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PETEr AAron
They put a man on the moon before
they figured out that photo cases
could have wheels.

NEW YORK CITY, NY – Peter Aaron’s

strong and memorable pictures are
associated with some of the greatest architecture produced in the last
35 years. While much of his work is
commissioned by Robert A.M. Stern
© Gregory Heisler
Architects, he has documented the
architecture of Rem Koolhaas, Frank Gehry, Paul Rudolph, and Kieran Timberlake,
and has been a contributing photographer to Architectural Digest for many
years. In 2009 he was awarded Photographer of the Year by the American Institute of Architects and was the subject of a New York Times article “A Portraitist
of Homes Remakes His Own.” • Having apprenticed with Ezra Stoller for several
years, Peter went on to coach architectural photography students, many of whom
are now professionals. He has taught at Maine Photo Workshop, Palm Beach Photo Workshop, Santa Fe Photo Workshop, and others. He divides his time between
Brooklyn and Hudson, NY. ▶
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What drew you to the field of architectural photography? • Let’s start with my Bar
Mitzvah. I got a Nikon from my parents and somehow that just sent me spinning into the
world of photography. I embraced the whole thing and I became the photo editor of all the
different magazines in high school and in college. I never treated it as a vocation. I always
thought of it as a hobby. • I went to graduate school at NYU and found that film was interesting to me because you had to light interiors and I really enjoyed that. I got out of graduate school and was casting about New York City. I was having more success getting photo
jobs than film jobs and was told by the photo editor of GQ magazine that I was particularly
adept at interiors and architecture and that I should do that. He threw me into the hands of
Joe D’Urso, who was one of the founders of “high-tech” design. The pictures I took for him
seemed to come out pretty well. • I was frightened because I didn’t really know what I
was doing, so I contacted Ezra Stoller and told him that I wanted to see him. We got on pretty
well and he hired me as a photo assistant. I was 24 I think. I worked with Ezra for 2 years,
traveling around the country working for SOM and other big companies. I learned a ton of
tricks and approaches from him, like how to talk the same language as the architect and how
to figure out what would be pleasing. And to ask myself, “How would the architect interpret
the project, if they were as adept as the photographer?”
Did working as Ezra Stoller’s photo assistant reaffirm that architectural photography was what you wanted to do? • I would say that I never looked back. I felt that this
was my niche and that architecture and interiors were a great way for me to express myself. I
liked all the complications. I also liked that architecture was a still object that didn’t talk back
to me and that I could take my time and analyze it. It was a fixed subject that needed to be
shown in the best possible way.
Do you have any anecdotes that you want to share from your days of working for
Ezra Stoller? • This shows how things have changed over the years. When I worked
for Ezra, I had to carry 500 lbs. of cases. They put a man on the moon before they figured
out that photo cases could have wheels. The worst case of all was the case for flash bulbs.
Ezra had something like a hundred glass flash bulbs in a fiber case that would always rub
against my leg when I tried to schlep it. We’d set up stands and tin reflectors with flashbulbs
in them and we would have to wire them to a 300 volt battery then into the camera shutter.
Every time the shutter went off, something like five flashbulbs would explode and I would
go around with gloves and take out the bulbs and put in new ones and we’d do it again. Ezra
didn’t use Polaroids so it was kind of like magic. He could anticipate the light without actually
seeing it.
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Palladin Restaurant at Time Hotel, New York, NY | Designer: Adam Tihany | Photographed 1999
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Apple SoHo, New York, NY | Architect: Bohlin, Cywinski, and Jackson | Photographed 2002

24

PETER AARON

Villa dall’Ava, Paris, France | Architect: Rem Koolhaas | Photographed 1991
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How has digital photography made things easier or more difficult for you? • I’ll
start by saying that digital photography is the great democratizer, where virtually anyone
can take a darn good picture. For us to take a better picture, we need to raise the ante and
in order to do that we have to move furniture, which a lot of people don’t do. What makes a
great interior is rearranging the furniture just for that camera angle. • In post-production
we can blend a series of different exposures together to make a much better picture, which
includes taking people out and putting people in at will. It was always a nightmare on film
because if you didn’t get the people right it ruined your picture. Now we can cherry pick what
we want from the various exposures. You can botch that up and make poor decisions. There
is also a time shift now; most of the work used to occur on the shoot and now most of the
work occurs on the computer.
Do you find yourself doing less lighting on the photo shoot, now that you have the
ability to manipulate the light in post-production? • Now you can get away with
virtually no lighting because you can take very light exposures and very dark exposures and
layer them together and you can create highlights on furniture just by using Photoshop. I’ve
backed-off from using spotlights unless, let’s say, a bouquet of flowers needs a little extra
bit of backlight because I felt that it was looking a bit false. • I’ve reduced the strobe to
a fancy flashlight. It is a military flashlight called the “sure fire” made out of a heavy-duty
material. National Geographic magazine has 12 of these flashlights that they used to light
Stonehenge and that seemed brilliant to me so I went on eBay and got one for myself.
Describe what it was like for you once you were a full-fledged architectural photographer? • Well let me see, I would to say that I continued to work with Joe D’Urso and
others that were doing “high-tech” design and I remember that certain architects pushed me
into positions that they were happy with and I took a lot of advice and guff from them. • It
takes time to realize what your style is and to learn how to pick your own angles and your
own lighting. At first I would accept the advice gladly because I was still shaky. We’re like a
photo-psychiatrist; having a fresh view of what the architect has done gives us an advantage.
I can see what imposes itself on the new viewer faster than they can because they’ve been
on their own job for too long. • Architects want wide pictures to see everything that they
wrought and designers want more intimate pictures. So there’s a war going on between the
two. The same room can be photographed with a telephoto lens instead of a wide-angle lens
and you’d get a very serene group of pictures instead of a clinical, documentary shot. I would
say the longer the lens the more successful the picture, but it’s very hard to do. I remember
that Ezra Stoller’s 120mm was his favorite lens for interiors, whereas a lot of other people
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Courtyard in The Citadel of Aleppo, Syria | Photographed 2009
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would use a 90mm or a 72mm which created a tension—a distortion—that was unappealing
to him.
Do you have story from your early days as an architectural photographer that you’d
like to share? • I arrived at the United Nations Plaza apartment building to shoot John
Saladino’s work for House & Garden magazine. It was 8 a.m. and John was pacing in the
lobby, and he says, “This is a very bad situation. They are telling me there is no photography
in the building without permission from the board.” I said, “No problem. I will figure this out. I
will take my camera cases back to my house on 61st and Madison. I live above a liquor store
and I’ll have everything delivered in wine cases.” So we went back and repackaged everything
in wine and champagne cases and had it delivered. It was great. I didn’t have to lift a thing!
What are some of the things that you enjoy most about what you do professionally? • Let’s see. When I am on a job. I feel happy. I feel contentment in being engaged. I like
the process of finding the photo regardless of the subject matter and I like interiors better
because there is a chance to be more creative with lighting and styling. For instance, shooting
a skyscraper is all about access and viewpoints, so I like the smaller project where I can make
changes that aren’t just vantage points.
What conditions allow you to take your best photographs? • This makes me think
of the image in the show of the house by Rem Koolhaas with the rooftop swimming pool. The
architect was not there and I had to solve a whole lot of problems and it all came together like
magic. My assistant Nancy had brought her bathing suit. It was 32 degrees out and drizzling,
but I made her put on her bathing suit and bathing cap and pose by the pool at twilight, when
both the pool and the Eiffel Tower were lit. I discovered that there was a streetlight right at
the center of my shot so I had to ask my other assistant, Helmut, to take his clothes off and
stand where the streetlight was. This created a dialogue between the two figures that was
mysterious. It just all came together at the magic hour, l’heure bleue as they call it in French.
It was a triumph, having the ability and freedom to do that and knowing that the architect
wants pictures like that makes me push and push until I find something.
What makes a successful photograph of architecture and design? • I guess my
meter would be: can this photo stand alone on a wall of the living room? That’s a very a rare
thing for architectural photography. Most things are too prosaic to be considered art and to
be framed and hung on a wall, but occasionally you can achieve that. There are certain things
that may cause that to be. It might even be that you convert the picture to black and white
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and it can help make that transformation. A certain serenity in the picture; a magic moment
that wasn’t distorted. • You are what you shoot. If you only take pictures of mediocre
projects it’s hard to get noticed. It’s very hard to take great pictures of mediocre buildings. It
would be great to always get an iconic shot of each project but it doesn’t always happen. It’s
something to strive for.
How would you describe your relationship with the architect or designer on the photo shoot? • It’s a collaboration and the architect is with me the entire time and sometimes they get reduced to sweeping the floors. I like them to look at the back of the camera
and agree with me that this is the place to be. I welcome input but sometimes I have to ignore
it. I like that most of the time we are in agreement about things. • I notice that architects
often say, “This is a great time to shoot this picture” and my own shadow is pointing exactly
towards the building and I say, “We can’t shoot the building when there are no shadows.” It’s
astounding to me that they would want it so directly lit.
How has shooting architecture and design affected you? • I appreciate beautiful
spaces but I am not able to achieve the levels of what I would like in my own life. The two
places where I live, an apartment in Brooklyn, NY and a house in Hudson, NY, are not show
places. They are very comfortable and nice looking but whenever I start hiring contractors
it always backlashes on me. My family fortunes will be dissipated; I am too impulsive and
money gets lost unnecessarily. I really appreciate what interior designers do, getting what you
want without blowing the budget. I tend to live in a traditional world of old furniture and in an
old house, although I like the aesthetics of modern furniture and houses. I often notice that
architects don’t live like their clients either.
How do you feel at the end of the photo shoot? • Well, I get exhausted because our
shoots are from, say, 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. and a lot of times you’re standing in one spot. I try to
take breaks but a lot of times you see things and you don’t want to leave the site. At the end
of the day I usually just want to go back to the hotel, order room service and go over the files.
That’s kind of a fun thing, to look at what you’ve shot and to make minor changes in Photoshop, and then you can present what you did the next morning to the architect. I like to do
that every evening and go to bed as early as possible. • The worst moment of any shoot
is when you first get there, set up your camera and you haven’t taken you first picture yet. It
seems like you’re climbing Mount Everest, but then by the end of the first day you feel like it’s
happening. The pictures are now in the computer; we’re well on our way. ■
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