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HOLLYWOOD, September, 1985 — LA’s oven-like Santa Ana winds blew down from the 
nearby Mojave Desert on the dusty sidewalks of Melrose Avenue one unseasonably warm 
evening. The city’s nascent style elite were about to descend on the G. Ray Hawkins 
Gallery for an exhibition highlighting the work of three local, up-and-coming portrait 
photographers whose only mutual connection was that their work had been spotted in the 
pages of Andy Warhol’s proto-celebrity magazine, Interview. The winds of creative change 
were in the air. 

Warhol began Interview in New York in 1969 as a clever way to receive invitations to 
screenings and meet celebrities in society and entertainment. More importantly, it was a 
new way for Warhol to express his ongoing obsession with the idea of fame. In its bare 
beginnings, the crudely-printed magazine was an exploration, primarily made up of 
verbatim interviews with individuals that fascinated Warhol, illustrated with his famous 
Polaroids, and occasionally, a gratuitous page or two dedicated to campy publicity stills 
from golden-age Hollywood films. But by the late-1970s, Interview had started to show 
some polish, becoming an important platform for magazine photography. 

With virtually no budget and fueled by Warhol’s ever growing interest in the concept of 
Hollywood celebrity, Warhol and his magazine’s editors, Bob Colacello and later, Gael 
Love, sought out the next generation of young artists and photographers hungry to find a 
showcase for their work. 

The three photographers included in the Melrose Avenue exhibition that September 
evening, organized by the then-Hawkins’ Gallery Director David Fahey, were Greg 
Gorman, Matthew Rolston, and Herb Ritts, and it was titled Working in L.A. Each of these 
young photographers happened to have emerged from a new generation of style-
obsessed artists living in Los Angeles, and they had various social connections to many of 
the rising stars and agents in the entertainment industry. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, from the perspective of the more traditional East Coast magazine 
publishers, Los Angeles wasn’t just desert-adjacent—it was a cultural desert; its 
photographic artists, if even recognized, were disdained.  

When Vogue or the Bazaar decided to feature a Hollywood star in their pages, and 
couldn’t bring them to New York, they would send an entire team—photographer, editor, 
hair and makeup, etc. In their opinion, there were no worthy contributors of any kind on 
the West Coast. 



This approach wasn’t an option for Warhol’s scrappy-yet-prescient publication. Interview 
needed to find contributors who lived in Hollywood with the necessary insider connections 
and a sympathetic taste level appropriate for Warhol’s vision. Greg Gorman, Matthew 
Rolston and Herb Ritts turned out to be the perfect additions to the magazine’s roster, and 
although they couldn’t have known it at the time, their rise marked a significant shift in the 
imaging of celebrity. 

What these three had in common, above all, was their drive to idealize their subjects, often 
employing the techniques and artifice of the past. Greg Gorman had social access to the 
next generation of aspiring young actors and also documented the “outsiders” of the 
entertainment industry in his beautifully-crafted, retro-inspired photographs. Herb Ritts’ 
photography was resolutely modern, focusing on sculpted, sensual bodies cavorting in 
California’s abundant sunshine, yet it was also evocative of Hollywood’s glory years. 
Matthew Rolston was, according to Warhol in The Andy Warhol Diaries, “the magazine’s 
best photographer . . . and he made the new kids look stunning—like stars” with his 
somewhat ironic, even conceptual, take on Old Hollywood studio style.  

Soon, other East Coast publications began to take notice of this cultural shift. Los Angeles 
began a slow ascendancy. Ritts started to shoot for American Vogue, Rolston for Harper’s 
Bazaar. Over the following decades, each completed major assignments and cover stories 
for these magazines. Other publications, such as Rolling Stone and later Vanity Fair, as well 
as numerous advertising clients came calling. This level of photography emerging from the 
West Coast was simply unprecedented. 

The Working in L.A. exhibition was the first time that this group of commercial West Coast 
photographers—powerful new stars themselves, using the tools of Golden Age glamour—
would be publicly recognized. The event also unconsciously marked a Los Angeles-based 
“school of photography” historically similar to past influential groups of artists and 
photographers in Europe and New York.  

Perhaps this movement can be defined today as the School of Los Angeles. Its uniting 
factors and markers include, first and foremost, a highly romanticized vision of humanity. 
These photographers, along with their Los Angeles contemporaries (Paul Jasmin, Firooz 
Zahedi, Moshe Brakha, Albert Sanchez, and Raul Vega, to name just a few) took 
idealization nearly to the point of idolatry; they used references from the past to comment 
on the present; and being very much part of their own time, they often used the platform of 
their imagery to question traditional sexual and gender roles, a signifier of the pop culture 
gender-bending world of the 1980s. This group freely mixed focuses on dominant and 
powerful female figures—think of Rolston’s Cyndi Lauper, Headdress(1986)—with 
trailblazing homoerotic imagery—think of Ritts’ Fred with Tires(1984). They fetishized 
fashion and, above all else, rendered their subjects as glamorous and unforgettable 
objects of desire. 



What exactly is glamour? It’s not easy to define, but it is a term that implies a certain kind of 
magic. The word “glamour” derives from the Scottish glamer, originally used to describe 
spells of bewitchment and enchantment. 

And there most certainly was a kind of magic to the extraordinary appearance of 
Hollywood movie stars as depicted by the major studios of the Golden Age. These pre-
WWII actors and actresses were portrayed as nearly god-like, with their velvety, flawless, 
glowing skin, encompassed in halos of luminous light. Although remote in their perfection, 
the stars exuded a powerful and mysterious sexuality—for in mystery, there is power.  

From the earliest days of the Hollywood film industry, the studios under-stood the power of 
glamour and its spellbinding use. Audiences purchased tickets to see the magic of the 
silver screen, but what they were really buying was a subliminal relationship with the stars 
who appeared on that screen. 1930s film director Josef von Sternberg, one of Hollywood’s 
most influential pre-war purveyors of glamour, used these words to describe its effect: 

“Glamour is the result of the play of light on the landscape of the 
face, creating mysterious shadows in the eyes. It is the indecipherable 
magic of the cinema, the substance of the dreams of a generation.” 

One of the studios’ more powerful tools of promotion was still photography, and it is ironic 
that in the earliest days of moving pictures, it was the stills that held the most potent 
totemic power. There are certain studio portraits of stars—Marlene Dietrich comes to mind
—that are more memorable, more iconic, than any one performance or film. 

In “glamour,” the idealization of beauty was the key ingredient, never performed to greater 
perfection than by the legendary Hollywood photographer—and for a time, the master of 
the MGM photo gallery—George Hurrell.  

No doubt influenced by the early 1930s films of Dietrich—as directed by von Sternberg at 
Paramount—Hurrell created a sophisticated lighting style that allowed his stars to radiate 
beauty as if they were the inhabitants of some kind of mystical “Mount Olympus.” Other 
gifted photographers followed in his footsteps at MGM—Ted Allan, Laszlo Willinger—but 
none of their imagery, as masterfully orchestrated as it was, could cast the enduring, 
unforgettable spell of the great George Hurrell. 

After World War II, the public needed new dreams. Times were changing, and film 
audiences turned away from the darkness of mystery and enchantment, looking toward a 
brighter future. Those new dreams were shaped and sold to them through the 
entertainment and advertising industries. Television was in its infancy; photography still 
retained its primacy, and beginning in the late 1940s, a highly-staged “reportage style” of 
photography began to take hold in Hollywood. Photographers like John Florea and Peter 
Stackpole created portfolios of “stars at home,” urging the actors to pose as if at work or 
play. These images would run in the big postwar picture magazines, such as LIFE  
and LOOK. 



In the succeeding decade, handheld cameras and faster film were introduced, pushing 
Hollywood photography towards a more spontaneous and “honest” style, and the old pre-
war kind of glamour, although still an influence, slowly began to lose its power. By the 
1960s, viewers wanted more realistic depictions of their stars. The illusion of perfection 
was on the way out, and the illusion of truth was taking its place.  

This era’s most prominent Hollywood photographers, William Claxton, Bob Willoughby and 
Phil Stern, would spend time—“hang out”—with their celebrated subjects, shooting 
portraits and portfolios for the big picture magazines. It appeared as if these 
photographers—stand-ins for their readers—had actual relationships with subjects such as 
Steve McQueen and Natalie Wood, creating a fantasy version of life through the camera.  

Fashions in photography turn in cycles, and whatever the current fashion, the next cycle 
will differ. There’s nothing more unfashionable than the immediate past, and by the late 
1970s, the formerly fresh “fake-reportage” style was looking dated, and more standard 
Hollywood photography of the period had a stale and airless quality. Formal studio 
portraiture was over. What was left of ‘glamour’ was debased. Older stars of the original 
glamour period could be seen performing on mass-audience television programs such as 
The Love Boat. 

Ironically, glamour was far from dead. 

Like Warhol, Paris-based, German-born fashion and portrait photographer Helmut Newton 
was equally fascinated by the style of Old Hollywood. In a powerful reaction against the 
mediocrity of photographic idealization in the 1970s, Newton was drawn to the glamour of 
the past, but with an ironic and antic edge born of his upbringing in Germany’s Weimar 
Republic. Newton incorporated elements of 1920s and 1930s decadence within his 
intoxicating signature, a mixture of elegance, vulgarity, black humor, and seduction. 

As the 1970s ended, Newton left Paris to live in Monte Carlo with his wife June, also a 
photographer, and beginning in 1980, they wintered in Los Angeles, holding court at the 
somewhat run-down Chateau Marmont hotel, and bringing with them portrait commissions 
from Paris Vogue and their many top-tier entertainment and editorial clients. The Newtons 
may have been attracted to the climate and the magical light of Los Angeles—some of the 
same things that attracted the Hollywood film pioneers in the first place—but perhaps they 
were equally attracted to the appealingly louche atmosphere of the place, taking full 
advantage of the freedom, visual decay, and the social and creative relationships they 
formed there. It was indeed the “wild west,” unencumbered by the traditions of Europe or 
the East Coast establishment. As the 1970s came to a close, Los Angeles was a sort of 
“free zone”—a place where one could make up any kind of existence, and importantly for 
the Newtons, a place still populated by alluring stars and the all-powerful entertainment 
industry.  

Newton, connecting with the photography world of Hollywood, encountered gallerist 
David Fahey, who arranged an introduction between Newton and the great Hurrell, by 
then in semi-retirement. Newton wanted to acquire some of Hurrell’s work for his personal 



photography collection, and the two hit it off, even photographing each other in a show of 
mutual respect and admiration.  

In the early 1980s, the worlds of literature, philosophy, art, architecture, design, fashion, 
and photography were highly influenced by a powerful new cultural movement called 
postmodernism, in which the modernist doctrine itself was questioned and countered by 
references—often ironic—appropriated from the past. A fine example would be architect 
Michael Graves’s Portland Building, completed in 1982, which combined sometimes 
whimsical quotations from classical Greek and Roman architecture into a modern 
municipal structure. 

Everything old was new again, and appropriation was in the air. 

Understanding the importance of George Hurrell’s contribution to photography and, 
moreover, being one of the first to understand the new cultural currency of the glamorous 
past, Newton took it upon himself to suggest to Francine Crescent, then the editor-in-chief 
of Paris Vogue, which at that time was the world leader in fashion and style photography, 
that she employ Hurrell to photograph the 1981 Paris couture collections. Hurrell dug out 
the old 8x10 view camera and movie lights and traveled to Paris to complete this 
assignment.  

By 1987, David Fahey, the visionary gallerist of the Working in L.A. show, pushed this 
movement towards the past even further, co-curating (with Linda Rich) a landmark 
exhibition at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art titled Masters of Starlight, which 
validated Old Hollywood glamour portraiture by elevating it to museum status for the first 
time, helping to ensure its rightful place in the history of photography.  

And so, glamour, reborn, took its place again at the forefront of pop culture. 

Any art movement—including the School of Los Angeles—even if unconsciously formed, 
can only be measured by its influence on others, and after Greg Gorman, Matthew Rolston, 
and Herb Ritts began to get noticed by magazines and advertisers, the work itself 
telegraphed their new ideas to other photographers and artists. Once these three set in 
motion the appropriation of Hollywood’s past, glamour was in play again.It was these three 
image-makers and their use of vintage Hollywood iconography that began to point a new 
direction for the next generation of magazine portrait photographers. Steven Meisel, one 
of the world’s most prodigiously talented purveyors of portraiture and fashion, was equally 
caught up in the postmodern mood. Appropriation was in the air, and Meisel referenced 
photographic history with abandon. Hollywood glamour, used to ironic effect, was one the 
many ways in which he sampled the past. By the late 1980s, Meisel, although he still 
traveled the world, had moved his (more or less) permanent residence to Los Angeles.  

Bruce Weber, first noticed in 1978 for a groundbreaking homoerotic underwear shoot of his 
discovery, Malibu water polo player Jeff Aquilon, which appeared in the SoHo Weekly 
News, reflected the new “urban-pioneering” lifestyle of artists living in New York lofts. But 



later, in the 1980s, Weber began a deep dive into Hollywood’s history, mining its Golden 
Age to produce unforgettable imagery that was unmistakably glamorous.  

The brilliant Annie Leibovitz, known in the 1970s for a gritty reportage style—she was on 
the road with the Rolling Stones for a good part of that decade—in the 1980s, started, and 
later continued, to experiment with more-stylized work, utilizing a look inspired by the 
atmosphere of Old Hollywood, sometimes referencing works by the masters of Hollywood 
studio photography.  

Mario Testino, a Vogue magazine superstar—one of its most sought-after celebrity and 
fashion photographers—was equally obsessed with Hollywood imagery of the past, often 
employing it in his exquisitely-produced shoots. Testino even went so far as to acquire a 
home in Los Angeles in the early 1990s. 

Hedi Slimane, the sometimes-controversial photographer and, for a time, the creative 
director of Saint Laurent, was so enamored of L.A. that, in an unprecedented move in 
2012, he chose to base Saint Laurent’s couture atelier in Los Angeles instead of Paris, and 
further, he used his own Beverly Hills home as a photography studio for his experiments in 
image making. 

Once established, all of these photographers would evolve with books, exhibitions, 
advertising and video projects to complement their magazine work, garnering the respect 
and attention of other visionaries: art directors, editors, gallerists, and students of 
photography. Their influence affected not only portraiture, but fashion photography as 
well. 

Glamour had returned with force, and this time, it was here to stay… at least, for a while. 

In 2015, the New York Times declared that “Los Angeles is becoming a Paris amid the 
palms,” noting the preponderance of significant fashion events taking place there for 
international brands like Louis Vuitton, Gucci, and Burberry. Fashion star and, developing 
further, gifted filmmaker Tom Ford established a residence in Los Angeles in the 1990s. 
Fashion’s other outspoken fans of Los Angeles have included such diverse designers as 
Raf Simons, Rick Owens, Nicolas Ghesquière, and Jeremy Scott. The list goes on. 

Back in 1977, film director Woody Allen, before the advent of the School of Los Angeles, 
speaking for many New Yorkers in his film Annie Hall, said, “I don’t want to move to a city 
where the only cultural advantage is you can make a right turn on a red light.” 

But clearly, in the new century, Los Angeles was a cultural desert no more. 

Perhaps we have the School of Los Angeles to thank for what has become a kind of 
“glamour industrial complex.” What was once the purview of a handful of innovative 
photographers, who used their ability to look backwards in order to move forwards, has 
since become a very big business. Major fashion brands rule the look of Hollywood stars, 
grooming them as glamorous walking billboards for their wares. The influence of artists 



and photographers has been replaced by a cabal of marketing executives, agents, star-
handlers, and professional celebrity stylists. None of this could have been possible without 
the recognition of Hollywood’s glorious past brought about by the School of Los Angeles. 

This evolution has led to a kind of glamour photography without photographers, where the 
expressions of these independent artists—interpreting celebrity culture—may have 
become irrelevant. In a world where “selfie-culture” rules, and each star is in effect in 
control of their own brand, why should stars go to a Hollywood photographer to interpret 
their celebrity when they can simply do it for themselves? 

Looking back now from our celebrity-obsessed, fast-moving culture we still think of the 
iconic images that have never left our mind’s eye. Herb Ritts’ image of Richard Gere at a 
desert gas station, or his numerous sessions with Madonna; Gorman’s adolescent 
Leonardo DiCaprio, or his portrait of John Waters; Matthew Rolston’s portraits of Cyndi 
Lauper crowned with a chandelier headdress, or Cybill Shepherd lounging luxuriously 
poolside in Bel-Air—these are but a few examples. 

Thanks to these three extraordinary and ambitious young photographers, influenced by 
Warhol and Newton, followed by their West and East Coast counterparts and many others, 
together stretching, pushing and blending their successes, a new style of photography 
emerged, defining the School of Los Angeles and re-animating the eternal enchantment of 
glamour for a new generation. 
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