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foreword by PETER GURALNICK


ART IS ABOUT CHOICES. The same scene presents itself to all of us. We are each given the same subject. It is in the selection of detail, what is included and what is left out, the angle of perception from which the scene is observed, that the true artist finds his or her own unique form of expression.

What is so remarkable about Al Wertheimer’s documentary portrait of Elvis Presley, very much like the music of the artist it chronicles, is how fresh and contemporary the picture still seems, how utterly unlike any other portrait of this endlessly scrutinized figure. It is, clearly, not just a matter of access, for Wertheimer was with his subject for no more than a week all told on two separate occasions in 1956. Nor is it as if the photographer was being invited to record some momentous historic event. He was just there to photograph a couple of television appearances, on Jimmy and Tommy Dorsey’s Stage Show on March 17 and The Steve Allen Show on July 2, with the rehearsals attendant on each performance. Another photographer might simply have dismissed this as a not very challenging assignment about a not particularly interesting teenage fad. Another photographer might simply have taken it as an easy payday, an opportunity to snap a few dozen performance shots and move on as quickly as possible to the next job. Wertheimer saw the possibilities of the subject not because he was a fan (he had never even heard of Elvis when he was called by the record company two days before the first shoot), but because he was a keen student of human nature, because he was curious, because, like Elvis, he could be swept up by the purity of experience, by the unscripted eloquence of the moment.

Wertheimer’s photography scrupulously reflected the William Carlos Williams dictum “No ideas but in things.” (Williams was the poet who famously wrote, “So much depends upon a red wheel barrow.”) When Wertheimer discovered Elvis alone at the piano in the corner of a blank high-ceilinged room, with sunlight hitting a disconsolate group of empty chairs, he saw it not as a symbol, not as the mythic logo for a generation, but as itself, as a powerful picture that could suggest multiple layers of moods and meanings. That there was actually someone else in the room at the time has no bearing on a striking aesthetic vision that demands attention strictly on its own terms. In the same way, Wertheimer took the recording session on the day after The Steve Allen Show not as the occasion for a pictorial news account of a mundane event (as it happened, Elvis recorded both “Hound Dog” and “Don’t Be Cruel” on that day) but as an opportunity to explore, through a series of sharply evocative images rendered in exquisite detail, the unrelenting concentration, joy, pain, and release of the creative act. And, following the session, he jumped on a train to Memphis with Elvis and his manager, Colonel Parker, not because he knew what was going to happen on the journey, but because he didn’t.

“Mind if I tag along?” was his only security badge, Elvis’s shrug all the validation he needed. When Elvis goes into the bathroom to shave, the moment is recorded with the subject’s permission. The precise choreography of flirtation, the purchase of a ring from a worn-out-looking jewelry salesman, a transcendent instant on stage, grabbing a catnap on the train, an unrehearsed family reunion, all are captured, in true verité fashion, without the slightest hint of irony or visual comment. We are scarcely aware of the photographer, though he is always present. He never flinches. He never turns away.

Al Wertheimer continued, of course, to take photographs; he went on to a distinguished career as a documentary filmmaker and cinematographer, but would never again, he has sometimes said, capture the moment in quite the same way—any more than his subject would. If he had been given the assignment two or three years later, he suggests wryly, he might have screwed it up by trying to improve on reality. But whether because, as he suggests, he simply didn’t know any better, or because, as his photographs show, he had a profound eye for the unmanipulated image, in this case he was content to simply leave matters alone. “I learned that when somebody is doing something that is more important in his or her life than having their photograph taken, you’re going to get good pictures.” He understates his achievement. He got great pictures. Like Elvis, by embracing spontaneity, by prizing feeling over mere technique, he found something new in familiar forms, and the result is work that can stand gloriously on its own, unaffected by the eddying tides of fashion or the shifting sands of time.
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introduction by CHRIS MURRAY



BEFORE ELVIS, there was nothing.

—JOHN LENNON



ALFRED WERTHEIMER’S PHOTOGRAPHS OF ELVIS Presley are a national treasure. They are a unique visual record of the most exciting and influential performer of our time. Taken in 1956, Wertheimer’s photographs document Elvis Presley at the quintessential moment of his explosive appearance onto the cultural landscape. After the photos in this book were taken, no photographer ever again had the access to Elvis that Wertheimer enjoyed. Wertheimer has described his photographs as “the first and last look at the day-to-day life of Elvis Presley.” Apart from Elvis’s own recordings from this period, Wertheimer’s photographs are the most compelling vintage document of Elvis in 1956, a very special year for the young man from Memphis who was about to shake up the world. Elvis at 21: New York to Memphis is an extraordinary record of how these two storytellers’ lives came together, of a twenty-one-year-old singer on the verge of fame and fortune crossing paths with a twenty-six-year-old photographer about to document a legend.

Only six years old, Alfred Wertheimer left Hitler’s Germany with his father, Julius, his mother, Katy, and his brother, Henry, in 1936. Julius was a delicatessen butcher with a little shop in Coburg, Germany. After leaving their home behind, young Alfred and his family came to New York City and after several moves rented an apartment at 842 Nostrand Avenue in Brooklyn. Julius got a job at Carmel Kosher Provision, and the Wertheimer family settled into their new life in America.

Al looked up to his older brother, Henry and, following in his footsteps, attended Haaren High School in Manhattan. It was during this time that Al got his first camera, a gift from Henry. It was a folding camera called a Prontor S. Al was overjoyed. He loved the idea that he could record events. At the age of nineteen, Henry was drafted into the army and was shipped out to Italy with the 10th Mountain Infantry. Haaren High School taught an aviation class, so Al decided that he wanted to join the military as well and become a pilot after high school. Henry, however, convinced his younger brother to learn something more practical and told him to study drafting. Taking his brother’s advice, Al started studying mechanical drawing, which he enjoyed and was very good at. He learned about perspective and many other techniques that later served him well as a photographer and filmmaker.

After graduating from high school in 1947, he spent a year at City College and studied drawing before being accepted at Cooper Union’s school of art in Manhattan in 1948. Cooper Union was tuition-free, which Al very much appreciated, since he could not afford to pay for college. He describes himself as “one of the lucky ninety,” as only ninety students were admitted that year. At Cooper Union, he photographed his first events with the camera Henry had given him. Using available light, Al photographed his classes, including his drawing class and his teacher, the artist Robert Gwathmey. Al was delighted to see his photos published in the Cooper Union newspaper.

In 1951, he graduated with a major in advertising design. The following year, he was drafted into the army. Al now had both a Leica and a Contax camera, and he set about documenting the sixteen-week basic training experience at Fort Dix, New Jersey. He compiled a photo essay of the training into an album, which he presented to the commanding officer of his company. The captain liked the photos very much and had Al make a second album for the base commander of Fort Dix. Though Al’s original military occupation specialty was as a mortar base plate carrier, he was reassigned as a photographer. Stationed near Heidelberg, Germany, he used a military-issued Speed Graphic camera and took photographs for the local army newspaper.

After finishing his service in 1954, Al returned to New York City, where he found a job with fashion photographer Tom Palumbo. Palumbo worked on assignment for Harper’s Bazaar magazine under the legendary art director Alexey Brodovitch, who also became a mentor to photographers Richard Avedon and Irving Penn, among many others. Palumbo’s studio was in the Sherwood Building at 57th Street and 6th Avenue, where many photographers had studios. Al worked hard for Palumbo, developing film, printing photographs, setting up and cleaning the studio, keeping track of his negatives, assisting at shoots, and going to the color lab for processing. Al also organized Palumbo’s vast music library of 78 rpm recordings and developed an appreciation for classical music.

After working for Palumbo for about a year, Al started his own business as a freelance photographer in the middle of 1955. Though he worked independently, he shared studio space with a group of photographers at Dave Linton’s Studio at 3rd Avenue and 74th Street. Al’s good friend Paul Schutzer, a talented photojournalist, worked there along with Jerry Yulesman and Roland Mitchell, who did a lot of darkroom work for Al. During this time, Paul introduced Wertheimer to a woman named Ann Fulchino, the publicist at RCA for the pop-record division. Ann hired photographers to take pictures of the RCA talent for publicity and promotional use. On assignment for RCA, Al photographed Julius LaRosa, Perry Como, Arthur Rubinstein, Lena Horn, Nelson Eddy, Jeannette McDonald, Sir Thomas Beecham, and many others. One day, Ann asked Al to take photos of RCA’s latest acquisition, a young singer named Elvis Presley. Al had never heard of this new singer when Ann called him that day in March 1956. But in just a few months, the whole world would know the name Elvis Presley.

My own journey with Elvis began at home in New York City in 1955 at the age of eight. My older brother, Matthew, loved rock and roll music and constantly played Elvis’s original Sun Records 45 rpm recordings for me, much to my mother’s chagrin. Listening to those classic Sun recordings changed my consciousness. In Elvis’s music, I heard something utterly mysterious yet startlingly familiar. By the time he entered our home live on national television and had recorded “Don’t Be Cruel” and “Hound Dog,” I was ready to go wherever Elvis took me. It seemed the entire country was listening to and talking about Elvis Presley. It is hard to describe the magnitude of his impact at that time, but whatever it was and however you measured it, Elvis and his music were wonderful. As Sun Records proprietor Sam Phillips said of the kind of music Elvis was making, “This is where the soul of man never dies.” I was growing up on rock and roll, and Elvis was an electrifying start.
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