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INTERVIEWING PHOTOGRAPHER 
extraordinaire Julius Shulman, I know 
I’ll never run out of things to talk 
about. After all, this is a man who’s 
spent the past 72 years working 
behind what he calls the “ground 
glass,” introducing entire generations 
to modern architecture by way of his 
iconic photographs. And his pictures 
of Richard Neutra’s Kaufmann House 
in Palm Springs and Pierre Koenig’s 
Case Study House #22 in Los Angeles 
have come to represent southern 
California itself.

It’s a dream job for me, but not 
without its own challenges—mainly 
finding a single story among the 
dozens of potential stories here. 
Within half an hour of my arrival, 
however, Shulman hands it to me. 
“Without realizing it,” he says, “you’ve 
become a missionary.” See, as soon 
as he hears I’m from Phoenix, he’s 
got preservation on his mind (talk of 
the upcoming exhibition of his work 
at the Palm Springs Art Museum – the 
reason for my visit – is promptly put on 
the back burner). Phoenix, Shulman 
knows, is growing fast … and losing 
much of its historic architecture in 

the process. “Uncle Julius worked 
in Phoenix at great length,” he 
says, telling me of his work with 
Phoenix architect Blaine Drake (who 
introduced Shulman to Frank Lloyd 
Wright, who then invited Shulman to 
photograph Taliesin West). “Now is 
the time to warn Phoenix and other 
cites,” declares Shulman. “You don’t 
tear a house down. You do this!”

And what is this? Just behind 
us, overlooking the Pacific Ocean, 
is an unassuming, low-slung 
home designed in 1949 by Neutra. 
Shulman’s here to document its most 
recent renovation, executed with 
great sensitivity to the original design 
by Santa Monica-based architect 
Peter Grueneisen. This is today’s 
assignment (that’s what Shulman calls 
them: “assignments,” a term I find 
charming, as it evokes the role of a 
student as well as that of a journalist – 
and I don’t know that Shulman would 
object to either reference). As we talk, 
his assistant hands him a Polaroid 
of the composition they’ve just 
photographed. “There’s your story,” 
he says, handing me the picture.

For Shulman, this is a homecoming 

Man on a Mission
OUR WRITER ON AN INTERVIEW ASSIGNMENT GETS 
DIVERTED BY LEGENDARY PHOTOGRAPHER JULIUS 
SHULMAN, WHO WANTS HIM TO SAVE THE WORLD

Above: Writer Peter Wolf 
snaps a picture of Shulman, 

well, snapping a picture. 
Shulman’s photographs of 

Frey House II, 1965 (top) and 
Kaufmann House, 1947.
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of sorts. His storied career began 
with Neutra in 1936, when he 
photographed one of the late, 
great architect’s residences in the 
Hollywood Hills. In fact, Shulman has 
even been here before, photographed 
this very home, in 1950 or so. But this 
is no repeat performance. He didn’t 
even look at the original photos for 
fear of becoming “prejudiced.” “I 
could have looked,” he says. “I didn’t 
want to. I never do.”

And sure enough, minutes later, 
Shulman finds something new. As 
we’re making our way into the house, 
he stops suddenly. “Look at that!” he 
exclaims. In a matter of seconds, he’s 
composed the photograph, describing 
it in precise detail for all to hear, and 
setting in motion a flurry of activity as 
the camera and lights are set up, the 
furniture and accessories arranged. 
And then, when he’s satisfied with 
what he’s got, he waves me over.

“You have to be spontaneous … 
This is a statement, which we easily 
could walk past,” he says, indicating 

the Polaroid in his hand. “I stopped, 
we got one of the best pictures here.”

And it’s not even lunchtime yet.
It occurs to me only later, on the 

flight back to Phoenix, that what’s 
made the greatest impression on 
me is not Shulman’s keen ability 
to really see—to create compelling 
photographs from the same 
ingredients we all have at our disposal. 
After all, the man has the reputation 
he has for good reason. Instead, 
what I am most struck by (and have 
come to envy) is his willingness to 
be surprised, his youthful sense of 
wonder. At 97, he is still delighted to 
discover the unexpected picture, the 
one everybody else has walked right 
past. And so he pays careful attention

It’s a good lesson for all of us, 
and one that’s critical to historic 
preservation—finding the new and 
exciting in the old and familiar. As 
Shulman said when he “anointed” me, 
“The moral of the story is universal: 
you don’t just destroy things.” n

Above: Sinatra House, 1949, by 
Julius Shulman
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Featuring approximately 150 

Shulman photographs (some 

pictured here, as well as 

illustrations, renderings, and scale 

models) the exhibition showcases 

the architecture of Richard 

Neutra, Albert Frey, E. Stewart 

Williams, John Lautner, William 

Cody, and many others. In 

addition, some photographs taken 

just last year in Palm Springs will 

be shown for the first time.


