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In the postwar years, Ezra Stoller photographed iconic buildings by Frank Lloyd Wright
and Mies van der Rohe. But, were his images a reality—or an ideal?
Ezra Stoller photographed postwar
U.S. architecture with the rigor of a
true believer. His images—published
widely in numerous trade magazines
as well as in House Beautiful and House
& Garden—presented modernism not
as an avant-garde or utopian vision,
but as a movement in situ, one born
fully formed like Athena from Zeus’s
skull. Yet a global war and an ocean
unequivocally separate early twentiethcentury experiments undertaken at the
Bauhaus and by Le Corbusier from
the postwar embrace of modern
architecture by corporate leaders and
the cultural elite in the United States.
While civic and commercial
architecture have come to define both
Stoller’s oeuvre and the heroism of
the modern movement in the United
States, his archive is full of
transparencies showing residential
buildings. Throughout his career, he
photographed homes designed by
architects he was friends with, and
those he admired, from Paul Rudolph
and Marcel Breuer to Alvar Aalto and Eero Saarinen. Indeed, one of his earliest published images
is of the A. C. Koch House (1936) in Cambridge, Massachusetts, designed by the architects Carl
Koch and Edward Durell Stone, who taught the evening architecture classes Stoller attended at
New York University in the mid-1930s. (He would graduate a few years later with a degree in
industrial design and an established photography practice.)
Pierluigi Serraino, author of the recent volume Ezra Stoller: A Photographic History of Modern
American Architecture (2019), and Erica Stoller, Stoller’s daughter and director of Esto

architectural photography central to Stoller’s work. “How much is real and how much is ‘edited’
reality?” she wrote. “At what point do the actual and the ideological merge?”
A series from 1949 underscores Huxtable’s query. That year, Stoller photographed his own home
in Rye. He had worked closely with the architects Abraham Geller and George Nemeny on the
low-slung design clad in vertical timber. The double-height living room, pictured with Eames
plywood lounge chairs, a fire in the hearth, and late-afternoon sun casting long shadows across
the floor, peddles a modernism that is warm and cozy. In an image of the kitchen, Stoller’s wife,
Helen, stands at the stove as two of his children, Erica and Evan, sit at the counter eating from
cereal bowls. Erica is in pigtails. In a color version of this photograph, Helen is wearing a brightred dress and is posed against the white stove and blue countertops. This is the dream
manifested.
“The late ’40s was the American moment,” says Erica Stoller. “He had a perfection in mind,
especially if you grew up in rental apartments. This is the ideal life cleaned up and controlled.”
Her childhood coincided with the exponential growth of her father’s practice, a time when he was
capturing the modernist possibilities of other houses, corporate campuses, and high-rises. She
recalls that he was always on the road and rarely at home: “The ideal life wasn’t always so ideal.”
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Photographics, Inc., the company her father founded, both claim that the photographer didn’t
change his approach according to building type. “He was extremely studied, each composition
was a painting,” says Serraino. Stoller would visit each site and meticulously take notes about the
building and the light before setting up a single shot. “His goal was to understand something and
explain it,” says his daughter. “He spent a lot of time figuring out the architecture. He believed
his pictures were telling the truth.”
However, the drive toward veracity registers
differently when looking at houses and not at the
swooping monumentality of Saarinen’s TWA
Terminal (1962) or the repetitive efficiency of
IBM’s corporate campus (1958) in Rochester,
Minnesota. When modernism is performed at the
scale of the home, it is personal. Each home
signifies a break with the past, a new way to live,
the postwar American dream. The architectural
photography of Julius Shulman most immediately
comes to mind when thinking about mid-century
modern residential architecture. His images sell a
California lifestyle of improbable vistas and
turquoise swimming pools. Stoller’s vérité
presents the modern home as attainable, not
aspirational. And although Stoller, like Shulman,
photographed on the West Coast, most of his
commissions were along the Eastern Seaboard,
capturing pockets of modernism around
Cambridge; Rye, New York; New Canaan,
Connecticut; and Sarasota, Florida. That
difference in geography, cultural and topographic,
points away from the drama of palm trees and
blue sky. A forest of tree trunks with bare branches surrounds the Baker Residence (1951) by
Minoru Yamasaki, while the interior is full of lush houseplants. A spindly bush nearly dominates
Stoller’s photograph of Breuer’s Gilbert Tompkins House (1946), its branches offering a
compositional counterpoint to the austerity of the architect’s geometries.
In many ways, Stoller’s own bootstrapped life encapsulated the American dream he so carefully
depicted. The child of Jewish immigrants from Poland, he had an upbringing marked by
uncertainty. His father was blacklisted due to union activism, and his mother suffered from
depression. The family moved from New York to Chicago and back again, and he went to school
in New Jersey, the Bronx, and Manhattan. Success (and his eventual position as gatekeeper) was
built through countless magazine and firm assignments and the ability to capture a unity within a
space, public or private, even if in real life that cohesion wasn’t quite there.
Such alchemical skill led the architect Philip Johnson to quip that architects wanted their projects
“Stollerized.” In 1981, around the time Stoller was winding down his decades-long career,
the New York Times architecture critic Ada Louise Huxtable questioned the very truths of

In honor of the 150th anniversary of the iconic architect's birth, Frank Lloyd Wright will be
celebrated in numerous ways this month: MoMA will open "Frank Lloyd Wright at 150: Unpacking
the Archive" this month, the Guggenheim is planning a series of events marking Wright’s
birthday on June 8, and fabric house Schumacher has even released a new line of textiles created
from Wright's archival designs. For those more partial to photographs, this summer Chelsea's
Yossi Milo Gallery is staging Ezra Stoller Photographs Frank Lloyd Wright Architecture, a stunning
array of black-and-white images of the architect's work.

Architect and photographer, by all accounts, had a unique relationship of mutual creative
respect. “Stoller was no mere photographer, and Wright trusted that he had both the skill and
vision to capture his creations as he wanted them to be seen, experienced, and especially
remembered,” Milo explains. Once, in response to an editor’s query on whether Wright would
instruct Stoller on how he’d like his buildings documented, Wright replied: “Ezra will know.”
In 1945, Stoller was commissioned by Architectural Forum to photograph Wright’s own homes
in Taliesin in Wisconsin and Taliesin West in Scottsdale. From there he went on to capture
virtually all of Wright's most iconic structures, many of which have been designated National
Historic Landmarks. The 20 gelatin silver prints featured in Yossi Milo's exhibition include the
Guggenheim Museum, Fallingwater, and the Johnson Research Tower in Racine, Wisconsin.
“What makes Stoller so distinctive is his unparalleled skills in offering up a three -dimensional
experience of architecture,” points out Yossi Milo. Rather than presenting routine images,
Stoller sought out a singular vantage point while emphasizing volume, line, color, and even the
texture of the materials used such as the reinforced concrete of the Guggenheim. “Stoller’s
images are always carefully composed and give a sense of the sculptural nature of Wright’s
projects,” adds Milo.
Photographing Wright’s buildings was no simple task, and Stoller spoke of the challenges of
presenting the Johnson Research Tower’s façade as well as its interior in one single image. As a
solution, Stoller photographed the building backlit by the rising sun. “In fact, Philip Johnson
coined the [term] 'Stollerized' to describe the complete, thorough, and artistic manner in which
Stoller documented the building,” points out Milo.
A number of the images in the exhibition are signed by Stoller, who was honored with the
American Institute of Architects' first Award for Architectural Photography in 1961. His
photographs can be found in the permanent collections of the Whitney; the Museum of Fine
Arts, Houston; and the Montreal Canadian Centre for Architecture. "Today, Stoller is widely
recognized for shaping the perceptions of Wright’s achievements and Modernist architecture in
general," says Milo. Yet another reason to catch this show.
"Ezra Stoller Photographs Frank Lloyd Wright Architecture" will open June 29 and run until August 25,
2017.
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Ezra Stoller’s Vision of Frank Lloyd Wright

"Guggenheim Museum, Frank Lloyd Wright, New York, NY," 1959. © Ezra
Stoller/Courtesy of Yossi Milo Gallery, New York

This year is the 150th anniversary of the birth of architect Frank Lloyd Wright—his radical designs are
currently being celebrated at the Museum of Modern Art, and his buildings, as seen by architectural
photographer Ezra Stoller, are the subject of a show at Yossi Milo Gallery in New York City, on view from June 29
to August 25. During his long career, Stoller worked closely with prominent architects including I.M. Pei, Marcel
Breuer and Le Corbusier. His relationship with Wright began in 1945, when he photographed Wright’s Taliesin in
Spring Green, Wisconsin and Taliesin West in Scottsdale, Arizona. The images were widely published and shown
at the Museum of Modern Art in 1947. Stoller went on to photograph other Wright buildings, including the
Guggenheim Museum, Fallingwater, the Marin County Civic Center and the SC Johnson Research Tower in
Racine, Wisconsin, bringing his ability to render complex shapes and spaces to Wright’s avant-garde structures.
Among the 20 images in the show are Stoller’s airy view of the Great Workroom in the Johnson Wax
Headquarters, a space defined by slender columns set under structures that Wright called “lily pads,” and
furnished with the curved desks and chairs he designed. Stoller’s photograph of the Marin County Civic Center
was taken from inside an atrium and looks out through a low arch to a view of rolling hills, giving sense of the
building’s relationship to its setting. Stoller’s image of Fallingwater also highlights the natural setting,
looking up at the building’s cantilevered balconies and comparing their undersides to the flat rock below. As
architecture critic Paul Goldberger wrote about Stoller’s work, “his pictures … played a major role in shaping
the public’s perception of what modern architecture is about.”
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