BURT GLINN INTERVIEW
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  Carole Naggar, July 15, 2007
“You could recognize him from a distance. He wasn’t tall- maybe 5’6” or 5’7”. He had a round face, almost a moon face. He was meticulous. He was never seen in a formal setting without a tie, never walked around in an open collar. One of the reasons that Henri and Chim got on so well is that they were both very courtly… He compartmentalized his life. And yet because he was so sincere and interesting, whomever he was talking to felt he knew the real Chim.  The irony of Chim dying like this seemed to me… He was such a delicate man, graceful both in his movements and his moral stance. But he could also be very tough (which I never experienced), make hard decisions and stand by them.







(Photo by Ben Shneiderman, 2006)
“Chim was a complete man, an intellectual. When he lived in Rome he was intrigued by the Catholic Church. He was a good friend to Bill Bradlee, then the European editor of Newsweek, and Chim knew all about the intrigues of the Church. When Pope John XXIII died, Chim alerted Newsweek to who was going to be his successor. He had the perfect mind for a serious journalist because he knew a wide scope of people and had a wide range of interest.
“When I was very young I visited Chim in Italy. I was invited at the Peppers, which was an exercise in tension. I think they were very close to Chim. Bill Pepper was the Newsweek Rome bureau chief. Chim was actually on assignment from Newsweek when he died. When the 1956 war broke out, I had established a very good contact with El Al. I was up late that night and I heard on the radio about the parachute drop on the Suez Canal. Through my contact at El Al, Peter Brunswick, I got the last available ticket to Tel Aviv. I called John Morris and told him I was going to Israel, but Life wasn’t interested. They wanted a big star like Dmitri Kessel. But in the end, they had to go with me because I had a ticket!
“We first flew to Paris, the plane was late and I was going to miss the connection, but Trudi Feliu, a tough lady, was able to delay the plane. In Athens we had a layover and I saw Chim. He said that he had an assignment from Newsweek. We sat in the Athens airport and talked. He was telling me how I had to be careful and follow. My own head- and that was the last time I saw him alive. 
“Ten or fifteen days after I walked into the press office in Jerusalem, David Anderman, the PO Chief, was crying, he told me that Chim had been killed. I could not get to the Canal Zone. I stayed on in Israel for more than a month in a state of real shock and dismay. On my way back I stopped in Paris and talked to Trudi. The story they had gotten was probably accurate. He had bummed a ride with this Paris Match photographer Jean Roy. It was untypical of him-he was a very cautious man.
“He loved beautiful women but I don’t think he really had a girlfriend. He was discrete about this part of his life. He loved to tease Bob Capa about the women.  Chim was like a rabbi to me. He led me through a lot of things. He was very instrumental in some of the decisions I made about my life. On the first trip I made to Paris, he took me for a drink at the Hotel California. It was 1953 or 54. Bob was there with Irwin Shaw; they were these two Lothario types. Irwin and Bob were deciding which girls they would spend the Saturday night with: they tried every big name glamour girl in Paris.

“Chim always smoked a cigarette the European way, between thumb and forefinger.” He said, “Well gentlemen, I have to leave. I am very late and Ingrid is waiting.”
“He was truly a bon vivant, but not in a flashy way. He loved food and he knew a lot about it. When he ate, he ate with reverence. He even put his camera down. He was friends with Lollobrigida. He kept that part of his life secret. He was very vocal in his appreciation of these women but when we went out, we never saw him with a lady friend. He was very gentle and I suspect that he wouldn’t flaunt it.
“When Bob was killed he became a President of Magnum. He was very thorough. He analyzed things, and if something unpleasant had to be done he would go and do it. Henri was terribly impressed with the depth of his knowledge and the way he carried himself. Of all the people at Magnum, he was the one who could understand the financial problems. He had that kind of mind. It was just natural that he would be there when Bob was killed. 
“He was intrigued by the Catholic Church because it was seeped in tradition. He loved that kind of intrigue that goes on in the Church. I am sure Cardinal Richelieu would have been a favorite of his.
“Hotel Inghilterra became Magnum’s office in Rome. It was not the chic place it is now. It was not completely well known in the great circles of Rome, it was like a discovery.
Time & Life came to recruit at Harvard, I belonged to Crimson. I was writing and photographing for them. I learnt about journalism there. The Life people- Kryder- came to interview me and they asked if I was interested in being an errand boy carrying photographs from the darkroom to the other buildings. I said I didn’t think so, but I would be interested in photographing. In New York, Kryder ran into Wilson Hicks, who was the great Pooh-Bear in photography. At the time, Life had these lunches with photographers and top editors. Writing people did not really understand why photography was supposed to be important. Kryder made me come in. I had a terrible portfolio but Hicks did not even look at it. I got a job as an assistant to all the photographers and carried these huge strobe lights- nobody was quite sure about how to use them.  I had to learn about them. I became very good friends with Gjon Mili. That was a richer experience than I could have had anywhere else. I also worked a lot with Eliott Elisofon. He taught African Art at Harvard.
“Bob Capa came into town and he used the Life office as headquarters. Photographers congregated around him. He was going to work for Holiday, a story on French ski. Elliott got us together and we had drinks at the 3Gs. I was dead serious, I was trying to explain flash to Bob, and I could see that he was bored to death. He said he thought I should come around to Magnum. It was in 1949. At that time, getting into Magnum was informal. It was not this rigid system that they have now. I started to meet John Morris and sort of insinuated myself into Magnum.

“I met Chim at the office and we were obviously kind of meant for each other. He helped me work out an arrangement with Life. I would keep all the Life work for myself and do all the rest for Magnum. I was based in Seattle and had a string of good luck and had a lot of pages.
“When Bob was killed I got that call from Inge Bondi. She was crying. They had gotten the news on Werner Bischof the same day, and I decided that I had to go to New York. Eventually there was a memorial service at the Quaker cemetery for Bob. At the end of a day filled with tension, Julia was at her worst with Cornell. Ed Thompson told her: “Julia, you have to get on with your life. After all you have another son.” and she said, “I have no other son”. Cornell had to carry that weight for the rest of his life. 
“I went up to Chim and pulled him aside and said, “I think that Magnum is going through a hard time and I think you should take a percentage of my life work”. It solidified my relationship with him.
“A year later, I was in New York at the Chelsea Hotel, pretty ratty then.  I went to have a drink with Chim and he said: “I think you ought to move to Paris and cover all of Africa”. I said, I am living in Seattle on Lake Washington and making good money and I get a hundred days of work a year out of Life. He said, “boychik, you know, it is very nice for you, but you got to decide if you are the kind of photographer with a local reputation where an editor decides what you do in the region, or if you are the kind of photographer where there is a story in Timbuktu, the editors say I don’t care where Glinn is, but he has to do it. You have to define yourself- instead of being a local photographer, you could be global.”
“It was hard to say no. This conversation with Chim was one of the most important in my life.

“As you got to know him you got to realize how multifaceted he was. He really loved food more than he loved women. In the 50s he went to l’Ami Louis, a restaurant known by people who loved good food.  We were in Paris and Chim was staying in a gigantic apartment owned by one of the Stanton Brothers, who had the Volkswagen franchise in America. They had bought the apartment at the end of the war and it looked down on the Parc Monceau.  They had a butler, Israel, who took care of the apartment. They were almost never there and had told Capa and Chim that they could use it anytime. The butler would pick them up at the train and they would stay at that lavish apartment.
“Chim said to a guy who wrote about food and entertainment, I am going to take you to a restaurant, but you must not write about it. It is a secret. I got the name from Darryl Zanuck.  I also swore I wouldn’t tell. We all went to the whore district. “I should have blindfolded you” Chim said. There was a queue of people waiting. They all had letters of introduction from Darryl Zanuck.
“Chim was friends with Joe Liebling, who wrote for the New Yorker, and also wrote some pieces about food. I had known him in my days at Harvard. Chim would take us to a place called Henri et Raffatan on Boulevard St Michel, spectacular for being Burgundian. They had such a platter of hors d’oeuvres that you could not eat after. “Save room for dessert” Chim said. Then we would go to Reich’s, who had the best cheese. He had that kind of arcane knowledge. We had a lot of these kinds of evenings in Paris.
“Chim told me about an evening in Rome that must have been unbelievable. Elisofon had talked Life into doing a story on great restaurants of Europe. He said to Chim that he wanted to take him to dinner. The place was called Pasetta’s, and it was really a tourist restaurant. They went there and they were treated royally. Chim thought it was a very ordinary dinner. He said, Elliott, tomorrow I’ll take you to dinner. They went to seven or eight different restaurants, having a course in each. “You know, Burt” Chim told me “Elliott may be a good photographer, but he knows nothing about food”. Elliott was a good cook and he invited all these people at dinner at his house- the Ambassador of Japan, some personalities, some photographers. Before dinner, he showed two carrousels of slides. The photographers said the next day “He may be a great cook, but he is a very ordinary photographer”.
“Almost everybody looked forward to going to Rome because of Chim. When Magnum was started in New York and Chim was President, he said, we obviously need a lawyer. Through Henri Margolis, who owned Chambord, the first French restaurant in New York, and who knew all sorts of people in the theater, he introduced us to Howard Squadron, which seems exactly appropriate. Howard and Chim were like a perfect pair. Their minds worked similarly. For 40 years, Squadron was the best employee we ever had.  He knew all kinds of things that you could not get from anybody else. For instance, he knew all about social movements in Central Europe. His Paris pictures of the Front Populaire are wonderful. He was a humanist left-winger, the simple kind: villains are villains.
“Magnum was a real hodgepodge. Robert, always the dashing Robert. Inge Morath was a very interesting person, incredibly chic and with it, she did not pretend it was important at all, Mittel-Europe socialist in her views. She and Chim were very good friends.
“I was attracted to Chim mainly because his intellectual life was very rich. Through him, I met Carlo Levi and Alberto Moravia. We had discussions about surrealism and we went to de Chirico’s studio together. He had an apartment near the Spanish steps. Later on, I went to make his portrait- by then he had completely deteriorated.
“When I was in Venice he took me to Peggy Guggenheims place and told me about the statue on her terrace- it had a removable penis. When they heard that the Cardinal was passing by on his gondola fleet they would take it out. This was the kind of detail Chim would know.
“On my first visit to Israel he shared all his contacts with me. He was very generous that way and knew everybody in Israel. He had letters of introduction for me with several artists, with Teddy Kolek, and with some figures in the early Zionist movement. When Ingrid Bergman won the Academy Award, she was in this hotel in Paris and nobody could get to her, but Chim got me in and I could take some pictures. He also introduced me to Audrey Hepburn.”
“It was always good to talk to Chim about a story. He never told you about a picture to take- the perspective from the Spanish steps – but he set the stage about a country. For instance I was given some dream assignment by Holiday. When I first went to Russia after he died, I remembered his advice, I remember him saying that the way to research Russia was to read Chekhov, to read Dostoyevsky, to read about the countryside, about their feelings about the countryside.

“When he spoke English I always thought of Peter Lorre, that kind of accent. He came from the same culture, Europe before the war.
“His pictures tell you more about his youth than his words did. Like that disturbed girl with the chalkboard. I could see that it connected with his youth.
“He was responsible for a lot of things that Magnum was able to do. After the war, Holiday was starting out. Elliott Elisofon, several others and myself had assignments. Chim came up with the idea that we ought to do stories on Generation X, people born after the atomic bomb. It was the kind of idea that Chim’s mind would form.
“Chim introduced me to Art Buchwald in1954 or 1955. I had just left Life and still thought a lot like they did and thought about what I wanted to do for fun. I told Chim that I would like to do a story on American strip tease in Paris. Chim, from his vast store of people, pulled out Monty Landes, a Scot who was a choreographer and a comedian working for the Crazy Horse Saloon. He also knew Ludwig Boemans, a writer and cartoonist who was paying court to Flora Balmoral, a dancer at the Crazy Horse which was run by a French antiques dealer who had bought lots of Western antiques and paintings in the West.
“With Chim you could acquire all sorts of crazy bits of information. He was a connector of people. You never knew what he would come up with – strip tease or the history of the Franciscan order. He had the kind of knowledge that had to come from very broad reading.

“What he liked about the art world was the people and the intrigue more than the objects.” When I was doing a story on John Huston at Bar 21, I grabbed this picture of Chim and Marilyn. It was a dinner party for John Huston. The contrast between Chim and her- he was not glamorous in a way that could turn into glamorous.
“I don’t think Chim ever thought about photography as fine art. He thought of it as a social instrument through which you could see social development.
“One of the things I remember is Chim becoming good friends to Mike Todd. Todd was trying to promote TODD AO, a kind of cinemascope screen. Chim told me that Todd was a very persistent man, he had that vision of a movie screen. He had asked Chim who was the Einstein of optics. He wanted to produce a lens-like cinemascope, but without the lines. Chim introduced him to American Optical Company. Todd was trying to persuade Huston to use it in his next movie.”
Interview by Carole Naggar, East Hampton, October 2005

Burt Glinn first made his mark with a series of spectacular photo essays on the South Seas, Japan, Russia, Mexico, and California, which were published as single issues of Holiday magazine. His other stories include The Sinai War, the U.S.Marine invasion of Lebanon, the Cuban Revolution, and many personality profiles such as that o the late Senator Robert Kennedy. He has also worked on numerous advertising campaigns since the 1960s. Asked to join Magnum in 1949 by Capa, he has been a member since then.
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