
The compilation of photographically illustrated annual reports and the con-

struction of housing exhibits formed two interrelated areas of the public rela-

tions programs of Los Angeles’s housers and planners in the 1940s and early 

1950s. This chapter aims to show the relevance of these efforts to this study in 

their offering of instances where international practices of photography, design, 

and public relations in housing converged. 

Although the making and circulation of displays were widespread practices 

among housing groups in the 1940s, the subsequent preservation and storage 

of display panels was not. All the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s 

exhibits presented in this chapter are now lost. Clues to the form and content 

of exhibits, however, survive in descriptions and photographs either stored in 

personal papers and institutional collections or printed in conference reports 

and trade journals. Photographically illustrated annual reports by local housing 

authorities not only reproduced photographs of housing exhibits, but also 

through processes of photographic enlargement and editing were displayed as 

exhibits, themselves. These records reveal a breadth of concerns that shaped the 

Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s public relations practices, from 

those of photographic subject matter and composition, to costs, reproducibility, 

scale, and the use of color. 

In facing these concerns, the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles 

hardly stood alone despite the national prominence of its report designs and 

exhibition activity. Starting in the mid-1940s, the National Association of Hous-

ing Officials regularly circulated photographs of housing exhibits from across 

the country. These photographs reveal that few of the Housing Authority of the 

City of Los Angeles’s design or display techniques were particularly unique or 

innovative, but rather aligned with national strategies for presenting a positive 
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image of public housing to greater publics. At stake in the Authority’s designs 

for its exhibits was not an image of the modern housing movement as a creative 

or original endeavor, but a framing of the enterprise as a worthwhile expendi-

ture of federal and local funds.1 Closely interrelated, the roles of exhibits and 

reports shifted during the postwar years away from showcasing wartime pho-

tography and design and towards providing visual evidence of the creative 

negotiation of budgetary constraints.

Research on the historical purposes of housing exhibitions has already 

identified the promotional role of exhibits and reports. This chapter’s closer 

look at postwar commentary, however, reveals design directives understudied 

in former research. As will be shown, inherent in these acts of aligning material 

photographic production with seemingly straightforward official goals is the 

making of meaningful technical and formal choices. It is precisely the Housing 

Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s penchant for drawing on the photographic 

skills of people outside its ranks and re-purposing materials from one publicity 

endeavor to another that makes it a compelling case study for this investigation 

into the larger housing movement’s strategies for winning public support. 

While the extent to which these techniques succeeded in creating policies in 

favor of public housing remains difficult to gauge, together they nonetheless 

present a complex portrait of the Housing Authority’s public relations work in 

its busy first decade.2 A better understanding of the role of photography in these 

exhibition practices, in short, reveals not only how exhibitions such as those 

sponsored or created by the Housing Authority performed this educative, polit-

ical, and cultural work, but also the ways in which material and iconographic 

mandates registered in their content and design, ultimately winning them 

national recognition and bringing them before audiences abroad.3 

EXHIBITIONS IN A TRANSNATIONAL HISTORY OF 
HOUSING AND URBAN PLANNING

Recent research by historians of urban planning illuminates the conditions to 

which housing and urban planning exhibition designs responded. As Carola 

Hein explains and several other historians acknowledge, housers and planners 

around the world, especially in the 1940s, created exhibitions to fulfill similar 

basic functions. Many exhibitions of the first half of the twentieth century 

aimed at educating their audiences; they allowed housers such as the Housing 

Authority of the City of Los Angeles to explain to lay publics such issues as the 

problem of the slums and promote a “yes” vote on public housing as a solution. 
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Historically and today, exhibitions might simply “prompt public discussion and 

awareness,” Hein explains, “even consensus.”4 Looking back on their history, at 

times exhibitions also sought public opinion so that planners could educate 

themselves about the communities they aimed to serve.5 Finally, exhibitions 

allowed housers and town planners to present their work to each other. As an 

opportunity for self-promotion among professionals in similar disciplines and 

a chance to exchange knowledge and experience through contributions from 

housers and planners in different cities or different countries, exhibitions often 

took place in conjunction with the gathering of experts at competitions or con-

ferences.6 These practices, historians of planning Marco Amati and Robert 

 Freestone observe, were part of “a tradition of planning as ‘civic education’ now 

largely forgotten.”7

While exhibitions performed similar functions, historians of town plan-

ning agree that a closer look at individual exhibitions remains instructive in 

the variety of ways in which these functions were fulfilled.8 As Hein shows, 

planning exhibitions performed their educative work in contexts that varied 

politically and culturally.9 Robert Freestone further notes that the study of indi-

vidual exhibitions brings into focus a history of the “interface between techni-

cal and lay worlds,” or the social and political relationships between planning 

groups and their publics.10 But researching these histories also presents chal-

lenges. Focusing on Britain in the 1940s, Peter J. Larkham and Keith D. Lilley 

acknowledge that while much of the history of exhibitions can be gleaned from 

archival research and historical journals, the ephemerality of the exhibitions 

makes them evasive research subjects, “often only known from minor news 

items.”11 Photography likewise occupies a precarious spot in this archive. His-

torians looking for photographs of exhibition installations are often disap-

pointed, Larkham and Lilley caution. Photographs of the installations alone are 

rare, but photographs showing how the displays were used are rarer.12 For these 

reasons, the authors argue that discerning whether exhibitions in 1940s Brit-

ain, for example, promoted “active participation” of lay publics in making plans 

or constituted mere “exercises in placation and persuasion” remains especially 

difficult.13 

A growing body of case studies further places special emphasis on exhibi-

tions as means to understanding housing and planning’s transnational history. 

This research identifies groups like the Congrès internationaux d’architecture 

moderne (CIAM) and the International Federation for Housing and Town Plan-

ning (IFHTP) as well as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) and the MARS (Modern Architectural Research) Group 

as prominent actors in fostering forums for the presentation of housing and 
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planning achievements.14 Exhibitions were often the work of travelling design-

ers who brought ideas for the presentation of planning topics with them to plan-

ning groups and other institutions abroad.15 Several exhibitions, especially dur-

ing what Freestone and Amati identify as the “peak” periods of the 1910s and 

1940s, also went on tour, taking designs and ideas to viewers as opposed to 

requiring that viewers travel to the exhibition space.16 As Amati and Freestone 

show in their research on the United States Office of War Information’s US Hous-

ing in War and Peace (1944–1945) and the British Council’s Town and Country 

Planning in Great Britain (1948–1949), post–Second World War exhibitions func-

tioned both as instruments of knowledge exchange among specialists and “soft 

power” supported by national governments.17

These investigations into international exhibitions moreover demonstrate 

the intersections of housing and planning with efforts to develop new means 

of visual communication. As early as the 1910 Town Planning Conference in 

London, international housing and town planning conferences were multilin-

gual; Freestone and Amati argue that exhibitions “provided a forum for a lan-

guage that everyone could speak.”18 Indeed, at the CIAM meetings and those of 

the International Federation for Housing and Town Planning, where official 

congress languages were seldom fewer than three, the extra help of visual 

media with communicating urban problems and plans was both a practical 

measure and a call for further experimentation in exhibit design. Many studies 

of exhibitions since the mid-1920s credit Austrian sociologist Otto Neurath 

with honing the linguistic inclusiveness of housing and planning exhibitions 

through his development of the ISOTOPE (International System of Typographic 

Picture Education).19 Although designed for use in a variety of areas of the social 

sciences, one of the immediate applications of this system was Neurath’s own 

work in housing and planning reform. As founder of the Österreichischer Ver-

band für Siedlungs- und Kleingartenwesen (Austrian Settlement and Allotment 

Garden Association), Neurath also worked on the 1924 Hygiene Exhibition in 

Vienna and in 1932 met with CIAM in Moscow to work on what historian of 

architecture Iain Boyd Whyte describes as “a set of visual symbols that would 

enable ‘comparative city planning.’”20 This final intended application, although 

never put into effect exactly as Neurath conceived it, sought to make exhibits 

“speak” the same language not only for the better understanding of audiences, 

but so that these exhibits may be set in dialogue with one another.21 

In addition to fostering Neurath’s efforts to develop a modern language, 

other historians comment on the role of exhibitions in the development of a 

“planning gaze.”22 Photographs, as Robert Freestone acknowledges, constituted 

their own “promotional channel” but also figured with plans and models as 



87exhibitions in a transnational History of Housing and urban Planning

important elements of planning exhibitions and other forms of display, such as 

the magic lantern show.23 In this connection, Freestone cites photohistorian 

Maren Stange’s research on the Danish-born, New York-based journalist Jacob 

Riis’s photographic lantern slide lectures, noting that these lectures created “the 

groundwork for tenement housing reform in New York.”24 Better known for his 

subsequent publication, How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements 

of New york (1890), Riis began working with lantern slides as part of his reform-

minded journalism in 1887 and continued to lecture with slides until his death 

in 1914.25 As Freestone suggests, a refocusing on housing history’s distinct 

examples of photographic publication and display promises not only a richer 

understanding of how housing exhibition technologies and techniques worked, 

but a broader view of the connected histories of housing with those of design, 

and here one might add journalism, as well.26 

In this regard, Peter J. Larkham’s introductory essay to When We Build Again: 

The Bournville village Trust remains a distinguished study for the importance it 

places on printed material and photographs. In addition to Larkham’s essay, the 

publication includes reprints of two pamphlets from the history of the Cadbury 

chocolate manufacturer’s factory town of Bournville.27 Established in 1879, 

Bournville attracted Catherine Bauer’s attention in the early 1930s for its simi-

larity to later garden cities and its transition from a factory town to an “autono-

mous Village Trust” in 1900.28 The first of the two reprinted booklets, When We 

Build Again (originally printed in 1941), presents the results of a housing survey 

conducted by the Trust in 1938.29 In its examination of When We Build Again, 

Larkham’s essay considers the report’s content as well as the details surrounding 

the publication, from survey and publication timelines to editing, production 

costs, and goals for the report as recorded in the Bournville Village Trust papers 

in the Birmingham City Archives.30 It highlights items from the Bournville 

 Village Trust’s meeting minutes such as notes on the making of lantern slides 

of the 1942 When We Build Again plates for lectures and friezes for schools, the 

circulation history of the pamphlets, and even the reception of a film titled 

after the 1942 publication.31 In placing printed material at the center of the 

investigation, Larkham’s reading comes closest among studies in the history of 

planning during the 1940s to a photography-focused approach. Larkham traces 

a constellation of projects related to the 1942 publication, and in so doing offers 

a far more nuanced reading of When We Build Again than would a consideration 

of its textual content, alone. 

The most promising place to begin an investigation into the meaning of 

photographs in housing and planning exhibitions is in an area where housing’s 

exhibition history and photographic-historical studies of exhibitions overlap: 
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the travelling housing and planning shows of the Museum of Modern Art in 

New York. Planning-historical studies of these exhibitions such as Freestone 

and Amati’s position the Museum of Modern Art’s exhibitions as part of trans-

national exchanges among planners and architects and the postwar promotion 

among governments of planning as an essential component of a democratic 

world.32 Beginning with the 1932 Modern Architecture: International Exhibition, 

Carola Hein’s study of these shows describes how the Museum circulated mod-

ern planning ideas borrowed from Europe within the United States and showed 

the United States’ interpretation of these ideas to European audiences after the 

war.33 As Hein explains, especially the 1944 panel exhibition Look at your Neigh-

borhood marked a turning point in the Museum of Modern Art’s program (figs. 31, 

32). Designed for the Museum’s Department of Circulating Exhibitions by houser 

and planner Clarence Stein and the architect and brother-in-law of Catherine 

Bauer, Rudolph Mock, the show featured thirteen panels arguing for neighbor-

hood planning in the United States following the war.34 Speakers at the exhibi-

tion’s premier celebrated the planned communities as “‘democratic institu-

tions.’”35 Following this premier, the Museum created two hundred copies of 

these panels that schools and other organizations across the country could rent 

or purchase.36

Comparing these planning-historical studies to those by historians of art 

and photography shows similar interests in exhibitions’ postwar functions for 

the United States government, as well. Historian of photography Olivier Lugon 

explains how the Museum of Modern Art and Life magazine under the aegis of 

UNESCO and the United States’ Marshall Plan simultaneously developed pro-

grams for reproducing and circulating exhibitions as part of the postwar “desire 

to foster reconciliation, to promote humanistic values and cultural exchange 

on a wide and democratic basis.”37 In looking specifically at travelling exhibi-

tions produced in multiple copies like Look At your Neighborhood, Lugon like-

wise shows how photography helped “blur the boundaries” between printed 

publications and exhibitions by “bringing closer layout and display, two- and 

three-dimensional design”—a practice which his research traces to the photo-

graphic exhibitions of the years of the Weimar Republic.38 As Lugon observes, 

starting in the 1920s, typographers applied book and other print design tech-

niques to designing three-dimensional exhibition spaces.39 In the 1940s, the 

reproducibility of books defined the form of the Museum of Modern Art’s “mul-

tiple exhibitions,” as well. Printed using the photogravure process, the multiple 

panels, like books, were lightweight and mobile.40 

In both Hein’s and Lugon’s assessments, Look at your Neighborhood was 

an innovation—one of the first exhibitions that the Museum circulated in a 
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multiple format. Bringing Hein’s and Lugon’s studies together underscores the 

role of housers and planners in the development of the multiple exhibition as 

well as the instrumentality of photography in housing and planning exhibition 

design. Specifically, collaborative projects involving museums and housers, as 

both studies imply, may have brought more to bear on the development of spe-

cial exhibit and display techniques at midcentury than scholars have previously 

acknowledged. What one can learn from studying these photographically-laden 

housing exhibitions as they were wielded in political exercises of transnational 

cultural influence after the Second World War, then, is how ideas in affordable 

modern housing shaped the forms and civic roles of photographic exhibitions 

in a way that privileged their efficiency above all else. 

32] installation view of the exhibition 
“Look at Your Neighborhood,” MoMA, NY, 
March 29, 1944 through June 25, 1944.  
New York, Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). 
Gelatin-silver print, 5 in. × 9 in. soichi sunami 
(copyright unknown). Photographic Archive. 
the Museum of Modern Art Archives,  
New York.

31] installation view of the exhibition 
“Look at Your Neighborhood,” MoMA, NY,
March 29, 1944 through June 25, 1944.  
New York, Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). 
Gelatin-silver print, 5 in. × 9 in. soichi sunami 
(copyright unknown). Photographic Archive. 
the Museum of Modern Art Archives,  
New York.
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LOS ANGELES AND  
THE GERMAN BUILDING EXHIBITION OF 1931

Tracing the impetus for Los Angeles’s involvement in international housing 

exhibitions might begin seven years prior to the passage of the Housing Act 

with the desire of Los Angeles real estate groups to partake in an international 

exhibition organized by the International Federation for Housing and Town 

Planning and bring the IFHTP congress to Los Angeles to coincide with the 1932 

Olympics. As one of the largest international bodies of housing and planning 

experts of the interwar years, the IFHTP was not necessarily dedicated to 

upholding public housing over private building, but nonetheless in the years 

immediately following the war became an important audience for the United 

States’ public housing movement in general—and, as will be shown, a threat to 

democracy in the eyes of the Los Angeles real estate lobby.41 Tracing the attempts 

of different Los Angeles-based groups to participate in the IFHTP’s exhibition 

program thus situates the public relations efforts of the Housing Authority of 

the City of Los Angeles as part of a longer history that extends beyond public 

housing and the city’s limits, in turn providing a backdrop for the importance 

placed on report design and exhibit activity by the National Association of 

Housing Officials towards the Second World War’s end.

The International Federation for Housing and Town Planning, as historian 

Renzo Riboldazzi shows, was one of main organizations to develop out of the 

garden city movement.42 The congress brought together professionals from 

architectural and town planning disciplines, civic leaders, and social workers 

around the idea that cities and regions planned according to modern methods 

promoted better housing, better opportunities for recreation, and a better life.43 

During the 1920s, these members of the soon-to-be-named IFHTP held multiple 

congresses in cities across Europe and a congress in New York in 1925.44 After 

several more congresses in Europe, the IFHTP again held its 1938 meeting on 

the American side of the Atlantic in Mexico City.45 This practice of holding con-

gresses in different cities was characteristic of what Riboldazzi terms the “inter-

national approach” that defined this organization’s planning work.46 

It was not so much the International Federation for Housing and Town Plan-

ning congress, but its accompanying exhibition that first attracted the attention 

of potential delegates from Los Angeles prior to the federal Housing Act of 1937. 

News articles indicate that a first attempt to organize such participation 

occurred in 1930, when Cecil B. Barker of C.C.C. Tatum Realtors proposed that 

Los Angeles submit “an exhibit depicting Los Angeles housing accommodations 

and the architecture of the Southland” to the IFHTP’s international exhibition 
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planned for the following year in Berlin.47 The exhibit, the Los Angeles Times 

reported, would include life-sized models of homes and portions of office 

buildings—all created with the sponsorship of the United States’ National Hous-

ing Association and the National Conference of City Planning.48 

Los Angeles’s initial interest in the IFHTP exhibitions offers a case in point 

for Carola Hein’s observation that exhibitions provided cities with the opportu-

nity to promote their civic “brand.”49 For Los Angeles in 1930, the Berlin exhibi-

tion would demand a balancing act: paraphrasing Barker, the Times article 

noted that participation in the congress “would be of the greatest value to Los 

Angeles realtors, builders, architects, and to the community as a whole,” while 

also paradoxically confirming that the exhibition organizers wanted to avoid 

“commercialization of the enterprise.”50 A contribution by Los Angeles to the 

Berlin exhibition, in other words, promised to promote the city’s building activ-

ity abroad but should not strictly try to sell it.51

Certainly aiming to honor the organizers’ wishes, Barker’s express goal that 

the IFHTP exhibit not appear “commercial” further hinted at a wish to turn away 

from the region’s “boosterism” of the 1920s that sought to attract the business 

of vacationers and new residents alike.52 This wish also likely indicated a sen-

sitivity to some of the debates at the IFHTP surrounding private versus public 

management of planning projects. As Renzo Riboldazzi notes, although public 

housing was a topic of IFHTP congresses in the 1920s and 1930s, mainly delegates 

from European countries discussed public housing as the responsibility of civic 

and state governments. Representatives to the congress from the United States, 

on the other hand, saw in the IFHTP a forum to consider the possible contribu-

tions of private builders, organizations, and architectural offices to the design 

of the modern city.53 Los Angeles’s aim to avoid an exhibit that was too “commer-

cialized” might well have stemmed from a desire to present the city’s building as 

less of a for-profit venture and more in-tune with progressive European discus-

sions of housing as a public good. Still, however promising Barker’s proposal may 

have sounded to readers of the Los Angeles Times, records of the Berlin exhibi-

tion and the IFHTP congress leave unclear the extent of the city’s participation. 

The IFHTP congress and the parallel exhibition, the Deutsche Bauausstellung 

(German Building Exhibition) presented alluring opportunities to be a part of 

housing and planning’s international networks. The thirteenth congress met in 

Berlin in the first week of June 1931.54 German architect Martin Wagner antici-

pated in an article on his and Hans Poelzig’s designs for the exhibition build-

ings and grounds that the exhibition would attract visitors from the meeting 

halls of no fewer than seventy congresses that would take place during that late 

spring and summer.55 Starting a month before the IFHTP congress and finishing 
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nearly two months later in August, the German Building Exhibition was in many 

ways a bigger event than the IFHTP congress, itself, and a main attraction for 

congress participants.56 After attending the congress’ “lantern lectures” and 

Regierungsbaumeister Werner von Walthuasenʼs showing of the film, Die Stadt 

von Morgen (The City of Tomorrow), IFHTP delegates could board the city cars 

or underground rail at the Zoological Gardens and disembark at the Kaiserdamm 

station to visit the show at a reduced price of one Mark.57 There, within Poelzig 

and Wagner’s pavilions, they would find a seventeen-room hall featuring exhib-

its from over twenty countries, including the United States.58 One notable delegate 

from the United States to the IFHTP congress who likely visited the German Build-

ing Exhibition was Carol Aronovici, then working as a city planner in the Pacific 

Palisades neighborhood of Los Angeles.59 Neither Barker nor a representative from 

C.C.C. Tatum Realtors appears to have attended the IFHTP congress.60

As the 1931 conference in Berlin approached, Los Angeles’s plans to par-

ticipate in the German Building Exhibition soon turned to hopes to host the Fed-

eration for the fourteenth congress in 1932—the same year Los Angeles would 

host the Olympic Games. An article in the Los Angeles Times cited the city’s 

“unprecedented growth and significance in housing and city planning develop-

ments” as arguments for the IFHTP to host their next congress in Los Angeles. 

The preparation and gathering of endorsements for the official invitation to the 

IFHTP quickly followed, headed by the Chamber of Commerce’s civic develop-

ment and real estate department.61 

Perhaps through the influence of the former president of the American City 

Planning Institute in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and newly elected president 

of the Federation, John Nolen, the IFHTP’s council ultimately chose to hold the 

1932 congress in Boston “with a possibility of an extension to Los Angeles 

before or after the Congress.”62 The plans for the 1932 congress in Boston, how-

ever, were never realized. First postponed to 1933, in the end, the fourteenth 

congress was not held until 1935 with London as the location, and a single 

recorded delegate from Los Angeles in attendance.63 

Despite this failed attempt to bring the IFHTP congress to the city as part of 

the events surrounding the 1932 Olympics, Los Angeles’s architects and plan-

ners continued to attend the international meetings. The 1938 IFHTP meeting 

in Mexico City welcomed a larger delegation from the Southland including 

architects Lloyd Wright and Paul R. Williams (both of whom would soon design 

housing projects for the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles) along 

with representatives from the Los Angeles County Housing Authority, the City 

Planning Commission, and the Chamber of Commerce—all keen, the Los Angeles 

Times reported, on gaining a better understanding of how planners in other 
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countries solved their traffic problems.64 The 1939 congress in Stockholm again 

prompted Los Angeles to invite the IFHTP to come to the Southern California 

city in 1941. Colonel William H. Evans of the Federal Housing Administration 

led the delegation.65 Checked by the war in Europe, Evans began work on a Pan-

American conference scheduled for late 1941 or 1942.66 But the next congress of 

the IFHTP would not be until 1946 in the seaside town of Hastings, England.

However minor these news stories, and however minor the representation 

of Los Angeles at the IFHTP’s events, looking through Robert Freestone’s “lens” 

of the 1931 German Building Exhibition begins to outline the largely unexplored 

transnational dimensions of this pre–World War II and pre–1937 Housing Act 

part of Los Angeles’s planning history. Although unsuccessful, much can be read 

in Los Angeles’s attempts to bring the IFHTP congress to the city. They hint at a 

desire to dampen the boosterism of the previous decade. They demonstrate an 

active effort to partake in an international dialogue on the public funding of 

planning at a time when the United States still did not have strong laws in place 

for this funding. Finally, they expose the will of Los Angeles’s planners, archi-

tects, politicians, and realtors to forge professional relationships with their fel-

low planning advocates abroad so that Los Angeles delegates may gather ideas 

from these international experts for solving planning problems at home. 

These attempts at international engagement on housing and planning 

issues, spurred on by a landmark building exhibition abroad, likewise provide 

a compelling comparison to renewed efforts on behalf of the Housing Authority 

of the City of Los Angeles following the Second World War. By the time of the 

1946 congress in Hastings, the Housing Authority had eight years of experience 

to its name that included managing the city’s housing crisis through the war 

and into the first year of peacetime. The Housing Authority of the City of Los 

Angeles did not submit an exhibit to the IFHTP exhibition in 1946. Nor do 

records indicate that it sent a delegate. But when international housing expert 

Catherine Bauer contacted the Housing Authority’s Executive Director Howard 

Holtzendorff about sending some local pamphlets and films to the congress 

delegates abroad, Holtzendorff responded that either San Francisco or Los Ange-

les would be happy to host an upcoming IFHTP congress. In a near echo of 

Barker’s 1931 statement, the director added, “It would be a most valuable and 

enlightening experience for all housers in this region.”67 

Midcentury housers in California would never realize the chance to host the 

IFHTP. The changed interests of real estate groups along with opposition from 

the Los Angeles Times, as traced in Don Parson’s research, may be at least partly 

to blame.68 The same Los Angeles Times that followed the city’s engagement with 

the IFHTP in the 1930s with at least mild interest ran articles in 1951 denouncing 



3 Photography for Housing reports and exhibits94

the IFHTP’s 1948 report on the United Nations’ support of public housing. 

Although the main concern in these articles was the apparent failure of the 

United Nations to recognize the success of free building enterprise in cities like 

Los Angeles and uphold it as an international example to be followed, the role 

of the IFHTP in disseminating the United Nations’ statements in print was cited 

as a similar threat to free enterprise in real estate—a prime example of “Social-

ist pleading” and “doctrine.”69 Added to the blacklist of the Los Angeles Times 

along with the United Nations and the local public housing program, the IFHTP 

no longer counted as a club which Los Angeles real estate wanted to join, but as 

a threat to the free market.

The lens of the 1931 German Building Exhibition thus opens up a history of 

planning aspirations in prewar Los Angeles marked by changing positions 

among housing’s stakeholders and attempts at international engagement now 

long forgotten. The following review of the housing exhibitions that took place 

in and around Los Angeles in the 1930s as well as the public relations activities 

surrounding public housing in the decade that followed aims to bear this trans-

national history in mind as revelatory of not only the diverse motives and shift-

ing alliances surrounding these events, but also the political pressures with 

which their sponsors contended.

PHOTOGRAPHIC TECHNIQUES IN REPORT AND 
EXHIBIT DESIGN

As shown in the Executive Director of the Housing Authority of the City of Los 

Angeles Howard Holtzendorff’s positive response to the possibility of hosting 

the second postwar IFHTP congress on the West Coast, housers and planners 

saw in international exhibitions unparalleled opportunities to promote their 

public images before a broad audience of experts from around the world. But in 

engaging in such public relations projects, the Housing Authority of the City of 

Los Angeles also needed to walk a fine line. Exhibitions and exhibits required 

financial, creative, and material resources. While national housing groups 

encouraged these activities, this encouragement soon came with a caveat to 

keep costs low. The question the Authority faced was therefore how to call on 

exhibition techniques to promote public housing in a way that did not appear 

to be a waste of funds.

An overview of notable housing exhibitions in the Los Angeles area from 

the Depression years reveals a history of surprisingly costly displays. While Los 

Angeles failed to bring the IFHTP congress and its exhibition to the city, in 1932 
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it succeeded in bringing the Museum of Modern Art’s Modern Architecture: Inter-

national Exhibition to the fifth floor of Bullock’s department store on Wilshire 

Boulevard.70 The exhibition brought together a collection of models and enlarged 

photographs of the work of modernist architects from both Europe and the 

United States, including that of Los Angeles’s Richard Neutra.71 Neutra was 

instrumental in organizing the show’s visit, while the President of the Univer-

sity of Southern California reportedly organized fifteen hundred dollars to pay 

for it.72 Whereas other cities opted for the less costly option of renting only the 

exhibition’s photographs, Los Angeles ordered the pricier package that included 

architectural models, thereby affording visitors to the gallery a more approxi-

mate experience of what would become one of the Museum of Modern Art’s 

landmark shows of architecture and housing.73 

Arthur Millier, the contemporary art critic for the Los Angeles Times, was 

quick to point out that Modern Architecture: International Exhibition offered les-

sons in low-cost and public housing to which visitors should pay special heed. 

For many audiences, relegating the formal tendencies of these examples of 

modern architecture to an “International Style” tended to depoliticize espe-

cially the exhibition’s socially-minded section on affordable mass housing.74 

Possibly quoting material from the exhibition, itself, Millier aimed to correct 

this misreading by likening the “style” to an approach or strategy: 

“[…] the really important thing the exhibit accomplishes is to demonstrate 

the international style is not in its intention, just a ‘style,’—as in hats or 

shoes, but an attempt to solve a problem which the nineteenth century 

neglected—the problem of minimum cost housing for low incomes.”75 

For Millier, the show’s housing section organized by Lewis Mumford and featur-

ing photographs supplied by Catherine Bauer contained some of the “most sig-

nificant things” in the show.76 

World’s fairs provided additional venues for housing exhibitions.77 Richard 

Neutra along with several other Southern California-based architects who 

would go on to design public housing for the Housing Authority soon became 

involved in the design of Modeltown—USA, an exhibit sponsored by the newly-

formed Federal Housing Administration for the Better Housing Pavilion at the 

1935 California-Pacific International Exposition in San Diego.78 Opening in 

May of 1935, the exhibit included fifty-six miniature houses of various archi-

tectural styles arranged in a garden city layout.79 Following the passage of the 

1937 Housing Act, Catherine Bauer also advised on a Modern American village 

exhibit for the 1939 New York World’s Fair.80 In keeping with the fair’s theme, 
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“Building the World of Tomorrow,” the purpose of this exhibit was, in Bauer’s 

view, to “really show the public what great progress could be made in house 

design, architecture and neighborhood planning” (emphasis in original).81 

Finally, in 1940 one group of architects on the West Coast took Bauer’s con-

cept to heart. Calling themselves “Telesis,” this group formed in the late 1930s 

under the leadership of San Francisco housing reformer Dorothy Erskine and 

through the efforts of several figures connected with the architecture program 

at the University of California, Berkeley.82 As historian of architecture Peter 

Allen explains, the group’s first major project, an exhibit titled A Space for Living 

held at the San Francisco Museum of Art (now the San Francisco Museum of 

Modern Art) in 1940, played a significant role in bringing centralized, environ-

mentally-conscious planning to the local area through “citizen education.”83 As 

Allen also points out, the San Francisco Telesis soon inspired the formation of 

a Southern California Telesis group when landscape architect Geraldine Scott 

and writer Mel Scott—both founders of one of the Housing Authority of the City 

of Los Angeles’s greatest proponents, the Citizens’ Housing Council—saw A 

Space for Living under construction in San Francisco and brought the idea of 

organizing an exhibition back to their fellow housing and planning proponents 

at home.84 Centered in Los Angeles, this group that organized the resultant 

show, Now We Plan, receives precious few mentions in the vast body of scholar-

ship on the region.85 Yet, in 1941, Now We Plan constituted possibly the largest 

planning exhibition Southern California had ever seen.86

The point of the exhibition was to illustrate a modern approach to planning. 

Citing Webster’s dictionary, the “Telesis for the Los Angeles Region” group 

defined Telesis in the exhibition’s catalogues as “‘progress intelligently planned 

and directed; the attainment of desired ends by the application of intelligent 

human effort to the means.’”87 This “end,” as a review of the exhibition in 

 California Arts and Architecture magazine defined it, was the progressive ideal 

of a “neighborhood atmosphere conducive to the complete development of each 

member of the community.”88 Planning, or the application of “an intelligent 

approach to the ideal community life, providing a maximum of safety, recre-

ational space, facility of communication,” was the means.89

These broadly formulated goals were ostensibly shared by the group’s forty 

nine members, including architects Gregory Ain, Robert E. Alexander, Raphael S. 

Soriano, John Lautner, and Richard Neutra, the city planner and designer Simon 

Eisner, the bookstore owner Jake Zeitlin, Arthur Millier, and Frank Wilkinson, 

who soon became the Housing Authority’s assistant to the director.90 The Housing 

Authority also appears to have contributed to the 1941 Telesis show by providing 

data from the 1940 Housing Survey about automobile accidents, the per capita 
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availability of recreation space, and current housing conditions.91 While the 

Now We Plan show was the first and only concerted effort realized by the Los 

Angeles group, many of the members and contributors spent the greater part of 

the decade pursuing the Telesis group’s goals through their individual work. In 

addition to the young Frank Wilkinson, the architect Robert E. Alexander would 

go on to work for the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles when he col-

laborated with architect Richard Neutra on the Elysian Park Heights develop-

ment.92 Other contributors to the show, such as the photographer Julius Shul-

man, California Arts and Architecture magazine, and the Haynes Foundation 

would prove valuable contacts to the Housing Authority in respectively grow-

ing, circulating, and preserving parts of its photography collection.93 

The show that resulted from this concerted effort, Now We Plan, opened on 

October 23, 1941, in the Los Angeles County Museum of History, Science and Art 

in Exhibition Park.94 Organized into a series of seven spaces, the exhibition 

began with “a 12-foot golden sun” and “a large relief map of the region in its 

primitive state,” to quote Millier’s extensive review of the show for the Los Ange-

les Times.95 The visitor then proceeded to view a series of “peep-show minia-

tures” showing scenes of Los Angeles County in the years 1820, 1880, 1890, 1910, 

and 1920.96 Features of the show that captured visitors’ attention included an 

“electric eye” that clicked like a time clock as visitors passed and “mural blow-

ups of ballots, marked with an ‘X’ in a space labelled ‘better planning.’”97 Most 

spectacular of all, however, was the presence in one of the galleries of a house 

that, according to the review in Time, had been “transported whole from a Los 

Angeles slum” to be displayed “accusingly before a backdrop of Los Angeles’s 

skyscraping city hall” in a spatial arrangement not unlike that of the photo-

graphs juxtaposed in the montage in the 1940 Housing Survey (fig. 7).98 

California Arts and Architecture published several views of Now We Plan in 

its November 1941 issue.99 The photograph on the first page of the article shows 

a scene to match Millier’s description of the first room: peeking out from 

between a pillar and a gallery wall, a large, light-colored circle appears to hang 

from the gallery’s ceiling surrounded by abstract clouds while “rays” of light bear 

down upon cut-out mountains that rise from the floor below (fig. 33). A second, 

smaller photograph appears on the same page, cropped to accentuate the curve 

of a wall of barely discernible photographs arranged side-by-side. Views of the 

exhibition on the following pages show an arrangement of photographs pinned 

at varying angles on a fence-like wall next to a sign reading “Circulation must be 

planned” (fig. 34), while others on the final page of the article show the exhibit’s 

models and maps—one from a bird’s eye view (fig. 35). Reproduced slightly 

smaller on the article’s second page is a photograph of the recontextualized 
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house (fig. 34). Separated from the room by a leaning fence and demarcated by 

a sign whose message remains obscured by the graininess of the photograph’s 

reproduction, the house appears to be actually two structures—a larger building 

or part thereof on the left, with a smaller building bearing a strong resemblance 

in size and construction to an outdoor toilet on the right.100

The two catalogues that were printed to accompany the exhibition inter-

preted the role of visitors thus: “if we vote for good planning measures, and 

officials who know the need for planning, we can have a regional community 

that serves our needs.”101 Among the reported visitors to the show were the Civic 

Development and Construction Industries committees of the Chamber of Com-

merce, who met at the museum for lunch and a tour of the exhibit just three 

days after the bombing of Pearl Harbor.102 But the immediate effect of this visit 

on housing legislation remains unclear. The articles in Time and California Arts 

and Architecture set aside, little in the record details the impact of Now We Plan 

on Los Angeles’s public housing program.103

Far clearer is the opinion of one influential houser about the Now We Plan 

show’s design. Catherine Bauer wrote to her sister, the curator Elizabeth Mock 

33] “…Now We Plan,” California Arts and 
Architecture, November 1941, 21, 
environmental Design Library, university of 
california, Berkeley.
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at the Museum of Modern Art, regarding one of Mock’s recent shows. “The more 

I think of that exhibit the more I feel it’s the best thing of the kind that’s been 

done,” Bauer lauded Mock’s unspecified exhibition. She then offered up the 

recent Telesis shows in San Francisco and Los Angeles as foils:

“The Telesis shows were too fancy and involved—particularly in presenta-

tion technique—and the others have been generally too statistical and 

wordy, or just visually dreary. Yours seems to me simple and direct and 

fresh, and without that smarty Modernite that makes people say How Cute 

or How Amazing without bothering to notice what it’s about.”104

Reminding her sister at the Museum of Modern Art of the stakes in housing and 

planning exhibition design, Bauer’s criticism, quite simply, was that the Telesis 

exhibitions’ complex forms obscured their message. This challenge of defining the 

forms and aims of housing exhibits was one with which the local Los Angeles 

Housing Authority and others across the country would continue to grapple 

well into the postwar years. 

34] “…Now We Plan,” California Arts and 
Architecture, November 1941, 22, 
environmental Design Library, university of 
california, Berkeley. 

35] “…Now We Plan,” California Arts and 
Architecture, November 1941, 23, 
environmental Design Library, university of 
california, Berkeley.
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circulating Exhibit PhotograPhs

In the first few years of its operation, the Housing Authority of the City of Los 

Angeles organized several exhibits in addition to its contribution to the Telesis 

show. Displayed in contexts ranging from a junior high school to the University 

of Southern California’s Annual Institute of Government summer conference to 

the Southern California Home Show of 1940, the Authority’s exhibits aimed to 

reach a broad audience in the local community.105 The exhibit forms and tech-

niques the Authority called on to do this, however, differed markedly from 

those deployed by Telesis for Now We Plan. One photograph printed in Progress, 

the Housing Authority’s second annual report, shows a 1940 display consisting 

of several chairs arranged theater-style before a screen (fig. 36).106 Along the top 

of the wall and running the length of the chairs are unidentified printed panels 

arranged side by side. Below the panels, an architectural drawing presents a 

barely discernible landscape—perhaps a plan for one of the many public hous-

ing projects that the Housing Authority would soon build. Another photograph 

printed in the third annual report shows the Housing Authority’s exhibit at the 

1941 county fair in Pomona (fig. 37).107 Grainy and dark, the photograph offers 

a rare view of an exhibit in action: a woman in a hat looks back over her left 

shoulder as she exits a darkened room, her attention arrested by a bright image 

of an outdoor scene projected in the dark space on a side wall. 

The Housing Authority published these photographs in its second and third 

annual reports as a testament to its yearly activity in “public relations,” as the 

Authority headed the section of the second annual report in which the empty 

exhibit photograph was shown.108 These activities also included speeches, radio 

broadcasts, articles in local periodicals, as well as the inauguration of the Hous-

ing Authority’s own Housing and Slum Clearance News (later titled simply Los 

Angeles Housing News).109 But the inclusion of the photographs of exhibits 

deserves closer scrutiny as an especially efficient form of reporting—a form 

that presented a public image of the Housing Authority and its work.110 Coming 

together in these tiny, grainy pictures are multiple forms of “‘all-encompassing’ 

media” (to deploy an apt phrase devised by Olivier Lugon and Laurent Guido to 

describe the shared capacity of books, projection media, and exhibitions to 

“make the circulation of images possible”).111 And in this condensed presenta-

tion, one begins to see how the housing movement’s ideals translated into the 

very structure and materiality of its publicity program. Next to a caption claim-

ing “‘Housing in Our Time’ Shown 10 Times Daily for 18 Days,” for example, the 

compilers of the third annual report included a short description of the depicted 

event:
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“Eight thousand five hundred visitors attended the City Authority’s exhibit 

at the Los Angeles County Fair, Pomona, most of whom saw ‘Housing in Our 

Time,’ USHA motion picture. Models of proposed projects were on display, 

and much informational material was distributed. There was no charge for 

space utilized by the Authority in this exhibit.”112

36] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, Progress: The Second Annual Report 
of the Housing Authority of the City of Los 
Angeles, California, July 1, 1939 through 
June 30, 1940 ([Los Angeles]: [the Authority], 
1940), 16–17, the Bancroft Library, university 
of california, Berkeley.

37] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, Third Annual Report, July 1, 1940–
June 30, 1941 ([Los Angeles]: [the Authority], 
1941), n.p., the Bancroft Library, university of 
california, Berkeley.
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In telegraphic language, the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles relays 

the details of the exhibit with an efficiency to underscore that of its design and 

operation. The exhibit, like the housing it promoted, was affordable to make. It 

drew a crowd the size of a town. The film issued by the United States Housing 

Authority, as the photograph suggests, stole the show. 

A review of these records also shows that the 1941 county fair exhibit recy-

cled numerous materials from among those shown the previous year. The 

USHA’s film made another appearance. The almost unintelligible poster display 

along the top of the wall in the 1940 exhibit at the Southern California Home 

Show also appeared in the 1941 display, this time placed high over the entrance 

to the alcove. Like the photographs and models in the Museum of Modern Art’s 

travelling show, these panels travelled to different exhibition sites, as well. In 

examining these practices, it is tempting to think that the Authority designed 

or purchased these panels with their reuse in mind—and for a good reason. The 

reuse of the exhibit itself was a display of adaptability similar to the Housing 

Authority’s approach to housing construction. In the second annual report, for 

instance, the Housing Authority included a note that “all projects of this Author-

ity are so designed [that, N.K.O.] they may be built on any site of more or less 

prescribed size.”113 Like poster panels and films, housing designs could be easily 

adapted to new spaces, sparing the Authority the costs of entirely new architec-

tural plans.

One of the key agents in the promotion of exhibits as housing work follow-

ing the war was the National Association of Housing Officials’ monthly publica-

tion, the Journal of Housing. Inaugurated in October 1944, the Journal of Housing 

replaced NAHO News and the Housing Management Bulletin as the “official pub-

lication of the Association’s Management Division” and soon embarked on a 

mission to provide a forum for housing officials from across the country.114 Aus-

piciously for the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles, Director Howard 

L. Holtzendorff was also the president of NAHO at the time, and penned a few 

goals for the new journal that were printed inside the cover of the first issue. 

“The publication of The Journal of HOUSING signalizes the program—its unity, 

its comprehensiveness, and its appreciation for the problems which are before 

us,” he wrote, interpreting the publication as a self-portrait of the Association 

in the scope and nature of its work. But for Holtzendorff, this self-portrait also 

needed to be a critical one. Housing’s administrative work “must be evaluated,” 

he wrote, 

“A strong voice must speak out for ever-improving administration, for ever 

more effective standards, for ever-increasing efficiency. It is not NAHO’s 
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responsibility to educate the public or to wage the battle of housing in the 

press, on the platform, or in legislative halls. It is NAHO’s responsibility to 

aid in seeing that housing administration performs the best possible job 

with the means available. We dedicate The Journal of HOUSING to that 

task.” (emphasis in original)115 

In this dedication, Holtzendorff conceived of the journal as an administrative 

tool—as a resource to which public housing officials at local authorities and 

managers of housing projects could look for help in improving their own local 

administrative practices.116 And as subsequent issues of the Journal of Housing 

soon showed, the singular “strong voice” Holtzendorff demanded expressed 

many different views about how best to operate a national program. 

Under the editorship of houser Dorothy Gazzolo, the Journal of Housing pre-

sented representatives of housing authorities with a variety of opportunities to 

showcase and view each other’s administrative work. Month after month, read-

ers of the journal could find in its pages such pertinent information as news on 

the status of national housing legislation, reports of the goings-on at the various 

regional NAHO chapters, biographies and interviews with individual housing 

professionals (kicked off in the second issue with an article on Catherine Bauer), 

and practical tips for the maintenance of buildings and grounds in public hous-

ing projects.117 Starting in 1946, one could also find photographs of housing 

exhibits produced by local authorities and other public housing proponents 

from across the country.

On the level of their content, the exhibit photographs reproduced in the 

Journal of Housing offer a rare view of the array of postwar exhibits and displays 

on subjects ranging from the broader benefits of neighborhood planning to the 

more specific needs for public housing. For instance, a photograph in the Janu-

ary 1946 issue depicting the wall of a 1945 planning exhibition in San José, 

California, takes a large map as its subject (fig. 38). To its left is a photograph and 

drawing of “Good Housing.” Enclosed in a square, this drawing overlaps with a 

circle inscribed with words denoting some of good housing’s amenities: “privacy,” 

“convenience,” “safety,” “space,” and “air.” Photographs of uniform size flank the 

map and this arrangement in orderly columns. “Do the homes in your neighbor-

hood invite Better Living?!” the display asks, encouraging viewers to reflect on 

whether the homes they know exhibit the qualities of good housing the display 

invites them to see. 

A photograph of an exhibit by the Citizens Planning and Housing Associa-

tion of Baltimore printed in the May 1946 issue of the Journal of Housing invites 

a similar reflection by placing photographs and numerical data at the forefront 
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of its argument (fig. 39). The exhibit consists of three standing panels that form 

a niche for the display of leaflets and a title plaque. On the center panel in large 

letters is the name of the city followed by “Your city is what you make it. You 

can help shape it. Join the fight for slum clearance, master plan for Baltimore 

[…]” and the list of initiatives goes on. Additional text offers such unsettling data 

as “6,000 homes, no electricity” and “49,000 homes without a private flush 

 toilet.” Following these data points are arrows pointing to an outline of the Bal-

timore city limits. Again enjoining the viewer to envision a better city, the left 

and right panels show two montages beneath the words “This?” on the left panel 

and “or This?” on the right one.118 The choice, the photographs seem to suggest, 

is clear. On the left, a photograph of a crowded yard is set above a photograph 

of a group of children in the doorway of a house that appears much too small  

to accommodate them all. The house’s windows are broken. Its thin roof sags. 

By contrast, the top photograph on the exhibit’s right panel shows children 

playing in the sparkling water of a fountain in a spacious yard surrounded by 

apartment buildings. This photograph is set right above another one of houses 

38] untitled page, The Journal of Housing 3, 
no. 1 (January 1946): 7, oakland Public 
Library.

39] “Prize-Winning exhibit,” The Journal of 
Housing 3, no. 5 (May 1946): 97, oakland 
Public Library.
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surrounded by large lawns and trees. In front of this panel, the exhibit’s creators 

set up a paper-doll-like cutout of a woman and man to gaze upon the pleasant 

scene. 

Probably a mistake in the printing or reproduction of this photograph in the 

journal, text stamped across the portion of the photograph showing this right 

panel draws the viewer’s attention away from the photographs in the exhibit to 

the photograph of the exhibit. The photograph of the three panels in the Balti-

more exhibit shows the display from the front and closely framed, offering few 

hints as to the scale of the construction or the spatial context. A separate pho-

tograph published in the Journal of Housing two years later also shows an exhibit 

from Baltimore in much the same way. The exhibit, again consisting of three 

panels forming a small alcove, yet again addresses the viewer directly, but this 

time with a message that is perhaps more unsettling: “You are standing in the 

midst of blight—right here.” A rod affixed to a point following this final word at 

the top of the exhibit’s back panel draws the viewer’s eye down and forward to 

a point on a map on a fourth panel facing upward (fig. 40). The point, the caption 

40] “Baltimore redevelopment exhibit,” 
The Journal of Housing 5, no. 1 
(January 1948): 11, oakland Public Library.

41] “this is Public Housing,” The Journal 
of Housing 3, no. 12 (December 1946): 
296, oakland Public Library.
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to the exhibit photograph explains, indicates the location of the building in 

which this exhibit was displayed.119 

Frustrating as some of these small, grainy photographs may be for histori-

ans of exhibit design, the Journal of Housing invariably presents them as proud 

evidence of local achievements. The captions underscore notable exhibit fea-

tures and often credit individual designers, as in the case of the first Baltimore 

exhibit. If the exhibit received favorable responses from viewers, the editors of 

the Journal of Housing included these details, as well. In the caption to the pho-

tograph of a booth in Texas, they noted the remarks of one visitor, “‘Why that 

means everybody can live decent,’” while also highlighting that models of 

developments in San Antonio and Dallas “attracted particular attention” (fig. 41).120 

In the case of the 1946 “Baltimore: Your City is What You Make It” exhibit, the 

editors explained that the exhibit won an award “in ‘recognition of outstanding 

service…and in furtherance of a greater spirit of public appreciation and coop-

eration in achieving needed civic improvements.’”121 In this citation, the Journal 

of Housing seemed to suggest that the exhibit itself won a public service award, 

thereby ascribing agency to the exhibit while conflating the display with the 

civic work it showed. 

Taken together, these photographs of housing exhibits from the immediate 

postwar years reveal practices that applied simple materials of boards and paper 

with succinct pro-housing messages. While direct connections between exhib-

its and voting remain difficult to trace, as the latter case showed, these materi-

als and techniques were effective in at least winning recognition for housing 

officials and their work. A win for an exhibit was a win for the people who made 

it and the social and political endeavor of public housing they furthered. Still, 

despite its advocacy for a comparative and evaluative approach to all aspects of 

housing work, the Journal of Housing did not sponsor its own exhibit competi-

tions during these early postwar years—at least not directly. Instead, it encour-

aged competition in a far more fundamental area of local housing authority 

activity: the design of annual reports. The following section now examines the 

defining of the annual report in the early to mid-1940s and the effect this effort 

had on housing exhibition activities after the war.
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thE los angElEs annual rEPort as Exhibit, 1946–1948

Required by the California Housing Authorities Law of 1938, the annual report 

was a presentation by each local authority to the State Clerk of their activity in 

the previous year. It was also more than simply a way for the state government 

to monitor local housing authorities: the State Clerk required California hous-

ing authorities to include “recommendations with reference to such additional 

legislation or other action” to improve the effectiveness of the State Housing 

Authorities Law.122 The question of the form such a report should take was 

largely left open to local interpretations—an openness which soon gave way to 

brilliant works in photography, typography, and layout design. By 1945, the 

 status of the report as a designed object could no longer be ignored. That year, 

the American Institute of Graphic Arts in New York held a competition and a 

Town and City Reports Exhibition to which they invited local housing authorities 

to submit their best work.123 

Then entering its thirty-first year as a professional association for designers 

across the country, the American Institute of Graphic Arts already sponsored an 

annual “Fifty Books of the Year” design competition.124 The 1945 Town and City 

Reports Exhibition, however, was “the first of its kind,” as the Journal of Housing 

reported.125 The express goal of the competition’s exhibition was “‘to promote 

more effective local government through stimulating the wide-spread publica-

tion of well-designed reports—for the better education of the citizen,’” the jour-

nal quoted in words not unlike NAHO President Howard Holtzendorff’s own 

mission statement for the Journal of Housing, itself.126 Seizing upon this oppor-

tunity to win national recognition, thirty-two local housing authorities submit-

ted their wartime reports to the American Institute of Graphic Arts for judging 

by the Institute’s members and a panel of “authorities on municipal affairs.”127

The Town and City Reports Exhibition ran from September 25 until Octo-

ber 28, 1945, at the New York Public Library.128 Of the roughly sixty reports on 

display, eleven represented the work of local public housing authorities.129 

Selected based on “(1) size of communities; (2) general appearance and work-

manship of reports; (3) number and quality of charts, maps, and illustrations; 

(4) color and variety of presentation; (5) inclusion of financial statements;” and 

“(6) success in meeting intended purpose of presenting a clear and accurate 

report to the public,” the winning reports represented an array of designs from 

the war years as developed by authorities across the country.130 Some of the exhib-

ited reports, such as the reports by the New York City Housing Authority, the 

Housing Authority of Vancouver, and the Municipal Housing Authority of the 

City of Schenectady, were simple annual reports covering the year 1944. Others, 
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such as the Buffalo Municipal Housing Authority’s Ten years of Progress—1934–1944 

or The First Seven years by the Housing Authority of the City of Pittsburgh, con-

solidated several years of reporting into histories of local housing movements.131 

In presenting these reports as works of graphic design, the Institute’s exhi-

bition challenged contemporary perceptions of government publications. 

 Writing in the Bulletin of the New york Public Library, Astor Lenox and Tilden 

Foundations, the library’s director, Franklin F. Hopper, offered the backhanded 

compliment that the reports “looked interesting enough to read.”132 A closer 

look at one particularly innovative report by the Housing Authority of the City 

of Vallejo shows how the reports in the exhibition might have moved the library 

director to his statement. Titled These Are the Houses Sam Built; vallejo, July 1942–

January 1944, the report turns public housing activity in the Northern Califor-

nia city into the content of a storybook-like presentation.133 The title plays with 

the title and first line of a British nursery rhyme, “The House that Jack Built,” by 

replacing “Jack” with “Sam,” a shortened reference to the United States’ uncle 

who called it to action in the First World War.134 Subsequent pages tell the story 

of these houses with repeating and rhyming titles: “These are the people who 

came to live in the houses…” (fig. 42), “This is the reason the people came” (fig. 43), 

“This is the town the people found,” the story begins (fig. 44). The “these” and 

“this” referenced in the titles are quickly explained by text, diagrams, and draw-

ings by the book’s layout designer, Pat Dunleavy, as well as photographs of sub-

jects ranging from shipyard workers to housing units taken by a host of now 

utterly obscure photographers, but also by the star of Los Angeles’s architectural 

press, Julius Shulman.135 Adopting these verbal and visual characteristics of a 

children’s book, the annual report clearly and cleverly explained the “who,” 

“what,” “where,” and “why” of Vallejo’s housing for the workers at the nearby 

Mare Island shipyards while presenting war housing in an accessible and indeed 

“interesting” format. 

The Journal of Housing did not reprint exemplary pages from these winning 

reports for its readers to study and emulate, but in listing these reports exhib-

ited in New York, it almost certainly encouraged other local authorities to obtain 

copies and study their award-winning designs. Working at maximum capacity 

to manage Los Angeles’s wartime housing crisis, the Housing Authority of the 

City of Los Angeles had not created a report since Homes for Heroes, nor did it 

submit this report on its activities from July 1941 through June 1942 to the com-

petition in New York.136 Instead, in 1945 the Authority was in the process of 

completing what Chairman of the NAHO Reports Subcommittee Marion Mas-

sen would later call a “glamour number”—a heavily illustrated report covering 

the local authority’s work for the years from 1942 to 1945.137 Borrowing words 
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42] Housing Authority of the city of Vallejo, 
These Are the Houses Sam Built; Vallejo, 
July 1942–January 1944 (Vallejo, cA: Housing 
Authority of the city of Vallejo, 1944), n.p., 
Vallejo Naval and Historical Museum.

43] Housing Authority of the city of Vallejo, 
These Are the Houses Sam Built; Vallejo, 
July 1942–January 1944 (Vallejo, cA: Housing 
Authority of the city of Vallejo, 1944), n.p., 
Vallejo Naval and Historical Museum.

44] Housing Authority of the city of Vallejo, 
These Are the Houses Sam Built; Vallejo, 
July 1942–January 1944 (Vallejo, cA: Housing 
Authority of the city of Vallejo, 1944), n.p., 
Vallejo Naval and Historical Museum.
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from one of President Roosevelt’s speeches, the Housing Authority titled this 

report A Decent Home, an American Right (fig. 45).138

A Decent Home, an American Right does not have the same nursery-rhyme 

innocence of the report of the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s 

neighbors to the north in Vallejo. The Housing Authority of the City of Vallejo 

was established mainly to manage the emergency wartime housing in the 

largely undeveloped areas surrounding Vallejo.139 The Housing Authority of the 

City of Los Angeles, on the other hand, was established to build public housing 

to replace the city’s substandard housing. Only as the United States began mobi-

lizing for war did the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles re-designate 

its projects as housing for the workers coming from across the country to take 

jobs in Los Angeles’s defense industries.140 The Housing Authority’s report of 

1945, thus, tells a story of a double-war on the slums at home and the Axis pow-

ers abroad much like that in Homes for Heroes, only this time with forceful pho-

tographs of children sitting in the dirt, apparently unattended in the yards of 

45] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, A Decent Home, an American Right: 
5th, 6th and 7th Consolidated Report, 
ed. Frank Wilkinson ([Los Angeles]: s.n., 
1945), cover, esther Lewittes Mipaas 
collection.
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the city’s substandard housing (fig. 46), planes soaring through the clouds 

(fig. 47), and workers on their way to a factory (fig. 48).

In terms of design, a closer look at a common feature underscores the for-

mal differences between A Decent Home, an American Right and the reports of 

neighboring housing authorities. By 1945, many annual reports issued by hous-

ing authorities contained a “letter of transmittal” written by the chairperson or 

commissioner of the housing authority to the city’s mayor.141 While some local 

authorities like the Housing Authority of the City of Vallejo did not always inte-

grate this letter into the pages of their reports, others took the opportunity to 

incorporate the letter into more complex layouts. For instance, the uncredited 

designers of the San Francisco Housing Authority’s report reproduced their 

commissioner’s letter on a full page opposite a photograph of the city’s mayor 

standing behind a display of ship models and public housing photographs 

(fig. 49). The mayor holds a sign bearing the words “San Francisco’s Arms Around 

War Housing” with arms outstretched as though embracing the exhibit. The 

46] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, A Decent Home, an American Right: 
5th, 6th and 7th Consolidated Report, 
ed. Frank Wilkinson ([Los Angeles]: s.n., 
1945), 8–9, esther Lewittes Mipaas collection.

47] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, A Decent Home, an American Right: 
5th, 6th and 7th Consolidated Report, 
ed. Frank Wilkinson ([Los Angeles]: s.n., 
1945), 4–5, esther Lewittes Mipaas collection.

48] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, A Decent Home, an American Right: 
5th, 6th and 7th Consolidated Report, 
ed. Frank Wilkinson ([Los Angeles]: s.n., 
1945), 6–7, esther Lewittes Mipaas collection.
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close cropping of Mayor Lapham’s portrait and the exhibit further adds to the 

strangeness of the pose by removing all spatial context, leaving him looking 

like a paper doll pasted on the page. 

In contrast, city planner Simon Eisner’s design for the Los Angeles report 

takes a far more dynamic approach to the reproduction of Commissioner Nicola 

Giulii’s letter. Rotated at a forty-five-degree angle and reduced in size to the 

point where the text is almost illegible, the letter in A Decent Home, an American 

Right follows the tilt of a set of parallel lines crossing the two-page spread from 

the lower left of the layout to the upper right (fig. 50). On the right page, a draw-

ing shows three servicemen and a war worker marching toward the page’s right 

edge.142 A small map of the city fills the upper corner. Eisner’s layout thus turns 

the letter into a shape away from which the war heroes march, following a 

bright red line to Los Angeles and the words “In Decent Homes.” 

The rest of the Los Angeles report exhibits a similar hierarchy of small text, 

larger titles, and—larger than both—images. Looking at the titles, one sees that 

like Dunleavy’s design for Vallejo, Eisner’s design for the later Los Angeles report 

not only made these titles large, but also included ellipses within several of 

them. As scholar of literature Anne Toner explains, in the twentieth century, 

writers and publishers turned increasingly to three dots (“…”) over asterisks and 

dashes as a preferred notation to indicate omission or the obscure as well as 

“rupture, fragmentation, and formlessness.”143 Dunleavy’s design for the Vallejo 

49] Housing Authority of the city and county 
of san Francisco, Seventh Annual Report 
(san Francisco: Housing Authority of the city 
and county of san Francisco, 1945), n.p.,  
san Francisco History center, san Francisco 
Public Library.
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report follows this trend of using three dots, but Eisner’s design for the Los 

Angeles report uses far more. 

Tempting as it may be to associate this profusion of dots with the scale of 

the housing crisis in Los Angeles during and after the Second World War, the 

dots were more likely an example of what Toner terms “experimental typogra-

phy.”144 The omission traditionally associated with these dots is seldom clear. 

In one layout, the title reads “36,283* people……………were housed”—a sentence 

50] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, A Decent Home, an American Right: 
5th, 6th and 7th Consolidated Report, 
ed. Frank Wilkinson ([Los Angeles]:  
s.n., 1945), n.p., 1, esther Lewittes Mipaas 
collection.

51] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, A Decent Home, An American Right: 
5th, 6th and 7th Consolidated Report, 
ed. Frank Wilkinson ([Los Angeles]:  
s.n., 1945), 42–43, esther Lewittes Mipaas 
collection.
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which without the mark of omission would still make sense and sound com-

plete (fig. 51).145 But from a design point of view, the dots serve the practical 

function of expanding shorter titles to fit to the entire width of the layout. These 

dots occur most prominently between phrases in the titles along the bottom of 

the report’s pages, connecting them across the gutter. In this application, the 

dots underscore the spatial and syntactical connection between the text on the 

facing pages while also slowly drawing the reader’s eye from one part of the 

phrase to the next and from one page to the next, much like the long lines of 

dots that lead a reader’s eyes from chapter titles to page numbers in a table of 

contents. 

Taking the spatial relationship of these titles to the overall visual and tex-

tual content of the pages into consideration, one sees how the dots also slow 

the reading of the text by introducing pauses: “On the battlefields…we fought 

and died…for” reads one of these titles across pages four and five, leaving the 

sentence evidently unfinished (fig. 47). Looking up from this text along the bot-

tom of the page reveals a montage of black and white photographs of planes in 

flight, tanks and men in helmets in a destroyed forest of palm trees, a ship 

aflame on the water, and a field of white crosses and Stars of David before an 

American flag flying at half-mast. The “for” at the end of the phrase is the same 

red as the giant v—a “V for Victory” that cuts across the montage, delineating 

the different photographic elements with the shape of a letter that dominated 

US wartime culture.146 The v completes the sentence. Still, the next pages take 

the meaning of the sentence further. With the words “the American way of …

living…for all people,” the layout on pages six and seven offers a more nuanced 

ending to the text on the previous two pages (fig. 48). Photographs above cap-

tions reading “Religion,” “Free speech,” “Work,” “School,” “Recreation,” and 

“Culture” illustrate these various aspects of American living that victory alleg-

edly protects. Finally, in the same red as the “for” and the v of the previous 

layout, the words “for this” appear along with a circle around a photograph of 

children playing on the grass in front of a public housing unit. The compilers of 

the report labelled this photograph “Home.” In inserting ellipses into the text 

that runs along the bottom of these visually dense pages, Eisner may well have 

intended the reader to look up from the words to the report’s complex photo-

graphic montages and discover the subtleties they and their captions intro-

duced to the meanings of the phrases below.

To say that Eisner’s design aimed at a cinematic effect in crafting this tem-

poral relationship between text and image would not have been a stretch of the 

imagination. As the photographs of the Southern California Home Show and 

county fair exhibits in Los Angeles’s prewar annual reports show, films such as 
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the United States Housing Authority’s Housing in Our Time were centerpieces in 

public housing’s early public relations efforts.147 A few years after the Housing 

Authority of the City of Los Angeles published A Decent Home, an American 

Right, it also began to enjoy the benefit of films specifically about housing in 

Los Angeles. In 1948, University of Southern California student Chester Kessler 

created What We Can Do for Joe.148 In 1951, with Frank Wilkinson of the Housing 

Authority credited as a “technical advisor,” two more University of Southern 

California film students, Algernon G. Walker and Gene Petersen, produced and 

directed the twelve-minute 16-millimeter film .......And Ten Thousand More 

(ellipses in original) as a testament to the need for ten thousand more public 

housing units with the passage of the Housing Act of 1949.149 Still, prior to the 

Housing Authority’s involvement in the student work of the nearby film school, 

prior to Eisner’s design for the postwar “glamour number,” and prior to the exhi-

bition of local annual reports by the American Institute of Graphic Arts, the 

Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s work in print appears to have 

realized the promotional potential of film in surprising ways. 

Writing in 1943 in the journal of the National Municipal League (a profes-

sional organization of city employees), one M.R., likely one of the journal’s con-

tributing editors on research, Miriam Roher, deemed the Housing Authority’s 

earlier publication, Homes for Heroes, “the best piece of local government report-

ing” that had crossed her desk.150 She then proceeded to construct a string of 

comparisons starting with a reference to the cover, which

“sets the pace for so dramatic a production that the unrelieved black and 

white of the interior has a chromatic effect and the reader would probably 

swear, after reading the book, that it was done in reds, greens, and yellows. 

Movement as well as color is suggested. Not only because there is a generous 

use of stunning photography throughout, but also because of skillful 

makeup, the total effect is that of a well done documentary movie. Not for 

nothing, apparently, does the Los Angeles Housing Authority operate in 

Hollywood.”151

By “skillful makeup,” Roher likely meant the report designer Alvin Lustig’s 

dynamic layouts. With cut out and tilted photographs, such as one of soldiers 

forming the silhouette of a dove carrying an olive branch (fig. 52), as well as 

text-filled arrows pointing on diagonals to more text and photos (fig. 14), the 

report adheres to a modern grid filled with visual stimuli. Roher further cred-

ited these photographs and their cropping and arrangement with producing a 

viewing experience not unlike that of viewing a filmic production—a “well 
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done documentary.” This acrobatic chain of associations—from still photogra-

phy and book design, to color and motion, to documentary film, to Hollywood, 

the capital of the United States’ entertainment industry—blurs distinctions 

“between still and moving images,” monochrome and color, housing reporting 

and the claims to realism in film.152 

Miriam Roher’s perceptive evaluation of the Homes for Heroes annual report 

set aside, her access to a copy prompts a far more fundamental investigation 

into the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s strategies for distributing 

its publications to a diverse and geographically far-reaching readership. 

Although failing to submit a report to the American Institute of Graphic Arts’ 

1945 design competition, the Authority’s scant records show careful consider-

ation of the production and placement of its printed materials. As mentioned 

in the Authority’s second annual report, copies of the 1940 Housing Survey were 

readily accessible at local public and university libraries, while the Housing 

Authority’s newsletter was “available for reading at every library and school in 

Los Angeles.”153 In a memo in Frank Wilkinson’s files outlining a “Public Rela-

tions Program” for 1946, the Housing Authority stated its aim to increase the 

mailing list for its smaller publication, the monthly Los Angeles Housing News, 

to at least five thousand in 1946.154 Further examination of the 1945 publica-

tions reveals that however many of A Decent Home, an American Right the Hous-

ing Authority printed, it quickly exhausted this supply. In the same Public Rela-

tions Program memo, the first to-do item listed under “Annual Report” was a 

52] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, Homes for Heroes: Fourth Annual 
Report of the Housing Authority of the City of 
Los Angeles, ed. roger c. Johnson 
([Los Angeles]: s.n., 1942), n.p., occidental 
college Library.
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note to make enough “Re-Prints of Recent Report” (capitalization in original) to 

last through the end of June 1947.155

Perhaps to help with the shortage of reports, but also to offer a different 

reading experience, the Housing Authority included in the 1946 Public Rela-

tions Program special provisions to transform A Decent Home, an American Right 

into a larger, yet still portable and circulating display. The next line-item in the 

program for the annual report was the “Reproduction of certain pages for exhib-

its”—and indeed, further records from 1946 indicate that the pages of A Decent 

Home, an American Right formed the basis for several exhibits shown across the 

country.156 In April 1946, Housing News relayed that the report “has been gather-

ing encomiums everywhere,” but most recently in New York City at the fifteenth 

annual National Public Housing Conference.157 With more than seven hundred 

fifty attendees “from all over the country, representing Housing Authorities and 

Agencies and Labor and Civic Organizations,” and boasting a program with 

speeches by Franklin D. Roosevelt Jr. and Wilson Wyatt, President Truman’s 

recently appointed National Housing Administrator, the conference provided 

Los Angeles’s A Decent Home, an American Right with a vast readership of notable 

members.158 “The conception, the editorial content, and the photographic art-

istry, all came in for their share of the general admiration,” Housing News 

reported, deeming the exhibit a public relations success.159

The Los Angeles Housing News article further hinted at how photography 

was integral to the report’s promotion of the Housing Authority of the City of 

Los Angeles’s work. The man behind the project, the article claimed, was the 

Authority’s own Frank Wilkinson, the editor of A Decent Home, an American 

Right and by 1946 Executive Director Holtzendorff’s “Informational Assis-

tant.”160 Under Wilkinson’s direction, the Housing Authority “enlarged” approx-

imately forty of the seventy-three pages in the consolidated annual report to 

the size of “30 × 40 panels.”161 The two photographs printed with the Housing 

News article show the effect of this selection and scaling. The first closely 

cropped image depicts the housing activities chairman for the American Veter-

ans Committee, Franklin D. Roosevelt Jr., standing alongside the retiring presi-

dent of the conference, Bryn J. Hovde (fig. 53).162 Roosevelt Jr. peers intently and 

points at a panel displaying an enlargement of the consolidated annual report’s 

cover, while Hovde looks on. The panel is propped to the right of a title panel 

on an easel. A line of panels on similar easels continues to the right, further 

backed by a slightly warped stretch of light-colored paper. Taken by an unknown 

photographer from a mezzanine or balcony, the second photograph in the Hous-

ing News article gives readers an idea of the size and spatial positioning of the 

Housing Authority’s exhibit at the National Public Housing Conference in New 
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York. “Circling the walls, the Los Angeles exhibit dominates the room,” the pho-

tograph’s caption begins.163 The shot shows a seated audience before a panel of 

men at a table. One of the men stands as though to deliver a speech. To the left 

of the man is the American flag, and to the left of the flag is the final panel of 

the long line that makes up the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s 

display—a display so long that it turns the corner of the large ballroom. 

Photographic negatives of two of the report’s pages in the Housing Author-

ity Photograph Collection at the Southern California Library suggest that rather 

than send the pages to a photo lab for enlargement and editing, the Authority 

likely performed many steps in these processes, itself (figs. 54, 55). The nega-

tives reveal entire layouts of pages forty and forty-three from A Decent Home, an 

American Right that could have been used for not only reproduction, but enlarge-

ment. Editing, moreover, is evident in the masking of all but the tabular parts 

of the negatives with thick paper.164 Taken together, these negatives and the 

newsletter articles about the exhibits leave open the possibility that the Hous-

ing Authority created multiple copies of the panels and used photography to 

extract specific content from them.

A return to Olivier Lugon’s research shows that the concept of circulating 

multiple exhibitions was nothing new in 1946. Not only was the Museum of 

Modern Art actively circulating such multiple exhibitions as Look at your Neigh-

53] Housing Authority of the city of Los 
Angeles, “L.A. exhibit steals show as NPHc 
convenes,” Los Angeles Housing News 3, no. 4 
(April 1946): 3, in box 58, folder 15, reuben 
W. Borough papers (collection 927). ucLA 
Library special collections, charles e. Young 
research Library, university of california,  
Los Angeles.
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borhood, but already in the 1920s such institutions as Otto Neurath’s Social and 

Economic Museum turned to reproducible exhibits as ways to reach broader 

publics.165 The US public housing movement of the 1930s likewise turned to 

photography as a means of reproducing and circulating graphic elements which 

themselves may not have been originally photographic. Consider, for instance, 

one letter written by Housing Study Guild member Catherine Bauer to fellow 

member Clarence Stein in 1934: “I don’t have any of the photographs of the 

whole Charts, if that was what you wanted,” she stated, 

“And most of my originals were loaned to the Museum of Modern Art, from 

which they have only just now come back. I’ll send you the picture of new 

houses in Welwyn (which headed the chart England I) just as soon as I get 

back to Philadelphia. Also the whole bunch of photographs that I borrowed 

from your files some months ago.”166 

54] untitled photographic negative with 
paper masking and tape, undated, 
6.75 in. × 4.75 in. (17.15 cm × 12.07 cm),  
in box 1, “Los Angeles Housing Authority 
Photographs, 1940s-early 1950s,” folder 
“General Prints and Negatives,” Housing 
Authority of the city of Los Angeles 
Photograph collection, Ph004, southern 
california Library (Los Angeles, california).

55] untitled photographic negative with 
paper masking and tape, undated, 
6.75 in × 4.75 in. (17.15 cm × 12.07 cm),  
in box 1, “Los Angeles Housing Authority 
Photographs, 1940s-early 1950s,” folder 
“General Prints and Negatives,” Housing 
Authority of the city of Los Angeles 
Photograph collection, Ph004, southern 
california Library (Los Angeles, california).



3 Photography for Housing reports and exhibits120

Bauer also wrote to Carol Aronovici while she was working for the Labor Hous-

ing Conference to ask for “copies” of “any extra charts laying around your office,” 

especially in the way of “cost-and-rent analyses like the one which compared 

private, limited dividend and municipal set-ups” for a “Housing Report” she was 

writing.167 

The exchange of photographic “copies” of graphic presentations of textual 

and numerical data was early on part and parcel of the exchange of photographs 

in the processes of housing research, exhibition-building, and publication. Still, 

as Lugon notes, these early twentieth-century practices of photographing pages 

of text might be traced back further in photographic history in their realization 

of one of the functions William Henry Fox Talbot ascribed to photography as 

early as the mid-1840s in The Pencil of Nature.168 The result was not innovation 

but a meaningful efficiency, as again Lugon recognizes in his study of the 

Museum of Modern Art’s efforts to bring modern art to the world’s masses by 

circulating multiple exhibitions.169 

Although not technically inventive, the Housing Authority’s photographic 

editing and enlargement of its annual report’s pages into a multi-panel exhibit 

was nonetheless strategic. Reading between the two line-items in the 1946 Public 

Relations Program memo, the enlarged panels first and foremost posed a solu-

tion to the problem of the need for reprints of the publication, itself. By creating 

one or more exhibits and sending them to the meetings and congresses of key 

public-housing audiences, the Authority placed a customized version of its 

report before large gatherings of readers. As the photograph of Bryn Hovde and 

Roosevelt Jr. in Housing News showed, the display of A Decent Home, an American 

Right at this national event made reading the report a social experience, pre-

senting opportunities for conversations that ideally went beyond remarks of 

“How Cute” or “How Amazing” to understand what the exhibit “was about.”170 

True to Lugon’s notion of the exhibition as an event, a modest amount of 

fanfare accompanied the Housing Authority’s exhibit at its respective show-

ings.171 Following the New York conference, the National Automobile Workers 

displayed the exhibit version of A Decent Home, an American Right at their con-

vention in Atlantic City.172 Later in 1946, the Los Angeles County Museum in 

Exposition Park also showed “An Exhibit Depicting the History and Nature of 

the Problem of Sub-standard Housing in Los Angeles,” as the invitation to the 

event in Catherine Bauer’s files reads, with the title “A Decent Home…An Amer-

ican Right.”173 Although records of this Los Angeles exhibit are scant, its timing, 

title, and the presence of the report’s designer Simon Eisner at the opening 

strongly suggest that the exhibit consisted of panels similar to those shown in 

New York and Atlantic City that depicted pages from the recent annual report. 
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Following the development and deployment of the Housing Authority’s 

travelling exhibit made from its annual report leads to a question raised by 

Olivier Lugon regarding how the multiple, travelling exhibition put pressure on 

the definition of an exhibition, itself.174 In drawing on simple photographic and 

display techniques, the Housing Authority went beyond “blur[ing, N.K.O.] the 

boundaries” between the circulating book and the exhibition, as Lugon writes, 

to combine exhibits into larger and more complex multi-media presentations 

involving multiple authorities, printed invitations, and museum sponsorship.175 

In April 1948, NAHO’s Journal of Housing finally printed photographs of the 

Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s annual report exhibit that “stole 

the show” two years earlier in New York.176 But unlike photographs of exhibits 

previously published in the journal, these photographs do not show the Hous-

ing Authority’s exhibit alone, nor do they show it at a civic event dedicated pri-

marily to housing or health. Presented at the 1948 National Orange Show, an 

annual fair-like event in the Southern California city of San Bernardino, this 

exhibit titled “Look! At Your Neighborhood” stayed true to the national dimen-

sions of the fair (fig. 56). Organized by the local Housing Authority of the County 

56] “Housing education at california orange 
show,” The Journal of Housing 5, no. 4 
(April 1948): 100, oakland Public Library.
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of San Bernardino together with the Housing Authority of the city of Needles, 

as the caption explains, the exhibit featured films, a model of the Housing 

Authority of the City of Los Angeles’s Avalon Gardens, as well as photographs 

and other printed materials from housing authorities across the country. The 

photographs of the exhibit printed in the Journal of Housing show two sections 

of the sixty-foot long display. Like bricks placed layer upon layer, photographs 

and materials fill the wall from just above the floor, where various reports hang 

by their corners from a table of glass-covered photographs, to high overhead, 

where the enlarged pages of Los Angeles’s annual report are mounted side by 

side in a long line. Between these two registers, according to the caption, were 

“40-inch by 30-inch panels telling the story of a good neighborhood.” Although 

not credited in the Journal of Housing, a quick comparison reveals these panels 

to be at least part of one of the two hundred copies of the Museum of Modern 

Art’s Look at your Neighborhood multiple exhibition from 1944, designed by 

Rudolph Mock and the same Clarence Stein who requested charts from Cathe-

rine Bauer ten years earlier. 

Like the panels that reappeared in the Housing Authority’s photographs of 

its exhibits from 1939 and 1940, the panels of the first consolidated postwar 

report proved an efficient means of both circulating the report and producing 

a versatile exhibit for audiences of union leaders, museum-goers, and fairgoers, 

alike. In this final showing, the placement of the Housing Authority’s exhibit 

and the Museum of Modern Art’s together above rows of photographs and 

reports and behind an architectural model offers both a record of this versatil-

ity and a visualization of the allied efforts in making public housing a topic in 

public education. In these early postwar years, it was just the kind of image of 

local achievement and inter-agency cooperation that housing leaders aimed to 

send abroad.

THE LOS ANGELES ANNUAL REPORT ABROAD

When the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles created A Decent Home, 

an American Right in 1945 and enlarged its pages for a series of exhibitions start-

ing in 1946, it was unlikely that the Authority anticipated that this report would 

be viewed on the other side of the Atlantic. The Journal of Housing had estab-

lished a national audience and encouraged nation-wide competition in report 

design while actively enabling the circulation of exhibits in the form of photo-

graphic documentation and brief textual commentaries. It also, however, 

reported more broadly on housing issues with the help of housing correspon-
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dents abroad. In February 1945, editor Dorothy Gazzolo included notes on a Nazi 

housing project in a coal-producing region of the Netherlands from Lieutenant 

Robert Merriam, a former National Housing Agency employee. Less scathing 

than one might expect of an American article at this time, Merriam offered 

numerous technical details and went so far as to describe the houses as “‘rea-

sonably attractive’” in his letter.177 Other correspondence was highly reflective 

of a US sense of world leadership following the war.178 Jacob Crane, then Director 

of the National Housing Agency’s Urban Development Division, spent Novem-

ber and December of 1944 with the British Ministry of Town and Country Plan-

ning and the Ministry of Health and toured “war-torn areas of France and Italy” 

in January of 1945.179 Upon his return, he appealed to US audiences in a speech, 

“Why the Nation’s Capital Should Lead the Way in Planning and Housing,” pub-

lished as a supplement to the March issue of the Journal of Housing.180 “The world 

will watch the housing program of the United States as it emerges,” Crane 

prophesized.181 In rallying words, he urged his audience to see housing as the 

United States’ presentation of itself to the world as a united nation: “[…] we must 

give full expression to American ideals in building homes and in building com-

munities. Here, above all, we must reconcile differences, and submerge our 

prejudices and our individual interests. Here, above all, we have the opportu-

nity and the obligation to create a great American city.”182 

An opportunity to show the United States’ housing program to the world 

presented itself with the International Federation for Housing and Town Plan-

ning’s 1946 congress in England. It was the first postwar meeting of the same 

congress that Los Angeles failed to bring to the city in the years before the war.183 

Convening at the White Rock Pavilion in Hastings from October 7 to 12, 1946, 

the delegates to the eighteenth congress represented twenty-three countries 

including England, India, the Dutch East Indies, Australia, New Zealand, South 

Africa, as well as three South American countries and fifteen European coun-

tries.184 

As articulated in a typescript for an article to be published in Architectural 

Forum, US delegate Catherine Bauer was less than impressed by the federal 

sponsorship of participants from the United States.185 None of the representa-

tives’ travel expenses, Bauer was keen to note, were compensated by the United 

States government despite numerous telegrams from the American Federation 

of Labor and the Congress of Industrial Organizations requesting this financial 

support for the delegation.186 This lack of support for housers in their profes-

sional travels went hand in hand for Bauer with an overall weak public housing 

program. In an acrid assessment, she wrote, “Does it seem ironic…I hope so…

that one of our veterans would be more likely to get a roof over his family’s head, 
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this year or next, and eventually live in a better, more attractive, and convenient 

community, if he could transfer his citizenship to poor England or little   

Sweden, perhaps even devastated Holland, than here in the richest and most 

powerful nation on earth.”187 

Such critical, comparative readings that centered on the notion of the con-

gress as a showcasing of nations extended to the congress’s accompanying exhi-

bition. One commentator in the Architect and Building News lauded the Polish, 

Dutch, and Swiss work on display, but was less pleased with the London County 

Council’s presentation of “new house types,” claiming rather cryptically that  

“[t]he rendering of the perspectives” had “struck a false note.”188 Catherine Bauer, 

on the other hand, singled out the contributions from Britain and Denmark, in 

addition to Holland, Poland, and Switzerland as “very impressive both in con-

tent and presentation.”189 But Bauer was less pleased with the exhibit brought by 

US delegates. This exhibit, prepared by the Planning Commission of Contra 

Costa County in Northern California, contained “just about everything they had 

in their files in the way of zoning maps, street-sections, and traffic-flow dia-

grams…the usual thing, of no particular distinction,” she wrote in her summary 

of the conference.190 She openly stated her concerns to the IFHTP delegates 

about “the lack of information on our housing and planning experience,” even 

going so far as the call the exhibit an “inadequate presentation.”191 

Catherine Bauer followed up on her sense of the United States’ inadequacy 

with an aggressive publicity campaign. When the International Federation for 

Housing and Town Planning initiated a collection of housing materials, Bauer 

responded by urging the Federal Public Housing Authority to send copies of its 

book, Public Housing Design, to the twelve hundred Congress delegates “to make 

up in part for the execrable showing we made in exhibition and report material” 

(emphasis her own).192 As part of this same initiative, Bauer also afforded the 

Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles what might well have been the 

international debut for it report, A Decent Home, an American Right. Writing to 

Howard Holtzendorff in the summer of 1947, Bauer asked the Los Angeles direc-

tor to send “materials” on housing in Los Angeles to forty delegates she had met 

at the recent congress in Hastings.193 Holtzendorff, who had read Bauer’s report 

from the congress in the Journal of Housing, promptly complied with Bauer’s 

request with the caveat that he was running low on copies of the consolidated 

annual report and could send only two or three.194 

Bauer’s copies of her subsequent letters to architects and urban planners, 

especially those in England and Denmark, hint that the Los Angeles materials 

may have landed on the desks of experts at the London County Council or the 

offices of Hans Erling Langkilde and Kay Fisker, as illuminated in this study’s 
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next chapter. In addition to clues as to who Bauer may have targeted in her 

broadcast, records also give clues to the contents of the packets that these archi-

tects and planners received. In a thoughtful move, Holtzendorff provided Bauer 

with copies of the Los Angeles materials he sent abroad.195 Objects in Bauer’s 

files such as a promotional brochure for Ramona Gardens or the Housing 

Authority’s informational pamphlet, “The Truth About Public Housing,” there-

fore may well have been among the printed housing materials transmitted in 

the forty packets sent in the summer of 1947.196 

This broadcast of housing materials that Catherine Bauer orchestrated fur-

thermore sought to “counteract” international perceptions of politics in the 

United States in general. A letter from Bauer to John Entenza, the Los Angeles-

based editor of Arts and Architecture who launched the soon famous Case Study 

House program in 1945, attested to this wish. Explaining to the editor how she 

combined her 1946 participation in the IFHTP congress with tours of France, 

England, and Scandinavia, Bauer observed a rift in expert exchange caused by 

the war: “Due to the war-time blank they have no idea what goes on here and 

want to renew contacts once more,” she wrote. But as Bauer quickly admitted, 

filling the “blank” left by this attenuation of travel and communication during 

the war years was only part of her goal:

“I’ve been so busy this spring that only now am I finally galvanized to do 

something about this…partly stimulated by the desire to do my bit toward 

counteracting the picture of America as symbol of pure unadulterated Reac-

tion which is now becoming practically universal. At least they ought to 

know that there are some of us who would still like to be progressive!”197 

As historian Daniel T. Rodgers argues, Bauer was one of the few US progressives 

following the war to continue to look to Europe for “lessons” in policy.198 In this 

letter to Entenza, however, Bauer appears more immediately concerned with 

keeping up appearances than with receiving any lessons in return. Sending cop-

ies of John Entenza’s wartime issues of California Arts and Architecture to hous-

ers in Europe was her strategic maneuver in this regard. Bauer asked Entenza, 

“…. would you by any chance be able to send sample copies of CAA to some 

Europeans if I send you a list?” She added, “I’d still like to send samples of any 

of your recent issues—Case Study Houses or whatnot—to about a dozen foreign 

architects. Perhaps if you included a subscription blank you might get a couple 

out of it.”199 

Returning to the role of the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles in 

this exchange, one sees how Bauer’s campaign to both fill a “war-time blank” 
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and counteract the United States’ “inadequate presentation” at Hastings regis-

tered with the Authority as an opportunity to likewise present a positive public 

image of its office before an international audience.200 Rather than emphasize 

the progressive nature of its work, however, the Housing Authority chose to 

foreground it, above all, as collaborative. In its initial response to Bauer’s call 

for materials, the Housing Authority offered to assemble the packets of its own 

pamphlets as well as (according to what one may gather from remaining letters) 

those from an additional, presumably housing-minded agency.201 The response 

expressly hoped to elicit one in kind. When the Authority forwarded these 

materials to Bauer’s contacts abroad, it included the following statements:

“[…] it is Miss Bauer’s hope that we may impart the information through the 

medium of sharing, and be able to break down the tremendous wall of dis-

tance which separates us in our common endeavor. 

In addition, we are adding your name to our regular mailing list and will 

forward you current materials.

May we ask that you send us information of a similar nature regarding the 

work you are doing.”202

Here addressed to the office of the Minister of Health in London, the invitation 

to exchange is implied in the unsolicited addition of the recipients to the Hous-

ing Authority’s mailing list and the polite request to be included in the London 

office’s future broadcasts. Most poignant, however, is the foregrounding of the 

act of exchange, itself. Probably drafted by Barbara Rosien, the Housing Author-

ity’s official secretary, the letter characterizes not the printed materials, but the 

act of sharing as a “medium” symbolically connecting the office of the Minister 

of Health and the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles as they worked 

for their similar causes. 

Clues as to the reception of these materials and the whereabouts of the pre-

cious few copies of A Decent Home, an American Right sent abroad remain 

obscure. The library of the Royal Institute of British Architects, for instance, bears 

possible traces of Bauer’s campaign in its possession of examples of the war-

time housing coverage in California Arts and Architecture that Bauer mentioned 

in her letter to Entenza.203 Several issues of the Housing Authority of the City of 

Los Angeles’s Housing News from 1949 and 1950 can be found in the collection 

of the architect Werner Moser at the gta Archive in Zurich bearing his address 

on Zurich’s Limmatquai.204 These tenuous cross-archival connections, more-

over, leave open several questions about the campaign’s effects. Did Entenza’s 

magazine successfully counteract the image of a politically conservative United 
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States? Did the Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles, in its hopes of 

fostering a relationship based on sharing with such agencies as the British 

 Ministry of Health, receive any materials in return? 

Other letters in Bauer’s archive reveal wishes to keep the exchange moving 

in both directions. The main office of the International Federation for Housing 

and Town Planning in London contacted Bauer in 1947 to ask for her thoughts 

on the possibility of sending the International Exhibition at Hastings on a tour 

of the United States.205 Arranging for the transport of the exhibit was not as 

simple as mailing an annual report. Bauer’s letter to a contact at the National 

Housing Administration weighed in the challenges and possible rewards of 

bringing the Hastings exhibition across the ocean: “Re the IFHTP exhibit…it is 

awfully vast to tote around, but it is also exceedingly interesting and stimulat-

ing, and would do a lot of good here in this moment of doldrum or worse,” she 

wrote, adding, 

“Is there any chance that the State Department might itself bring it across 

the Atlantic, at least? It’s all from respectable countries, except Poland, and 

might even fit in with promoting the Marshall Plan. It should be possible to 

at least get it set up in Washington, New York and Chicago if they didn’t have 

to pay to bring it over too.”206

In her rapid-fire of ideas, Bauer brainstormed ways to secure funds and argu-

ments for the transport of the exhibit so that it could set the United States’ 

housing movement in motion once again. Nothing in her files suggests that she 

was successful in this endeavor. But the exchange of housing materials she 

orchestrated, especially between the Housing Authority of the City of Los Ange-

les and the forty European delegates to the IFHTP congress, revealed local 

authorities’ work to international audiences, and, more fundamentally, alerted 

local authorities to the postwar opportunities for exchange beyond national 

borders. 

Evaluating housing rEPort dEsign, 1949–1951

For local housing authorities who missed Catherine Bauer’s campaign for 

exchange prompted by the International Federation for Housing and Town Plan-

ning congress in Hastings, in 1949 the National Association of Housing Offi-

cials kicked off a campaign of its own with an annual reports competition.207 

Rather than seek to expand the horizons of local housing authorities’ public 

relations work beyond national borders, however, NAHO started small with an 
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object lesson in the political import of good design. Offering a condensed 

 presentation of NAHO’s experience gathered in the past decade, this object les-

son reflected the increasing pressure of a growing opposition to public housing 

policy. 

Among the winners of NAHO’s 1949 annual reports competition was the 

Housing Authority of the City of Los Angeles, which received an “Award of 

 Special Merit” for its consolidated annual report of 1948, There’s Nothing Senti-

mental…about your Cash Register (fig. 57).208 Anonymized comments from the 

jury printed in the Journal of Housing revealed the complex demands that the 

report successfully met. The winning reports needed to be “organized” and “tell 

a story,” noted the judges. The “layout and choice of photos” needed to show “a 

little more imagination,” but the “presentation” should not be “wasteful.”209 

Printed in black and white with a single green “X” across Leonard Nadel’s pho-

tograph of an old porch on its paper cover, Los Angeles’s winning entry was a 

prime example of the kind of report NAHO encouraged.

The “public housing is good for your cash register” argument, as historian 

Don Parson agues, was a maneuver on behalf of the Housing Authority of the 

City of Los Angeles to adapt to the prosperous postwar United States’ concerns 

with public spending and favor of broader redevelopment initiatives.210 NAHO 

was well aware that the production of printed materials and reports was subject 

to scrutiny, as well.211 Suspecting “‘the real estate lobby’” to be behind a recent 

initiative of the House of Representatives Appropriations Committee to collect 

“copies of all local authority annual reports and other publications” in order to 

audit production and printing expenses, the NAHO Public Relations Committee 

warned readers of the Journal of Housing that housing authorities should avoid 

“‘extravagance of presentation in any form.’”212 The result of this audit was thus 

a mandate for local authorities to produce reports that were “very modest, 

though attractive.”213 

The Public Relations Committee was keen to show local housing authorities 

how to comply with this mandate. In evaluating the winners of a 1950 annual 

reports competition, the Reports Subcommittee chairperson Marion Massen 

noted that the use of “a second color of ink” and “a photograph or a chart on 

practically every page to attract the eye” helped one smaller report score high 

in the presentation category.214 But for one of the contest judges, Frederick 

Gutheim, photography was key. Gutheim’s background in housing was not 

unlike Catherine Bauer’s.215 He boasted political experience in housing at home 

and abroad and had worked with the Museum of Modern Art, serving on the 

advisory committee for Elizabeth Mock’s Built in USA.216 He moreover favored 

exhibitions and competitions as effective ways of determining the distribution 
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of public funds in creative endeavors.217 Bauer’s approach to photographs in pub-

lic housing work resonated with Gutheim’s own. Gutheim warned readers of the 

perils of “‘poorly chosen photos’” that were “‘poorly used, many of little interest 

being blown up for arbitrary effect, producing an impression chiefly of empti-

ness.’” He suggested including more photographs of “‘interesting people,’” as well 

as giving credit to the photographers who took them: “‘We need more photos that 

inform, that tell stories, that remain etched in the memory and start the imagi-

nation working,’” he advised. “‘The thing we need least of is politicians’ faces.’”218

Gutheim’s desideratum underscored the importance of photography and 

photographers to public housing’s postwar ranks despite pressures on housing 

authorities to mind their publications’ costs. As Marion Massen also reminded 

readers, local housing authorities were capable of producing good reports with-

out calling on “outside professional assistance.”219 In the end, hers was a call for 

a “do-it-yourself” photographic practice that at least one internationally-active 

houser had engaged in all along.
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