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JULIUS SHULMAN
Architecture in Los Angeles

Photographs
Shulman reveals his vision of the world to us through the architecture of the International Style, a convenient label used to refer to the cubist manner in architecture in industrialised countries just before the second world war.

The phrase international style implies a universal approach favouring lightness, use of synthetic modern materials, standardisation and modular components, with a tendency toward flexibility with free floor plans and a preference for frame structures rather than masonry walls.

Julius Shulman’s artistic and cultural partnerships with some of the great masters of modern architecture produced images in which man and nature are strong presences, even if they are not revealed, to the point that we wonder whether it is Julius Shulman who is Richard Neutra’s photographer or Neutra who is Shulman’s architect.

Shulman's “environmental hedonism” views architectural photography as “a search for the right light, shadows and proportions, which, like a novel, require patience, a bit of mystery and careful courting of the eye”.

An intuitive photographer guided by what he calls “a sense of orderly nature”, he changes light with place: strong and definite light for the Connecticut farm where he grew up, softer and more modulated light for Los Angeles.

His photography is based on the quality of vision, the sentiment of nature, the position and location of the building, and what surrounds it.

The tonal intensity of his black and white work is achieved by overexposing the film then reducing the development time. He uses red filters to add weight to the sky and the clouds, and he photographs each part of the building when the light is most favourable.

Shulman quickly chooses the best time to take each picture, making the building into a sundial. An expert at balancing indoor and outdoor light so as to capture both, he creates a strong visual bond between the location and the structure that allows us to distinguish a Californian building from one in another location.

A great manipulator, he does not use an exposure meter or an umbrella to reflect light, but works with natural light, often at sunset, with long exposure times, opening and closing the lens as he measures the light sources to be contrasted.

His photographs are of modern buildings with clean lines, which the photographer enhances through a process of subtraction, and people, as if to contrast with the chill of the interiors. This is why Shulman’s photographs are often interpreted as true manifestos of a certain modern society in which daily life has been transferred into the interior and architecture has become the key to interpretation of the new style.

A typical example is Case Study House #22, Los Angeles, Pierre Koenig, 1959, photographed in 1960: two young women in lovely white cotton dresses relaxing in a glass and steel box resting lightly on the top of a hill, while the City of the Angels sparkles below them outside. It is a nostalgic modern image expressing the style, grace and allure of post-war Los Angeles.

BIOGRAPHY
1910 
Born in Connecticut

1920 
moves with his family from the East Coast to Los Angeles. As a student at UCLA and U.C. Berkeley, he uses his pocket camera to photograph the campuses and sells the prints in local bookshops.

1936
meets modernist architect Richard Neutra and shows him photographs he happened to take of one of his houses.

This marks the start of a long partnership that was to put him in contact with other important architects such as Rudolf Schindler, Frank Lloyd Wright, Charles Eames and Eero Saarinen.

1945 
photographs Florecita Farm, a 35 acre property on the other side of Canyon Crest. The photographs document a forgotten paradise: an elegant old stone house, rooms with wooden walls, a table under a patio overlooking Millard Canyon: the epitome of life in Pasadena.

1947 
photographs the Kaufman Desert House in Palm Springs, California: one of the most representative images of the International Style.

1950 
produces a feature on southern California for Time magazine.

Settles in his home and studio in Hollywood Hills, an iron and glass pavilion designed in 1949 by architect Raphael S. Soriano, in which he still lives with his wife Olga.

1960 
photographs Pierre Koenig’s Los Angeles home and studio, built in 1959, one of the buildings sponsored by Art & Architecture magazine from 1945 to 1967 and a symbol of post-war optimism.

1969 
Receives the Architectural Photography Medal from The American Institute of Architects.
1986 
retires from his work as an architecture photographer, partly because he does not find Postmodernism as interesting as the other movements, viewing it as inferior to other periods in architectural history.

RICHARD NEUTRA

Neutra’s production is various: economical, middle-class and luxury homes, public and industrial buildings, but his greatest success came from his work for rich, famous clients such as the people of Hollywood, who particularly appreciated his simple, severe style linked with the invention and perfection of detail.

Many of his buildings stand in the open countryside, often in sensational settings such as California’s rocky desert, making no naturalistic concessions to the environment.

The architect believes that the house should not blend into the natural environment, but stand out from it without pretence, legitimately bearing comparison with trees, rocks and mountains. The limits on his experience are a result of insufficient attention to urban planning issues, for he viewed architecture as a service for the human individual, designing private residences with perfectly clear results which have had a discrete but widespread influence on American residential architecture.

