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As Robert A. M. Stern describes in his introduction to this volume, the interviews he 

conducted with Philip Johnson were done in collaboration between two Columbia 

University institutions: the Temple Hoyne Buell Center for American Architecture and 

the Oral History Research Office (OHRO). By founding the OHRO in 1948, historian 

Allan Nevins sought to mitigate the threat of “new media” to the traditional archive. In 

Nevins’s view, as the telephone replaced the letter as the principal medium of informal 

communication, the contents of the archive were increasingly reduced to rehearsed 

documents. The new informality of modern life, Nevins feared, would obscure the 

historical record to the extent that fewer and fewer traces of the past could be captured 

and preserved. But more than that, Nevins observed that, as individuals lost the habit 

of letter-writing, they also lost the habit of writing down their thoughts and reflections. 

With the archive thus doubly impoverished, Nevins concluded, histories of the 

twentieth century would be immensely poorer.2 

But Nevins was no Luddite himself, and he sought a solution in the new media of 

his day, employing sound recordings to capture the memories of Americans who, in his 

words, had “lived significant lives.”3 “[0]ral history,” Nevins explained, “was born of 

modern invention and technology,” and made possible only with the advent of the tape 

recorder.4 Transcribed and deposited in an archive, the oral history interview would 

serve as a raw archival source, recapturing what would otherwise escape both official 

histories and the diminished paper archive.5 

Consider, for example, the case of Philip Johnson, and an artifact such as the 

Rolodex he kept at the Glass House. Each card holds crucial and secret information,6 

but with the loss of the individual who spent a lifetime accumulating, nurturing, and 

connecting these contacts, Johnson’s Rolodex in and of itself has no greater meaning 
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today. Just what did Johnson do with the information on those cards? What importance 

did the individuals filed therein hold for him? How was Johnson connected to each of 

them? Though the nodes in Johnson’s network remain, we can hardly deduce a theory 

of the network from them, let alone reproduce it, without Johnson’s own account. 

As the most traditional form of the oral history genre, the transcript of the series of 

interviews published herewith represents a “life-review,” to use Nevins’s terminology, 

of a historically significant figure.7 Although the letters that Johnson wrote into the 

1940s offer a crucial glimpse into his thoughts and feelings—we have reproduced some 

of these in the text—the letters and other surviving documents by no means paint a 

full picture. Moreover, as Johnson rose to occupy the center of architectural power 

upon his return to the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York as director of 

the Department of Architecture and Design in 1949, he established his weekend salon 

at the Glass House, and soon supplemented this with his table at the Four Seasons 

Restaurant in the Seagram building and later the Century Club. With increasing 

demands on his time and ever more business transacted in private social situations, 

the chatty letters dwindled and finally ended for good.8 

In contrast to Hilary Lewis and John O’Connor, who interviewed Johnson between 

1992 and 1994 and largely concerned themselves with his career as an architect,9 Stern 

approached this oral history project as a comprehensive review of Johnson’s life, situat¬ 

ing Johnson in the historical context and filling in crucial gaps in the record. If Stern set 

out to focus on Johnson’s professional activities, he wound up inquiring into Johnson’s 

upbringing and education, his political activity of the 1930s and the consequences of 

that activity, as well as his role as a curator, patron, and promoter in tandem with his 

architectural practice and works in order to understand Johnson as a whole individual. 

Nevertheless, in one respect Stern’s oral history of Johnson departs from accepted 

methodology. Like psychoanalysis, conventional oral history requires a distance 

between the interviewer and narrator, so that the former can remain “objective” and 

allow the subject to recount his or her story freely. Sometimes, the voice of the inter¬ 

viewer is even deleted in the process of editing. In this case, however, the interviewer— 

already an accomplished architect and historian—had been close friends with Johnson 

for over twenty-five years, and as he acknowledges in the introduction as well as in the 

interview, owed many of his early professional connections and ultimately his success 

to Johnson. Stern was by this point commonly seen as one of Johnson’s proteges and 

had provided commentary on the elder architect’s official textual record in the 1979 

collection of Johnson’s texts Writings.™ Thus, when the two sat down to conduct these 

interviews, Stern was thoroughly familiar with the buildings to which Johnson refers, 

the individuals he mentions, and the architect’s thoughts. 

In spite of the closeness between them, or rather because of it, Stern is an 

incisive interviewer. Sympathetic and informed, he lets Johnson’s voice dominate 

while he guides the story. Moreover, with the remarkable knowledge of history that 
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he repeatedly demonstrates in the course of the interview—often to Johnson’s own 

amazement—Stern is able to draw connections and question statements that a less 

historically informed interviewer might not. 

As a result, the interviews take the form of a dialogue, a conversation in which two 

architects reflect on two subjects that, as Stern suggests, are of most interest to them 

both: history and gossip. In editing this manuscript, I have tried to capture the sense 

that Stern and Johnson are sitting and talking together in Johnson’s Museum Tower 

apartment, rendering the conversation as a narrative rather than a verbatim transcript, 

a reading that Michael Bierut’s excellent design underscores. The result gives a sense 

of the informal side of Johnson that his friends got to know, his sharp, often catty wit, 

his intelligence, his opinionated attitude, his admiration for some, and his disregard for 

others. Throughout, we see Johnson as a witness to—and player in—a key century in 

architectural history. 

Deposited with the OHRO, the original transcript remains the document of 

record for this interview. As editor, I cut material that I judged to be redundant, with 

the distinct exception of a lengthy excursion on critics of the period that is much 

less interesting to a general reader today than it would have been twenty years ago. 

To avoid inevitable ruptures in the narrative flow whenever the two interlocutors 

digressed to clarify or expand upon a point made earlier in their conversation (as they 

frequently did), I adopted the approach of incorporating later comments where the 

first mention of a particular topic was made. Generally, I maintained the organization 

established by the original themes of the individual interviews, although I occasionally 

moved or interspersed passages or sections when it seemed appropriate for the 

sake of the narrative. Throughout, Stern was closely involved in the editing process, 

helping to flesh out the text or suggesting that particular passages ought to be deleted 

or reinstated. David Fishman, Jacob Tilove, and Sarah Acheson at Stern’s office and 

Patrick Ciccone at Columbia diligently checked over the facts and identified sources 

for both the annotations to the text and the thumbnail visual references that run under 

the text. 

Unlike many oral histories, both interviewer and interviewee always intended 

this document to be published. As Stern mentions in the introduction, it is the second 

of two sets of recorded interviews in which Johnson recounted his life story. The first, 

conducted by Peter Eisenman (the only other architect as close to Johnson as Stern), 

was acquired by Johnson’s architect partner John Burgee because he feared that its 

publication would damage the firm’s reputation.11 To avoid such complications, this 

oral history was undertaken with the express understanding that it would remain on 

deposit in a university archive in perpetuity and could only be published after the 

architect’s death, thereby ensuring that Johnson’s candid reflections would eventually 

see the light of day. 

Understanding that these interviews would only be published after his death, 

Johnson felt free to speak about topics that he had previously avoided, most notably the 

open secrets of his political activities of the 1930s and their impact on his life, as well as 

his homosexuality, and to give his frank opinion with regard to other people in his life. 

Undertaken prior to Franz Schulze’s biography, these interviews fill out the picture we 
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have of Johnson, giving us a better sense of him as an individual, of his psychological 

and emotional history and the motivations for his actions. 

But Burgee was not mistaken in his concern about what Johnson might say. Taped 

conversations can be dangerous, as Richard Nixon learned in his misguided attempt to 

document his informal activities as an aid for writing his memoirs. This document, too, 

is dangerous with respect to the light it sheds on the complicated politics of modern 

architecture. In his famous introduction to the book Five Architects (edited by Eisenman 

and with a conclusion by Johnson), architectural historian Colin Rowe suggested that 

in bringing modern architecture to the United States for their 1932 exhibition on the 

“International Style” at MoMA, Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson stripped 

it of its ideology. These interviews reveal that the situation was not so clear-cut.12 

First, as the conversation comprising Chapter 2 reveals, by situating the 1932 

exhibition, the research that led up to it, and the subsequent migration of Ludwig Mies 

van der Rohe and Walter Gropius to the United States, Johnson makes it clear that the 

European scene was far from homogeneous. In surveying contemporary architecture in 

Europe, Johnson and Hitchcock turned to figures—most notably Mies, J. J. P. Oud, and 

Le Corbusier—who shared their interests in “an architecture still,” instead of others who 

were more concerned with mobilizing modern architecture in the service of political 

causes like affordable social housing.13 As Johnson points out, that debate raged not 

only in Europe, but also in the United States—where Lewis Mumford’s influence was 

strong—long after the exhibition had closed. 

Second, the interview reveals that Johnson by no means stripped modern 

architecture of politics, though he did make a decided shift from social issues and 

international politics to the politics of a particular field of cultural production. Once 

Johnson turned to architecture as a career, politics for him became first and foremost a 

matter of establishing personal connections, of creating links between the architectural, 

artistic, and business elites of his time. Here another comparison with Rowe is apt. 

Often puzzled by Rowe’s apparent fixation on the genealogy of European royalty, guests 

invited to the frequent dinner parties at his home in Ithaca, New York, in the early 

1990s often asked why this brilliant architectural historian focused on what appeared 

to be parlor trivia. But for Rowe, this wasn’t a trivial pursuit. On the contrary, he studied 

the nature and power of such relationships because he understood that they in fact 

had shaped nineteenth-century modernity. To focus on political history as a series of 

battles over ideology or geographical spheres of influence is to ignore the powerful role 

of personal relationships that have endured through the courtly era into modernity. In 

this light, Johnson’s endless discussion of who he knew, when he knew them, and what 

connections he was able to make amounts to less of a fixation on biographical trivia 

than a dangerous history, a narrative diagram of a power network that could not be 

revealed during his lifetime. 

If at various points in these interviews Johnson opines that he was not a very good 

architect or thinker, never does he question his prowess as a networker. And if almost 

any conventional interview with such a major figure in the world of architecture would 

focus on buildings, in these tapes Johnson focuses on his connections, laying bare his 

network of influence as a construct more formidable than any building he designed. 

12. Rowe, "Introduction," Five Architects (New York: Wittenborn 
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Even as he talks about his own buildings, Johnson’s primary focus is on the patrons who 

commissioned them. 

In the end, this oral history still leaves us with unanswered questions. A period of 

six years of Johnson’s life during the 1930s remains vague and will very likely always 

remain so. One has the distinct impression that Johnson himself saw the time as wasted, 

that he considered his political undertakings to have been a needless detour, and 

also that he utterly lost a certain amount of time during a period of deep depression. 

Johnson’s interest in art is addressed, but not in enough depth to understand how 

he made his choices or how his interest in art related to his role at MoMA. Crucial 

questions of his relationship to Stern and Eisenman and his understanding of 

postmodernism are barely touched upon. And the interview ends before Johnson’s 

last incarnation, the fascinating about-face from postmodernism that constituted his 

“Deconstructivist Architecture” exhibition at MoMA in 1988. 

But this is the document that we have. It is Johnson’s own story, expertly coaxed 

out of him by Robert A. M. Stern. Coming from beyond the grave, it reveals just how 

critical Johnson really was in shaping not only the fashions of twentieth-century 

architecture, but the very shape of the field itself. 


