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BUILDING THE ARCHIVE: THE ARCHITECTURAL COLLECTIONS OF THE GETTY 

RESEARCH INSTITUTE 

 

Wim de Wit (Head, Department of Architecture & Contemporary Art, Getty 

Research Institute, Los Angeles) 

 

 

Amongst the many institutions that collect cultural and historical 

artifacts, the architectural museum is by far the youngest “kid on the 

block.” The origins of the art museum, science museum, and natural history 

museum in Europe and America go back to the late eighteenth century when 

members of noble families gradually allowed the educated public to come and 

see the art collections and Wunderkammer built up by their families over 

previous centuries. The history of the architecture museum, however, goes 

back only 50 or 60 years. With a few exceptions (notably the Shchusev Museum 

in Moscow), most architecture museums were established in the early to mid-

1970s when architectural history based on archival study began to be broadly 

recognised as a scholarly pursuit.   

 

Within this relatively young history of the architectural museum, the 

architectural collection at the Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles 

occupies a strangely schizophrenic position: while the earliest architectural 

materials (the archive of Nikolaus Pevsner, for example) were acquired about 

thirty years ago, the department that manages these collections is no more 

than five years old. 

 

I can imagine that all of this sounds terribly confusing and I assume 

that it would not be a bad idea if I would give you a short history of the 

Getty and its various branches.  The Getty as an institution starts with J. 

Paul Getty, an oil magnate, who decided to invest his money in collecting 

art.  He acquired classical sculpture, paintings and especially 17th and 18th-

century French decorative arts.  His collection grew fast and after first 

having added a wing to his house in Malibu, California in the late 1960s he 

decided to build a museum, the so-called Getty Villa, a structure based on a 

classical example, the Villa dei Papiri in Herculaneum.  Around the time that 

this new building opened, J. Paul Getty died and most of his considerable 

estate went to a trust set up to take care of the museum and its collections.  

Understandably, it took several years for Getty’s will to be settled, but by 

1983, the small museum in Malibu was all of a sudden the richest museum in 

the world with an endowment of $2 billion.  Fearing that it had more money 
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available than it could spend on the art market, the Getty Trust decided to 

set up a few additional institutions, one of which was the Getty Research 

Institute (GRI). 

 

As its name indicates, the Getty Research Institute promotes 

scholarship in the fields of art, architecture, archaeology and related areas 

within the Humanities.  It does so in many different ways, but the core of 

all its activities is the library. Because of its substantial endowment, the 

Research Institute was able in a relatively short time to build up a large 

research library with important holdings of rare and new books, and with 

special collections of prints, drawings, photographs, and archival materials.  

Architectural drawings, models, and photographs, were also immediately part 

of its collecting scope. 

 

The GRI’s research collections distinguish themselves from many other 

collections in the sense that they are first of all acquired for research 

purposes, not for aesthetic or exhibition reasons. Whenever we propose an 

archive or a set of drawings or models, we always ask ourselves: what is the 

research value of this material and how can it enhance the research value of 

the collections we own already. In other words, the real reason for 

acquisition is always to facilitate the work done by Getty staff and by the 

scholars who come to us from all over the world every year. 

 

Let me give you an example: Here you see a floor plan that was offered 

to us about a year ago as a preliminary plan for the Museo Pio Clementino in 

the Vatican by architect Michelangelo Simonetti (1724-1781). This 

identification seemed at first totally acceptable, especially when one 

compares the drawing to the executed plan of the late-18th century museum. As 

you can see, the floor plan of that museum has some features that are very 

similar to the one in the drawing offered to us. Both show a circular room 

and a room in the shape of a Greek cross, plus a huge stair. While the 

arrangement of the rooms and stair in the Museo Pio Clementino is very 

different from what one sees in the drawing, and while the shape of the real 

museum with its walls expressing the circular and cruciform shapes on the 

outside is very different from the shape of the building in the drawing in 

which the spaces seem to have been carved out of the heavily pochéd walls, 

the thought that the drawing was an early design for this museum is not 

strange, especially when one takes into consideration that the word “Vatican” 

is written on the back of the drawing. However, there is nothing either in 

the published studies about the museum or in the online archives of the 

Vatican that shows anything remotely related to the drawing offered to us.  
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It was hard to prove that this was a Simonetti drawing. 

 

We therefore showed the drawing to a scholar who has written a study 

about the Museo Pio Clementino. He focused on another text written on the 

back of the drawing: “Gentilhome Vénétien Farsetti” and developed the thesis 

that this is the design by the French architect Charles-Louis Clérisseau 

(1721-1820) for the Palazzo Farcetti in Venice. It is known that Clérisseau 

worked for Abbé Farcetti and that the Abbé had a big collection of plaster 

casts of classical sculptures which he wanted to make available for life 

study by artists. This drawing is, according to this scholar, a proposal for 

the re-design of the palazzo into a sculpture gallery.   

 

To make things even more complicated, I must add here that yet another 

scholar of Italian 18th-century architecture suggested that the drawing is 

probably a design created for a competition organised by an academic 

institution, such as the Accademia di San Luca in Rome and that it was not 

made for any specific purpose. 

 

In the end, it was exactly the confusion about the purpose of this very 

beautiful architectural drawing that made us decide to acquire it.  We expect 

that, once we have published the acquisition of this drawing, we will attract 

quite a few scholars who will want to examine it in greater detail.  Through 

this research, the drawing will get a whole new life. 

 

I can imagine that you think that collecting for research purposes is 

still very broad in scope and that you would like to see some more precisely 

described collecting goals. Such a definition or collecting policy has indeed 

guided our acquisition process for many years now. I will discuss this policy 

and its impact at some length as it provides a good insight into our 

strategies for creating an architectural collection that can play active 

roles both in the scholarly and architectural communities and in the 

community of interested lay people.  

 

When I receive an offer of a collection of drawings or models, or go 

out to look at an archive of a specific architect, I always consider how the 

materials fit in one or more of five sub-categories that each in their own 

way contribute to our understanding of the histories of the architectural 

profession and the built environment. I would like to give you some examples. 

 

The first group that I want to present is a set of materials that can 

be described as documents that clarify the development of architectural 
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ideas.  We have strong holdings of architectural sketch- and notebooks. For 

example, in 1990, right after Daniel Libeskind had won the competition for 

the Jewish Museum in Berlin, we acquired this architect’s early archive, 

which contains an interesting group of sketchbooks from 1988-89, the years of 

the competition. The notebooks show Libeskind’s interest in philosophy and 

Jewish culture; they discuss the relationship between architecture and music, 

and especially making visible his struggle to develop a concept and congruent 

form for the Berlin Museum. One can see the earliest phase of the design 

process and gain the kind of information that the regular archive with its 

ink on mylar drawings does not provide. 

 

A second group that we have developed in the architectural collection 

consists of materials that demonstrate how conventions are established in 

architecture. For example, we have quite a bit of material that documents how 

architectural design and engineering was taught during the 19th and 20th 

century in Europe. One can learn a great deal from these kinds of documents, 

as they tell us what was considered to be important, how influences moved 

from one generation to the next, how traditions survived, what are the 

sources for a designer’s new ideas, and especially how the hand and the eye 

were trained. 

 

For example, we have a truly excellent collection of Bauhaus-related 

materials.  The documents that show the work done by students while attending 

this school are especially valuable. As you probably know, every student who 

was accepted at the Bauhaus was taught during his or her first year to forget 

everything that they had learned in previous schools. All students, no matter 

how much training they already had had, were forced to take a preliminary 

course, the Vorkurs, in which the emphasis was not so much on the technique 

of drafting or painting but on experiencing all media – paper, wood, metal, 

textile, etc – and learning what their specific characteristics are.  After 

that preliminary course, one was allowed to enter a specific workshop and 

learn from a master in that field (pottery, weaving, furniture, sculpture, to 

name just a few). Our Bauhaus student collections are broad enough to 

illustrate both stages of the school’s curriculum. There are Vorkurs 

assignments intended to teach the students the different textures or 

characteristics of materials by asking the young men and women to 

aesthetically reconfigure them. But there are also many items that come from 

the workshops for weaving, for example, or tapestry design, or – late in the 

history of the school – architectural design. And since we have part of the 

archive of Wassily Kandinsky, one can even compare notes of students in the 

class of Kandinsky with the notes that Kandinsky himself had taken in 
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preparation for that class. Altogether one can get a good idea of what the 

students learned and what the students took with them after leaving the 

school. 

 

Architectural conventions, once established, express themselves in 

terms of methodology, but also in typology.  Because of time constraints, I 

am unable to go into details here, but suffice it to say that we have many 

drawings that will allow you to study the history of such building types as 

train stations, hospitals, churches, and even breweries.  

 

 The third group of materials that we created in our architectural 

collections consists of the documents that allow the researcher to study the 

finished products of architectural design. I am here of course referring to 

architectural photography. We have some important archives in this group: 

those of Julius Shulman, the photographer of Southern California Modernism, 

and Lucien Hervé, a French photographer whose most important client was Le 

Corbusier. There are some very interesting parallels in the lives of both 

photographers who not only are of exactly the same age (both were born in 

1910), but also decided to become architectural photographers under very 

similar circumstances.   

 

In 1936, Julius Shulman met by chance a man who was working in the 

office of Richard Neutra. This man took Shulman to one of Neutra’s recently 

completed houses. Shulman who as a student at Berkeley had developed some 

interest in photography, took his camera with him and took about ten 

photographs, which he developed and sent to Neutra as a gift. Neutra liked 

the photos so much that from that moment on he always hired Shulman to 

photographically document his new architecture. We may wonder why the well-

known architect hired this young photographer; there must have been other 

more experienced photographers in Los Angeles. One reason may have been 

economic; it was most probably cheaper to hire this young man, who until this 

encounter did not yet know that he was going to be a professional 

photographer, than to commission someone who already had a fully-developed 

practice. Another reason must have been that Neutra felt that Shulman 

innately understood his architecture. But the most important reason was 

probably that Neutra knew that he could train this “unspoiled mind” to 

photograph his architecture exactly the way he wanted it. 

 

The story of Lucien Hervé (who was born in Hungary and came to France 

in 1930) was more or less the same. In 1949, when he was in the south of 

France, he heard about a new building by Le Corbusier in Marseille. He went 
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to see the building, which was of course the Unité d’Habitation, and took 

more than 100 photographs. He printed the best of those shots and sent them 

to Le Corbusier. In no time, Le Corbusier invited him to come to his office 

to talk about the photos. Like Shulman, Hervé was hired for every job Le 

Corbusier finished from that moment on. The reasons for hiring this unknown 

photographer must have been the same; Le Corbusier must have felt that Hervé 

understood his architecture (he wrote to him that he had the “soul of an 

architect”) and that the still relatively young photographer would represent 

his work well. 

 

I mention all of these to show that photographers’ archives can serve 

several research purposes. As explained, they tell us a great deal about the 

role of the photographer in the marketing of an architect’s work. They also 

are used by researchers who want to study the work of famous architects, by 

preservationists who want to bring a building back to what it looked like 

immediately after completion (which, as you know, is not always similar to 

what one sees in the drawings) and by historians of photography in general. 

 

The fourth group consists of materials that help us to gain better 

understanding of the social, political and economical circumstances in which 

architects were working. Our collection of about 6500 drawings for LA’s Union 

Station, a building with — as you will soon hear — a contested history 

provides a good example. Until the early 1930s, Los Angeles had four stations 

for four different railroad companies. The city wanted to bring these 

railroads together in one building, but the people could not agree on where 

that would be. After a referendum and many law suits, a site was chosen near 

downtown where the city had just built a new city hall. There was however one 

problem with this site: there were already people living on that site. It was 

LA’s Chinatown. As a set of about 300 negatives that came with the drawings 

archive shows, people were forced to leave the area and move to a 

neighborhood a few miles north-east of the site. The houses were completely 

destroyed. 

 

By the time the architects could begin their design work, the Great 

Depression was in full swing. As they did not have much other work, the 

designers had a great deal of time to draw. Every little detail was planned 

in the most beautiful drawings in a style that was a mixture of Beaux-Arts 

and California Mission Style. Nowhere was even the slightest reference to 

what had been there before. 
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Another example is the work of Leonard Nadel, a photographer who was 

hired in 1949 to work for the Los Angeles Housing Authority to make a record 

of the terrible conditions in the city’s slums and document the new housing 

projects that were going up at that time. Nadel set himself the task to 

document the city’s early efforts to promote integrated public housing for 

its growing multi-ethnic population. Using both photographs and text, Leonard 

Nadel prepared two large leather-bound volumes with the intent of publishing 

them. The books tell in detail the stories of two early federally-funded 

public housing projects, the Pueblo del Rio project (built in the late 1930s 

for African-American families by Paul Williams, LA’s first successful 

African-American architect) and Aliso Village (one of the first racially 

integrated public housing projects in the nation built in 1942 by Lloyd 

Wright, the son of Frank Lloyd Wright). While there was interest in these 

books at the time, they were never published, probably because sentiment soon 

turned against public housing which was perceived as being an activity of the 

political left. In fact in the early 1950s, when Joseph McCarthy was 

attacking everything that in his paranoid mind seemed communist, Nadel’s 

supervisor was accused of anti-American activities and when he was fired, 

Nadel resigned in protest. The housing photographs cover therefore a very 

short period only, but they are important because of the insight they provide 

into a critical urban and architectural development that created an optimism 

that was short-lived and replaced by a ghettoisation that only now is slowly 

being reversed in some American cities. 

 

The last research theme is the architecture of Southern California. In 

a relatively short time, we were able to acquire the archives of some rather 

important architects, including John Lautner, Pierre Koenig, Welton Becket, 

Ray Kappe (the founder of SCI-Arc), and Frank Israel. But we were also able 

to gather some archives of architects whose work was more or less forgotten 

but deserves to be reappraised, including Fred Lyman, William Krisel, and 

Harlan Georgesco. While the most important architectural archives for 

Southern California are without a doubt at the University of California in 

Santa Barbara, our collection has become a very close second. It has become 

the basis for our upcoming exhibition about which I will tell you more in a 

second. 

 

As will be clear from these descriptions, the geographical scope of the 

architectural collections is primarily Europe and North America. As there is 

a general trend within the Getty as a whole (i.e., the Foundation, the 

Conservation Institute and the Research Institute) to focus on projects in 

Asia, I assume that we architectural curators will also soon be expected to 
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direct our attention to your part of the world. But rest assured, we have no 

plans to all of a sudden buy up all your archives. On the contrary, I would 

love to hear if there are ways that you think that we can work together on 

the preservation of your architectural documentation and archives. 

 

I have paid a great deal of attention to our collecting activities, as 

for an institution like ours, the collections are the basis of our work.  

Without the collections there is no research, and without research there is 

no Research Institute. Our curatorial activities consist, however, of more 

than bringing in collection items. We also work hard to draw attention to our 

collections through cataloging, by making collection materials available 

online, and by bringing classes from the architecture and art history 

programs in the area to the Getty. Our own research, our publications, and 

especially exhibitions are part of this same effort.   

 

In this context, I would like to say a few things about an exhibition 

we have been working on for the last 3-4 years.  Entitled “Overdrive: LA 

Constructs the Future,1940-1990”, the exhibition looks at the rapid growth of 

the city during the second half of the 20th century when industries, 

corporations, architects and engineers worked together and inspired each 

other, and the city became a laboratory for architectural innovation. One of 

our goals is to undermine existing misconceptions about LA as the city of 

endless unplanned sprawl. We also will be looking at LA’s car culture and the 

effect it had on the roadside architecture of coffee shops, gas stations, 

drive-in theaters, and even drive-in churches. We also will be looking at the 

freeways and waterways; the various businesses that made the city grow; 

destinations such as Disneyland, LA’s baseball stadium and its contested 

history, and shopping malls; and of course, the architecture for which Los 

Angeles is most famous, its houses, including the Case Study Houses of the 

1940s and 50s, LA’s tract houses and public housing, and the famous houses of 

Frank Gehry and Morphosis.   

 

The problem with this kind of a survey exhibition is that it can show 

only a few examples of each well-known architect and that we also want to 

show the work of good but forgotten architects. We have therefore decided to 

set up a collaboration with other institutions in town, each of which will 

take on smaller, related subjects that they can present in greater detail 

than we can in our overview. Brought together under the overarching title of 

“Pacific Standard Time Presents: Modern Architecture in LA,” the exhibitions 

will deal with such topics as architecture in LA after 1990, the city and its 

architecture as seen from the car, and the relationship between architecture 
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and art in the 1960s and 70s. In total, there will be nine architectural 

exhibitions devoted to Los Angeles this coming spring. 

 

These exhibitions, together with the conferences, symposia, 

architectural tours, and film screenings to be organised during a period of 

four weeks in May/June that we will call Architecture Month, will certainly 

draw the attention of people from far beyond the fields of architecture and 

architectural history who as a result will hopefully better understand the 

environment in which they live. In the end, those lessons are the reasons we 

acquire and display our collections. I know that that approach is not the 

only one. You here may have different plans. But I assume that the 

educational aspect, whether it is at a scholarly or more popular level, is 

what we have in common. I am eager to discuss your plans with you. 

 


