be a rabbih.  The 
son of a Talmudic scholar, he studied 
theology at the University of Pittsburgh but 
was drawn instead to the library’s art 
books and before long moved to New 

York to become a painter. “The brush to 
me is a glorious instrument.  It is God’s gift 
to humanity,” Leiter explains.  He exhibited 
with the likes of Guston and de Kooning 
and it was another Abstract Expressionist, 
his friend Richard Pousette Dart, who 
introduced him to photography. He was 
‘discovered’ by the legendary Harpers 
Bazaar Creative Director; Henry Wolf, who 
commissioned him to shoot fashion 
editorial and became a life-long friend. 
Throughout the ‘50s and ‘60s Leiter worked 
for some of the most important magazines 
of the day, including Nova, Esquire, and 
British, French and US Vogues.  
 
Leiter was an early devotee of colour 
photography, and it’s this that’s getting 
critics and curators excited. “There’s a 
whole new level of interest,” Greenberg 
explains, “because colour photography 
has become so much the hottest thing in 
the market.”  This growing interest has 
triggered a desire to find other exponents.  
All of a sudden Leiter, who was all but 
forgotten, is being credited as a pioneer.  
 
“There really isn’t anybody with a 
comparable body of colour work.” Martin 
Harrison argues, “and this [the work 
reproduced in Early Colour] is the absolute 
tip of an iceberg.  He’s got thousands of 
great colour photographs and was 
working in colour most of the time.” 
 
What’s particularly unusual about Leiter’s 
colour work is that he was doing it already 



in the 1950s, twenty years before the likes 
of William Eggleston.  “Colour was very 
much associated with advertising, ” 
Harrison explains, “so it was a slick, 
commercial thing where it would be 
Chrysler ads and bra ads; American 
women of the Eisenhower period in glitzy 
overlit kitchens… a photographer who was 
more concerned with personal expression 
would tend to be rather disdainful of it.”  
There were other considerations that 
discouraged colour use; “Mostly people 
couldn’t afford it, the film was too slow to 
use on the street and there were technical 
limitations.” 
 
Leiter is modest on the subject; “Just to be 
fair, I’m sure there were other 
photographers doing colour at the time 
too, but I liked colour, there’s no reason 
why I shouldn’t. I’m also a painter and 
colour is essential in the world we live in.  
There has been a notion that black and 
white is sacred and colour is profane.  And 
I never thought that.”  
 
Leiter’s pioneering colour work is but a part 
of his appeal, however.  A contemporary 
of William Klein and Robert Frank, Leiter 
was – and continues to be - drawn to 
street photography, also evident in his 
fashion editorial.  However while Klein’s 
gritty black and white photos portray New 
York in all its in-your-face frenzy, Leiter’s 
colour saturated, layered images keep the 
subject at several removes from the 
viewer, frequently reducing people to 
abstract shapes; a silhouette of a 
passenger on a bus; the corner of an 
umbrella, a pinpoint of red, against a 
background of grey and white snow and 
slush; transitory scenes are glimpsed 
through windows, reflected in them, or 
obscured by condensation on them. 
 
At some point in the sixties, Leiter dropped 
off the radar.  Perhaps he fell out of 
fashion, or had simply had enough of the 
whole scene. “You have to remember also 

that he was an artist and spent a lot of 
time on his own work, painting and 
whatnot,” Greenberg explains.  “You 
know, it’s always been about expressing 
his vision whether it’s in paint or 
photography and I think he did what he 
had to, to pay his bills and get by.”  One 
gets the impression from talking to Leiter 
that he’s never felt the need to conform 
with fashionable norms. “I don’t know 
what the point of living is if you can’t do 
what you like,” he remarks at one point. 
“The world is full of very unhappy people 
who don’t do what they would like to do, 
for all sorts of reasons.” 
 
For whatever reason, Leiter has spent the 
last 40 years or so in relative obscurity and 
it wasn’t until the late ‘80s, when Harrison 
was trawling through archives for a book 
on Vogue photography, that his work 
resurfaced. It took Harrison numerous 
attempts, over several years, to establish a 
connection. “I sometimes think that one of 
the problems in life is that people don’t use 
the phone book,” Leiter remarks, before 
remembering that he is ex-directory. 
 
When I ask Leiter if he is still taking pictures 
he comments drily, “I wonder why they ask 
you, still? Why, are you still having lunch 
every day? I do it because I like it.  There’s 
no reason not to.” In that case, I wonder 
whether he’d be willing to take up an 
editorial commission again? “Well, no-one 
has asked me in such a long time that I 
don’t know what I would do,” he muses. 
“Maybe it would be fun to do, maybe it 
wouldn’t.  I think, I may be mistaken, but I 
think that I’m as good a photographer 
today as I ever was.” 
 

 
 

Saul Leiter: Early Colour, with an 
introduction by Martin Harrison is published 
by Steidl, £35.00 
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