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Abstract 

 

Negotiating the Represented City: Los Angeles, the City of Perpetual 
Becoming 

 

Ashley Blair Chadwick, M.A. 
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Supervisor: Christopher Long 

 

 Los Angeles has long been identified as a fragmented city, by nature of its 

cosmology and those constructed perceptions that constitute it in the collective 

imaginary. In an effort to articulate, interrogate and understand such a place, we have 

come to rely on its representations to function as mediators of meaning, delivering 

through their simulation of the city an experience of the real, lived Los Angeles. As a 

result, the relationships between the real and the representation become skewed, altering 

the processes by which we engage with the everyday. To better understand the 

implications of this dialectic, I examine four representations of the city: Disneyland, 

David Hockney’s “Domestic Scene, Los Angeles,” David Gebhard and Robert Winter’s 

A Guide to Architecture in Southern California and the BBC “One Pair of Eyes” 

installment “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles.” By analyzing representations of Los 

Angeles produced in a range of media, it becomes possible to discern the complex 
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relationships between the real and envisioned Los Angeles, and to recognize the 

constructive force that emerges out of this discursive space.  
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Introduction:  Los Angeles: What It Is, or What It Might Be? 

 
“It was a place that was not taken 

seriously. And damn it, I wanted it 
to be taken seriously.” 

 
Esther McCoy1 

 
 
 An epic and plastic city, Los Angeles is what we make it. It’s over 500 square 

miles of place are more often understood through representation rather than the inhabited 

phenomena that comprise it. In this way, Los Angeles has become locked in its own 

interstitiality, a fragmented entity requiring the presence of a mediator to actualize and 

affirm its existence. This is not to say that it rattles of nothing but bones and skin or that it 

occurs without or outside some sort of corporeal form, but, rather, to recognize that the 

impulse to manufacture the tissue in between displaces the real city, supplanting it with 

more satisfying indulgences predicated upon desire, fantasy and the drive to consume. 

Los Angeles has long been synonymous with myriad iterations of wish fulfillment 

mediated through architecture, art, television, film and literature (both commercial and 

academic). The resulting cultural activity epitomizes Los Angeles’ pleasure-as-substance-

seeking character, and the objects it realizes begin to function as that tissue, inflating the 

impoverished skeleton as if its layer of dermis were the ballooning belly of starvation 

designed to become swollen with all the happy hot air of talent and hubris and thick, 

sweaty wads of money.  

                                                
1 Susan Morgan, “Mother Modern,” New York Times Style Magazine, September 28, 2011, accessed 
September 27, 2012, http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/09/28/mother-modern/. 
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 This project engages the in between, asking how we understand the nature and 

composition of substance. Generally, we understand the things that surround us through a 

complex web of stimuli, conditioning and imagination, permitting substance to acquire 

viable forms outside of the essential realities we experience. These forms of 

understanding assume presence through representation, whose frequent iteration 

continuously renegotiates the parameters of meaning. Iterated variously as the art object, 

built environment, narrative, cinema, teleplay or even history and memory, representation 

encompasses a wide range of cultural products/objects. The effort that follows attempts to 

determine how or what conditions our creation, acceptance or comprehension of the 

frameworks and discourses that coalesce in these representations. Further, it seeks to 

understand how these representations reflect our engagement with the actual or perceived 

city, in this case Los Angeles, while registering the broader implications that emerge 

from the discursive space between representation and the becoming idea and real of the 

city. Simply put, is it important that place become understood through practice and 

experience, or is it adequate to know it as grafted on, part of a dialectical engagement 

with the objects that represent it? By examining four representations of Los Angeles—an 

urban simulacrum, a homoerotic painting, a guidebook and a cinematic rendering of a 

monographic history of the city, I hope to illuminate these questions by interrogating both 

the act of being in and the act of contemplating and projecting the city. The emergent 

analysis will no doubt locate something of the real, imagined and hyperreal in Los 

Angeles, a fragmented city predicated upon its own plurality where the seeming absence 
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of history combines with the impetus to understand and communicate the essence of the 

everyday to motivate its constant representation.  

Content and Method: Conventionalizing Representation 
 
 In order to satisfy the multifarious lines of inquiry outlined above, this 

investigation presupposes the fundamentally fragmented nature of the city and will focus 

on a represented Los Angeles in order to demonstrate this, commencing with a discussion 

of the 1955 opening of Disneyland and its earliest physical iteration. The fiction that 

informs this dynamic setting arises out of nostalgia and hope informed by the specific 

conditions of recent world history and their reinforcement of a specific American 

character. As a result, Disneyland fictionalizes Los Angeles, its companion city of the 

future, along with an historical host of urban and rural referents, to satisfy the fervor for 

an ideal in post-war America. This iteration of the city is not literal, but reimagines it 

eschatologically as if it were the logical end to the concrete memory Disneyland invokes 

through and in its own creation.  

 Transitioning from this analysis of the representation on an urban scale, the 

second section will examine Los Angeles as tableau, focusing on David Hockney’s 1963 

painting “Los Angeles, Domestic Scene.” This picture projects a specific fantasy of the 

domestic experience which, while functioning as a motif in Hockney’s work, derives its 

essential character from his removed understanding of Los Angeles as a setting for the 

realization of certain normative desires. If Los Angeles is the terminal manifestation of a 
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certain type of memory, it similarly functions as the site of desire in apotheosis where the 

transfigured expectation meets its most ecstatic form. 

 The remaining sections will analyze more concretely historicizing objects, 

beginning with David Gebhard and Robert Winter’ authoritative A Guide to Architecture 

in Southern California, first published in 1965. This guidebook provides an opportunity 

to navigate the extended city through the expert lens, imagining Los Angeles as a series 

of architectural monuments rooted chronologically in real expectations and made 

universally accessible by its assembly into the guided list. Such an ordering of the built 

environment reimagines the city as an artifact, circumventing the dialectical engagement 

with the more arbitrary agents of memory and desire in order to render Los Angeles 

empirically and to align it with more conventional modes of representation that seek to 

reduce the examined object to type.  

 The critical study will conclude with an examination of the BBC “One Pair of 

Eyes” installment entitled “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” developed from the 

historian’s 1971 urban historical monograph The Architecture of Four Ecologies and 

aired a year later. Though Banham’s performance in the televisual version directly 

mirrors the content presented in the text, this unique mode of presenting an academic 

representation of the city will provide an opportunity to engage the dialectic between the 

represented, the representation and the practiced representation (even in as much it 

appears as cut-and-edited seventies kitsch—complete with the always satisfying wah 

pedal groove characteristic of contemporary blaxploitation films).  
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 These efforts at meaning-making form a diverse but effectively limited corpus 

that allows for the assessment of very specific expectations and perceptions that imagine, 

interpret, challenge and reconfigure the real, lived experience of the city. By reifying the 

city as the mediator of nostalgia and memory, desire, reductive order and articulate chaos, 

it becomes possible to recognize Los Angeles’ multivalence—its unruly landscapes 

complicated by identity politics, a lack of economic parity and the omnipresence of the 

imaginary superlative. In examining these objects, I hope not only to analyze 

representation as a mode of seeing and understanding but also to develop a critical 

discourse on the relationship between representation, its referent and reality in the City of 

Angels.  

 In order to organize this effort, I will employ the model established by Roland 

Barthes in his Mythologies in order to individuate the exploration of Los Angeles as a 

represented entity. First published in French in 1957, Mythologies coalesces a series of 

essays on cultural habits and rituals that were originally publishing bimonthly in the 

French publication Les lettres nouvelles.2 Penned over a two-year period, Barthes 

produced this commentary in an effort to discern the nature and function of myth in the 

cultural realm and, more pointedly, to demonstrate the shifting nature of in France.3 He 

utilized what is essentially a case study method toward that end, engaging a singular 

component of each cultural phenomenon analyzed in order to capture the essence of myth 

in the contemporary world. By scrutinizing often disparate and sometimes truly peculiar 

objects and phenomena (e.g., wrestling, Abbé Pierre, soap powders, striptease), Barthes 
                                                
2 Les lettres nouvelles is a French literary review founded in 1953. 
3 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1972), 11-12. 
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arrives at some unique conclusions that reposition myth conceptually and promotes it as a 

viable conduit through which to interrogate culture. Though this project is unconcerned 

with his conclusions or the general debate revolving around myth, it nevertheless engages 

the method utilized to arrive at them in order to organize representation case studies that 

might reposition discussions about representation as a method of cultural and social 

engagement. Additionally, this specific methodological approach permits a significant 

degree of critical freedom, an investigative condition necessary to effectively explore the 

implications of the iterative nature of Los Angeles in order to arrive at some conclusions 

about the city as a real and represented entity. By examining the relationship between the 

real city and the experience of it as projected and dictated by artists, scholars, filmmakers 

and other culture producers it will be possible to catalog and digest these representations; 

examine these representations as both object and typology; and analyze the shifting 

nature of the real to not only illuminate Los Angeles but also discern the utility of the 

construct “the real” as a meaningful mode of understanding the everyday. 

Theory: Constructing a Pluralistic Framework 

 The systematic analysis of the objects that formulate the case study subjects 

selected for this project is itself conventional, a practice that engages the empirical to 

develop an authoritative argument about some specific thing. Nevertheless, in as much 

as the present work treats these objects as primary sources to eviscerate and render as 

articulate arbiters of Los Angeles, it is not a reductive endeavor that seeks to locate such 

a singular pronouncement. Rather, it aims to determine and examine the plurality of 
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meanings that should emerge from within this discourse where sundry modes of 

representation combine with competing urban frameworks as they emerge in support of 

Los Angeles’ variant populations (including and especially the imagined community 

constructed through the assorted media scrutinized here) and their always fluid make-up. 

And even as we reduce the city to certain constituent cultural objects, the telescoping of 

possible meanings fails to diminish the ultimate plurality of the city, serving, rather, to 

demonstrate it and reveal certain layers that comprise its dense and deepening strata. In 

order to articulate such a multivalent city, it is necessary to employ and, at times, 

adulterate various theoretical frameworks that can effectively assimilate the disparate to 

arrive at a coherent rendering. 

 The fundamental bipolarization of our engagement with the everyday brought 

about during this mechanized and media-dominated epoch has long been a point of 

investigation that has captured the imaginations of the most nuanced intellects of the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries. From Barthes to Benjamin to Baudrillard, this 

inquiry has become rooted in an array of theoretical constructs. To discern a pluralist Los 

Angeles, the effort undertaken here will engage the Marxist, structuralist and 

poststructuralist traditions that informed (or even were initiated by) the work of these 

scholars in addition to focusing on questions of memory, identity, sexuality and 

perception in order to illuminate Los Angeles as both place and representation. It should 

be noted, however, that this investigation defies specific assignation to this or that school 

and functions rather to exercise the practice of criticism as a creative endeavor in an 
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effort to not only challenge and elucidate existing models and questions but to augment 

the hoped for elasticity not yet inherent in my own scholarship.  

 Yet, the ambition toward creative flexibility neither implies an absolute rejection 

of the positive exploration of empirical evidence, nor an adherence to some nihilistic 

imperative that embraces the wholesale denunciation of order and tradition in the realm 

of scholarship or even the creative arts. To that end, certain key concepts and terms 

outlined by various theorists, historians and literary critics will be used according to an 

understanding developed through close readings. Outlined in the paragraphs below, these 

materials reflect a somewhat ambitious scope coalescing to support the analysis of such 

disparate cultural objects as a theme park, an obscure BBC documentary, a travel guide 

and pop painting. This corpus necessarily requires interrogation along a spectrum flexible 

in content and theoretical construct in order to allow the most cogent observations to 

formulate and guide the overall generation of a viable and relevant thesis. But while I 

shall interrogate my control set with the muddled tools I have divined from reading (and 

undoubtedly misreading) these superlative forebears, I will engage them according to my 

own perspective as it shifts to respond to discoveries made throughout the writing 

process. Therefore, the resulting product will be criticism that pretends toward the 

historical without being history, instead approximating the historiographical in an effort 

to illuminate the role of representation in manufacturing historical or historicizing 

identity or simply to demonstrate perception in a given historical moment. To that end, 

this inquiry challenges the idea of authority in history, recognizing it as iterative and 

constructed—a satisfying yet incomplete representation no longer subject to or expressive 
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of the dialectic of Truth and truth but rather indicative of the great fluidity that 

characterizes the sum of human discourse. 

 The work ahead, therefore, does not represent a complete vision. It is, rather, a 

becoming vision that permits the process of putting pen to paper to function not as a 

record but as an experiment in and of itself. To allow the unfolding of a narrative to take 

precedent over its predetermination is in no way new or unique, but it offers an effective 

method for permitting the analysis of this somewhat ambiguous sampling of 

manufactured Los Angeles to resolve itself organically (or perhaps not at all). Thus the 

writing-as-discovery method should mimic the flânerie, allowing the writer the pleasure 

of engaging the object on the level of the pedestrian. This is not say that the scale of this 

project is limited to the view through the shop window; rather it is meant to denote the 

fact that representations are ultimately experiential and that that experience is predicated 

upon a specific set of expectations. As such, this discourse presupposes that the writer as 

agent comes to the object-subject with a specific set of social expectations and critical 

perceptions, and that that discrete set of conditions, when applied to a series of 

experienced object-subjects contributes to the cumulative construction of some new 

perspective(s). Such revelations as arise from this activity are neither conclusive nor 

exclusive, but instead they offer an opportunity to promote further inquiry.  

 Such a fluid methodology derives its base infrastructure from Benjamin, whose 

work championed the flâneur, converting him into an archival system for organizing the 

arbitrary detritus of modernism and the general consequences of the machine age. This 

endeavor is similar, acknowledging that the exigent questions that dominated the practice 
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of critical inquiry haven’t changed even though the nature of our encounter with the 

world historical has. By applying this methodology to Los Angeles and its 

representations, it will be possible to practice and experience the process of gathering and 

distilling content to arrive at revelatory (or perhaps static) conclusions about the iterated 

city, rather than imposing a discrete message or narrative onto it.  

 In 1927, Walter Benjamin, an acknowledged failure in his chosen profession,4 

shifted his focus from German literature to Paris, the capital of modernity and harbinger 

of world destiny (or something equally affective). His enthusiasm for Baudelaire along 

with his singular conception of history, polluted as it were by certain encounters with 

Marxism,5 positioned him as nothing more than a hack, a collector of spirited cultural 

models that, when combined, resulted not in a critical mode for inquiry, but rather a 

seemingly incoherent catalog of objects, typologies and thematic buzzwords. Yet, 

“Benjamin was committed to a graphic, concrete representation of the truth, in which 

historical images made visible philosophical ideas.”6 His efforts culminated in a project 

of immense scope, an undertaking that spanned the better part of thirteen years only to 

remain unresolved in the advent of his untimely death. The Passegenwerk or Arcades 

Project, as we would prefer it in English, comes to us then through the filtered lens of two 

                                                
4 It’s common knowledge that Benjamin’s habilitation project, Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiel (The 
Origin of German Tragic Drama), was rejected.  
5 J.M Coetze, “Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project,” in Inner Workings: Literary Essays 2000-2005, 
42-46 (New York: Viking Press, 2007).  
6 Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcade Project (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1991), 55. 
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or three trusted scholars7 who have ambitiously constructed or reconstructed an 

authoritative rendering of Benjamin’s research and hopefully his intent, at least as it was 

known or, rather, understood at the time of his death in 1940. From 1927 to 1940, 

Benjamin had collected and collated materials into diverse categories that included: 

Baudelaire, catacombs, fashion, ennui, photography, prostitution and more. This 

disparate assembly allowed him to examine the nineteenth-century arcades that had once 

emblematized the activity of consumption not only in Paris, but also throughout urban 

Europe as both architectural and cultural phenomena. Because the simple architectural 

fact of the arcade was not his singular or primary focus, Benjamin recognized that, while 

the arcade exemplified the shifting dialectic between public and private space, it also 

functioned as both the site and mediator of the coetaneous shift in the relationship 

between the consumer and consumable. Similarly, his efforts acknowledge the historical 

schism that resulted, placing the tenets of the already defunct ancien régime in opposition 

to those of a revised class system (and elite) produced through the commerce and 

industry that characterized the emergent capitalist framework. The radical fecundity of 

these nascent shopping malls in turn provided a ready setting for analyzing the many 

aspects of life in nineteenth-century Paris. 

 The scope of such an investigation was centrifugal, radiating from the center to 

absorb the ever-expanding constellations of objects and meaning. As we know it today, 

the assembled data for the Arcades Project represents more of a modern archive than a 

digestible historical document. The effect is clear; Benjamin reveals the dynamic nature 
                                                
7 Namely, Rolf Tiedemann and Susan Buck-Morss. Walter Benjamin, Das Passagen-Werk. 2 vols. Rolf 
Tiedemann, ed. (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1983); Buck-Morss, Dialectics of Seeing. 
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of the archive, a site that necessarily triangulates meaning by nature of its function. Its 

efficient collection of data and the coordinated system that organizes it (however 

arbitrary and imposed) permits the construction or discovery of new meanings otherwise 

complicated by their own historicity. In his attempt to locate an “historical construction 

of philosophy that [was] simultaneously (dialectically) a philosophical reconstruction of 

history,”8 Benjamin discerned an effective strategy for both exposing and exploring the 

possibly transitory nature of the image (i.e., representation rendered as object, space, 

historical narrative, etc.) as a meaningful object and as an object that creates meaning. 

 On a much smaller scale, the effort endeavored here represents a similar attempt 

at academic bricolage, harnessing Benjamin’s enthusiasm for the image as a dialectical 

agent to analyze and triangulate represented Los Angeles. Yet, the framework established 

by the Arcades Project is inadequate to fully address the possible questions presented by 

Disney, Hockney, Gebhard, Winter and Banham and the various intentions they promote 

in their representations of the city. However, coalescing Benjamin’s discursive archival 

method with certain assumptions about the essential nature of such representations as 

both objects and social and historical arbiters derived from encounters with Jean 

Baudrillard and Pierre Nora fleshes out the exploratory parameters necessary for this 

analysis.  

 In his 1981 publication Simulacres et Simulation, the social critic, theorist and 

cynic (read: misanthrope), Jean Baudrillard reveals that representation, that is, the object, 

is a degreed entity, whose objectivity erodes as its function as an expression of the real 

                                                
8 Buck-Morss, Dialectics of Seeing, 55. 
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evolves to reflect and then affect and create some new real (i.e., the hyperreal). Referred 

to as the lieu de mémoire, French historian Pierre Nora imagines the object, as a site of 

memory that embodies and reflects its discursive network, informed by culture, history, 

economy, politics and, most importantly, memory. As it becomes contextualized, the 

memory object remains in a perpetual state of evolution to reveal the dynamic 

relationship between perceptions of time and space. These concepts, explicated, distilled 

and combined, create a useful framework for analyzing the objects selected for this study 

and for realizing some new meaning(s) in the search for an iterated Los Angeles.  

 Nora began working with the idea of the lieu de mémoire in the 1970s, ultimately 

collaborating with over a hundred scholars to refine it and produce the seven-volume Les 

Lieux de mémoire project. Completed over a period of roughly ten years starting in the 

early 1980s, the project examines the origins and evolution of sites and symbols 

indicative of French social and cultural memory. This critical mass, produced as an 

Annales-style data repository, realizes an historiographical model that addresses the 

function or behavior of memory along the historical spectrum while situating it culturally 

in an attempt to discern something specific about the nature of French national memory. 

The resulting pluralistic model asserts that history and memory register time in the 

(reconstructed) actual and abstract respectively, determining a unique relationship 

between memory withheld from the historical project and memory (or perhaps better 

termed "remembering") championed through it.  

 For Nora, sites of memory materialize in distinct moments—spaces, objects, or 

activities—characterized as social, ritualistic, symbolic, material and functional. These 
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fundamentally social lieux are both/and, produced in response or even through the critical 

lens of history as the reification of “an immense and intimate fund of memory 

[disappeared].”9 That memory transitions from self-possessedness to an abstracted, 

contained and reproduceable entity indicates that lieux de mémoire exist as artifacts—

remains of the process of digesting and reconstituting memory. Nora and his co-

conspirators in the multi-volume Les Lieux de mémoire project locate this memory 

residue in such disparate places as the cáfe (both place and consumable, doubling in 

French as coffee), the French civil code (the arbiter of socially-accepted and specifically 

French modes of interpersonal conduct), and even the painter's landscape (having always 

already been inhabited and yet removed from the habitable)—sites that function as a 

representation of a specific cultural phenomenon. At once whole and void, these spaces 

become self-referential mise en abyme—“a site of excess [of meaning] closed upon itself, 

concentrated in its own name, but also forever open to the full range of its possible 

significations.”10  

 As memory increasingly becomes a product of the historical project, distanced 

from its social provenance and projected as a marker along a timeline,11 symbols and 

rituals (referents) that define memory space are inscribed with new meaning removing 

them to a temporal register that modifies the memory experience, converting it from a 

social to a consumed moment. So it is with Los Angeles, which comes to express its own 

fragmentation not simply as an essentially real place, but as an historical interlocutor 

                                                
9 Pierre Nora, "Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire," Representations 26 (1989): 12. 
10 Nora, "Between Memory and History”: 24. 
11 Nora, "Between Memory and History”: 16.  
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whose spatiality engages with a specific discourse of time that becomes fractured in the 

wake of representation. As a result, it becomes possible to impose the same frameworks 

employed to analyze memory historically on the study of representation as it exists as an 

agent along the temporal spectrum. While representation ultimate functions to reveal a 

wider range of experience—moving beyond memory to encompass identity, culture and 

the like, it functions like memory, acting as a repository for specific sociocultural 

phenomena.  

 Herein lies the necessary link between Nora's model, predicated upon the referent 

but ultimately discarding it, and one that assumes its constructive puissance. Baudrillard 

suggests that the referent no longer emerges from the cultural context but rather creates 

it—“the great disappearance is not, then, simply that of the virtual transmutation of 

things, of the mise en abyme of reality, but that of the division of the subject to infinity, 

of the serial pulverization of consciousness into all the interstices of reality.”12 Motivated 

by a post-Marxist13 agenda, Baudrillard examines the social milieu as if an observer of a 

meticulously assembled diorama where persons, places and things become governed or 

motivated by ideas made concrete. In this over-determined discourse, the model from 

which all activities and objects originate is supplanted by an ideal or a vision constructed 

in the intersticial spaces of a given system. Here the constructed object exists as a 

progenitive facsimile or a pretense of reality (itself possessing no model) to produce 

                                                
12 Jean Baudrillard, Why Hasn't Everything Already Disappeared?, trans. Chris Turner (London: Seagull 
Books, 2009), 28. 
13 Though his fellow-travelerism remains apparent.  



 
 

16 

social behaviors, practices and rituals once derived referentially. As with Nora, so also 

Baudrillard perceives a divested cultural object, 

 ...no longer even signs whose meaning and message one could decipher and 
appropriate for oneself, they are tests, they are the ones that interrogate us, and we 
are summoned to answer them, and the answer is included in the question.14 

 
This allows for a reading of “the representation” that displaces the present in an effort to 

construct an historical past. For Baudrillard, the past or pastness is no longer a referent 

for history, but, rather, a signifier of socially iterated conceptions of it reified in simulated 

forms—representations that attempt to moderate the expectations of the future or the 

ideal as they intersect with a specific conception of the past. For both Baudrillard and 

Nora, “history has become our replaceable imagination.”15  

 While memory is integral to Nora’s conception of the object, rooting it in this 

“perpetually actual phenomenon, a bond tying us to the eternal present [while] history”16 

is a representation of the past, Baudrillard understands it to be a recipient of past forms or 

forms that pretend to pastness in order to inform the cultural milieu within which it 

becomes situated. While this project does not intend to engage the broader discourse on 

memory studies explicitly, the specific nature of Nora’s object as a discursively rendered 

site of meaning will figure largely in the ensuing analysis combining with Baudrillard’s 

assumption of the degreed object in order to better articulate not only the nature of Los 

Angeles as an iterated city but also that of the role of the representation, which functions 

to objectify it and, ultimately, create such iterations. 
                                                
14 Jean Baudrillard, "Hypermarket and Hypercommodity," in Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila Faria 
Glaser (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1994), 75. 
15 Nora, "Between Memory and History”: 24. 
16 Nora, "Between Memory and History”: 8. 
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 While it has already been established that the efforts that follow employ a broad 

spectrum of predetermined and familiar concepts and terms, it has similarly been asserted 

that these materials will support an organic methodology that treats the writing process as 

something other than the reflection of predetermined conclusions. Inheriting from 

Benjamin the archived object as a dialectically rich constructor of history as philosophy, 

philosophy as history, the analyses that follow will allow the rendered perspectives of 

Disney, Hockney, Gebhard, Winter and Banham to reveal the iterated city, becoming 

through the analytical processes discerned by Nora and Baudrillard. This is a becoming 

outside of objectification, such that as the objective real dissolves as a result of the 

flexibility of language—saddled with its own prescription for construction, diction, 

grammar, device. As a result, the city realizes its own pluralist potential—bending the 

visible to resolve itself as postulated and not actual.  
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Chapter 1:  Practicing Fiction: “Disneyland is Your Land”17  

 
“Memory is life, borne by living societies 

founded in its name...History, on the other 
hand, is reconstruction, always problematic 

and incomplete, of what is no longer.”18 
 

 If 1950s Los Angeles is the post-war American Dream, then Disneyland is that 

dream at five-eighths scale.19 Its mediated townscapes imagine past, present and future in 

miniature, collapsing history and myth into a narrativized urban folly. Just as Los 

Angeles actualizes a systematic, systematized, mechanized and strangely holistic image 

of the contemporary American middle class ethos, Disneyland fictionalizes this effort, 

manufacturing an historicized lineage and justification for it while affirming its expected 

trajectory. Walt Disney, whose animation empire exemplified the American can-do spirit, 

masterminded this ambitious rendering, drawing from memory and feeling to arrive at a 

quintessential representation of the heartland and the cultural and social mores it 

epitomized.  

 Divided into five distinct fictions, Disneyland is a 160-acre destination that 

functions as both place and idea, distorting traditional urban realities into a fantasyscape 

that satisfies cultural nostalgia for the imagined past and the hubris of a renewed America 
                                                
17 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day [Complete ABC Broadcast],” YouTube video, 1:13:01, televised by 
ABC on July 17, 1955, posted July 16, 2011. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew. (Accessed 
May 14, 2012), 13:02.  
18 Nora, "Between Memory and History”: 8. 
19 “Disneyland, 1955: The Place That Was Also a TV Show,” In As Seen on TV, (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1994), 113: Variously, seven-eighths. Karal Ann Marling. However, during the 
Dateline: Disneyland broadcast, Art Linkletter states that Main Street USA (as well as the E.P. Ridley) was 
produced to 5/8ths typical size. He similarly jokes, "the people you see up and down the streets are full size 
people. They were not made by Walt Disney.”“1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew (7:14-7: 26). 
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predicated upon the efforts that fortified it as an international powerhouse in the post-

war/Cold War era. As a result, the park exemplifies the idea of history as both model and 

montage as it fictionalizes the landscape by assuming the spirit and form of past modes of 

urban and park planning to create the ultimate fantasy of place.  

 On July 17, 1955, Walt Disney along with the entire viewing population of the 

United States witnessed the exposition of a dream as Disneyland made its television 

debut on the ABC special, Dateline: Disneyland.20 Dubbed “Dedication Day” by 

participants (or television producers), over 1,500 journalists, actors, producers and other 

entertainment industry insiders21 attended this media event. TV personality Art Linkletter 

hosted the special and, with the help of Bob Cummings, Ronald Reagan and a cavalcade 

of celebrities masquerading as suburban neighbors, introduced America to its self-

actualized miniature. During Dedication Day’s opening ceremonies, Disney confirms this 

as he proclaims: 

To all who come to this happy place: Welcome. Disneyland is your land. Here, 
age relives fond memories of the past, and here, youth may savor the challenge 
and promise of the future. Disneyland is dedicated to the ideals, the dreams and 
the hard facts that have created America, with the hope that it will be a source of 
joy and inspiration to all the world.22 
 

This declaration merges the phenomena of time, age, spirit and country into a singular 

event—its language of hope, history and quantifiable progress revealing the specific 

                                                
20 Michael Sorkin, “See You in Disneyland,” in Variations on a Theme Park: The New American City and 
the End of Public Space, ed. Michael Sorkin, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1992), 207. Before it 
was a special and even a concrete reality, Disneyland was a television program on ABC. In response to 
escalating construction costs, Disney was forced to generate capital; he did this by negotiating the creation 
of two television programs with ABC—Disneyland and The Mickey Mouse Club.  
21 Linkletter sees these people as coming from “movieland.” “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew.  (2:38) 
22 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew, (12:58 - 13:24).  
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motivation behind the park’s plan. Disneyland is our land, but also the land of perpetually 

actual memory capturing the essence of contemporary America by holding fast to the 

rhetoric and convenient truths of nostalgia in order to manufacture a congruent future. 

Disneyland manifests this realized vision of America in the rear-view, its plan 

constructing a kind of garden city whose inherited Baroque forms and City Beautiful 

principles become mediated by various transportation systems. As a result, Disneyland 

reifies the linear processes of age and time as they become articulated through the dialog 

between the ideal and concrete, transforming the meaning imbedded in these past forms 

through the imposition of Walt Disney’s transit-oriented vision of progress onto the 

landscape.  

 Opening a day after the ABC broadcast, Anaheim’s magical wonderland 

represented a mostly-complete, $17 million dollar, year-long construction project that 

transformed one of those formerly ubiquitous Southern California orange groves into a 

mimetic urban landscape that was more real than real. This earliest iteration of 

Disneyland was always already the harbinger of life in simulacra,23 concretizing the 

historical within the imaginary by merging Baroque urbanism and City Beautiful in a 

microcosmic utopia. The following analysis examines the park as an urban entity, 

engaging the content of its plan and architectural execution to discern the relationship 

between the American ideal and its projected fictions that are so readily consumed and 

acted out. The executed plan’s emphasis on knowable forms and exploitation of the 

nostalgia-factor reflects a broader desire to convert history into myth—compounded by 
                                                
23 Consider New Urbanism whose inspiration is the artifice of placemaking, literally imposing upon space 
and its inhabitants a way of understanding that is neither communitarian nor organic in nature.  
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the insertion of fictions of place, time and populous into the landscape. As a result, 

journeying through Disneyland reinforces a discrete urban historical narrative that 

recognizes the plan as a moral imperative perfectible toward a specific future. As the 

future-model seemingly arrives with the kinetic development of post-war Los Angeles, 

the park in turn reifies it, nevertheless affirming the model’s own non-existence in 

Disneyland’s radical new real—the hyperreal reflection that realizes the object unfatigued 

by effort wasted in having had to look into a mirror.  

Conditioning Reception: Main Street USA  

 Though ensconced in a sea of asphalt 12,000 parking spaces strong, Walt Disney 

imagined Disneyland as “a powerful antidote to the freeway,”24 a reflection of America 

that integrates the present and future without disrupting the idealized pastoral of memory 

(Figure 1.1). Deeply rooted in western traditions of ordering urban space, the plan 

marries the control indicative of Baroque planning with the idyllic and monumentalizing 

principles of the City Beautiful movement championed by American landscape architects 

in the late nineteenth century (Figure 1.2). Nevertheless, the park plan accounts for the 

impositions of modern transportation onto the cityscape—embracing some unconscious 

but understood Beaux-arts model to determine the most appropriate accommodations for 

a host of vehicles designed to both transport and delight. These three organizing 

principles—the Baroque radial plan, the virtue-seeking and eternalizing monumentality 

of the City Beautiful movement and the delicate integration of non-pedestrian 

                                                
24 Karal Ann Marling, “Disneyland, 1955: The Place That Was Also a TV Show,” In As Seen on TV, 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 97. 
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transportation opportunities—produce a familiar environment. Stripped of the chaotic, 

distributed bustle of contemporary urban nodes, the planned park would generate a 

pedestrian experience that approached the imagined with a muddled consciousness, 

conditioning generations of hopeful park-goers to anticipate fiction in the everyday. 

 Passing first through Main Street USA, park-goers would soon enjoy 

Disneyland’s expanded historical register in its other themed enclaves: Adventureland, 

Fantasyland, Frontierland and Tomorrowland. Within these spaces, time engaged new 

dimensions juxtaposing representations of the American past and future against the 

promise of wish fulfillment. Pushing outward toward these various destinations, the 

park’s radial heart pulsates with the inertia of spirit and memory and fantasy. Its ancient 

provenance is reflected without direct homage to imperial progenitors—neither the 

obelisks of some conquered Egypt nor the unabashed fakes that interrupted Pope Sixtus 

V’s Rome rests upon its middle. Nevertheless, the weight of these forebears inserts itself 

onto the landscape as the Baroque plaza around the radial node opens up from the forum 

of its citizenry onto a palatial scene, the visitor’s destined focus and the point from which 

all basic means of navigation emanate. While this mediated dialogue between Main 

Street USA and Sleeping Beauty’s castle25 reflects no realpolitik, it indicates some basic 

understanding of the relationship between the political space of the public sphere and the 

emotional resonance generated through the repetition of certain forms and visual tropes 

implicit to the realm of civic power (Figure 1.3). The visual narrative created by directing 

                                                
25 Though Main Street USA is not your classical agora, it nevertheless functions as an economic, social 
and even cultural marketplace commensurate in spirit. And if Sleeping Beauty’s castle seeks not to 
communicate a direct political message, it nevertheless achieves the visual equivalent, calling attention to 
the western traditions of paternalistic monarchy and its clever embodiment within the female vessel.  
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attention toward the castle mimics that of the Vatican where the transition from public to 

sacred space occurs in the powerful embrace of monumental colonnades usurping for the 

religious elite the long received material and form of civic construction. While no 

discrete monumentality engineers the reception of Sleeping Beauty’s castle, the plaza as 

an historical form is already imbued with this spirit.  

 This is further reinforced by the plaza’s location as the punctuating mechanism in 

the vista that leads through Main Street USA. Funneling park visitors to this central 

intersection, Main Street USA becomes a powerful artery—the spina that reveals the 

Baroque surprise. But this quaint turn-of-the-century model reuses more than these 

prescriptive forms; its incorporation of the small town landscape into an urban paradigm 

concretizes the essence of Middle American values. Engaging the ethos of City Beautiful, 

Main Street USA exemplifies a purer moment in American history when citizens engaged 

in an active communitarianism made visible through the signs of robust small businesses 

backdropping the always bustling foot-traffic of mothers, children and storekeepers. 

Disney located this atmosphere in his childhood home of Marceline, Missouri, which 

provides the immediate inspiration for this section of the park (Figure 1.4). Though the 

Disney family had only lived in this small railroad outpost for a few years, these were 

formative for the impressionable young Walt for whom Marceline would continue to 

represent a quintessential America. Such an ideal was attached to the form and content of 

its turn-of-the-century downtown. When he later began to outline his vision for 

Disneyland, he knew that Marceline’s quaint familiarity, characterized by fanlights, 

mansard roofs and other such signs of a gingerbread vernacular, would supply a magnetic 
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model for the happiest place on earth (Figure 1.5). As Disneyland’s initial visitors passed 

through the halls, shops and arcades of Main Street USA, they would undoubtedly 

experience the sensation of being at home. During the dedication ceremonies, California 

Governor Goodwin Knight reinforced this perspective stating that “[Disneyland] is a 

wondrous community with all the charm of the old world…There are replicas of every 

town and city in America—stores, libraries, schools—just like your hometown.”26 This 

transferred nostalgia landscape, with every brick and shingle and gas lamp made seven-

eighths of true size,27 captured the spirit of the heartland as if to recall a time before great 

wars and economic downswings temporarily swallowed the mythic narrative of the 

American dream.  

 Characterized by its pedestrian scale, Main Street USA nevertheless embraces an 

embryonic vision of progress. The occasional horse-drawn streetcar, horse-drawn fire 

engine and the Santa Fe and Disneyland Railroad litters its recycled familiarity with the 

visual rhetoric of America’s specific prosperity (Figure 1.6).28 These transportation 

modules, similarly produced at a reduced scale,29 reveal the earliest forms of certain 

vehicular typologies reinforcing the relationship between transport, its formal evolution 

and America’s specific brand of capitalist success characterized by a discreet wealth and 

comfort.  

                                                
26 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew, (14:55-15:15).  
27 See note 20 above.  
28 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew, (6:41). 
29 See note 20 above. 
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 In addition, certain of these mechanisms link Main Street USA to the park’s 

themed lands, integrating its various enclaves into a curious urban entity. From the rail 

station in Main Street USA, the Disneyland and Santa Fe railroad travels around the 

perimeter of the park functioning as both a site of amusement and a legitimate means for 

navigating Disneyland’s expanse. Disney himself was a rail enthusiast whose love of 

trains figured prominently early on in the design process (Figures 1.7 and 1.8). His own 

fully-functioning model train not only informed, but provided the model30 for the 

development of the park’s first two steam locomotives, the E.P. Ripley and C.K. 

Holliday—replicas of a replica that resituated the advent of the industrial age 

chronologically while announcing, with its happy horn, the radical historical schism(s) it 

produced, that (those) self-same schism(s) that produced Disney’s America.  

 In Main Street USA, the juxtaposition of the railroad and Baroque artery 

functions to dissolve the discordant echoes of distinct temporal landscapes, a precedent 

required in order to ensure the uncomplicated reception of the rest of the park. The 

combined effect of these basic organizing principles resolves the park’s circulation 

demands while constructing a fantastic framework from known forms. As a result, the 

imaginary dissolves into the everyday, reframing the reception of the park along the lines 

of an idealized real.  

                                                
30 Marling, “Disneyland, 1955,” In As Seen on TV, 98-106. 
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Beyond Main Street: Reconditioning Expectation 

 Imbued with such powerful Baroque forms and the pallid ethos of City Beautiful, 

Main Street USA’s grand approach is a commanding introduction to both the park’s 

ambitious character and its themed lands. At its terminus, Adventureland, Frontierland, 

Fantasyland and Tomorrowland pivot around the spectral yet punctuating axis. These 

spaces point to specific aspects of the projected American character—that pioneering 

spirit and discrete sense of adventure that permit the fantastic to motivate (and actualize) 

some received version of progress—embracing not only exemplary historic forms but 

also the transportation paradigm that lately emerged as the singular tenet in ordering the 

realm of the city. These lands engage specific fantasies, each rooted in Disney’s 

expanding portfolio of storylines and characters, both of which were frequently recycled 

from traditional or pseudohistorical or outright mythical tales. The landscapes that inform 

these stories are plucked from the real, manipulated to satisfy the scope of the imaginary 

where the principles of form—materiality, function, scale, proportion, etc.—are 

supplanted by the aspirational, and reinserted into real perceptions cultivated in a newly 

hyperreal landscape.  

 Moving clockwise from Main Street USA, visitors would first encounter 

Adventureland, an exotic and tribal landscape celebrating the colonial fantasy of 

primitive man. If Main Street USA represented the manicured American heartland, 

Adventureland’s “othered” surroundings offered an experience of its opposite, coalescing 

the unknowns of Asia, Africa and South America into a singular experience of the 

primordial, fictionalized to capture its anticipated essence. Adventureland’s initial 
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attractions included the Jungle Cruise, not-so-reminiscent and yet evocative of Humphrey 

Bogart and Katharine Hepburn’s nightmarish voyage on the African Queen.31 Navigating 

a labyrinthine body of water that evokes all at once such great rivers as the Amazon, Nile 

and Mekong, the Jungle Cruise wrangles with the (un)natural boscage and beasts that 

variously populate(d) these distinct locales. The syncopation of civilization’s generous 

and nurturing cradles into a circuit of minor horrors and delights (complete with a 

panoply of animatronic beasts) reimagines nature and history according to the envisioned 

properties of consumption. Mechanized, reduced and recyclable, the Jungle Cruise, and 

Adventureland along with it, celebrate not the emergence of civilizing man, but the reific 

possibilities of technologized progress over the landscape. 

 Frontierland picks up where Adventureland leaves off, capturing the pioneering 

spirit embodied in the pilgrim’s exodus that initiated that ceaseless American (western?) 

habit of pushing ever-westward to discover and produce. At its entrance a dedication 

plaque reads: 

Frontierland. It is here that we experience the story of our country's past. The 
color, romance and drama of frontier America as it developed from wilderness 
trails to roads, riverboats, railroads and civilization. A tribute to the faith, courage, 
ingenuity of the pioneers who blazed the trails and made this tribute possible.32 
 

Yet, it is not only the rhetorical that proclaims this progression from crude to 

sophisticated modes of coming and going, Frontierland’s visible iteration similarly 

reflects that singularly American drive to discover, master and augment its natural 

setting. 

                                                
31 Marling, “Disneyland, 1955,” In As Seen on TV, 90. 
32 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew, 24:18-24:39. 



 
 

28 

 Frontierland loops the nineteenth-century South in with the Wild West, by virtue 

of its retrogressive culture, fueled no doubt by an irrepressible hostility toward its 

urbanized neighbors to the north. While the particular historical conditions of life in these 

parts of the country were no longer (as) visible in contemporary America, their shared 

narrative of hardship, complemented by the will to overcome, reverberated in the post-

war milieu. As a result, the attractions in Frontierland further enmesh geography, 

chronological time and fantasy. These events explored life along Mark Twain’s 

Mississippi, the much-mythologized history of Davy Crockett and the drama and 

violence of the Wild West, solidifying in the collective imaginary a specific type of 

mytho-historical perspective. In addition, Frontierland functions to cultivate a memory 

landscape that extols the underbelly of American cultural history in order to resurrect it as 

a particularly necessary component of its historical destiny.  

 Perhaps its most iconic attraction, Frontierland’s Mark Twain riverboat, is yet 

another type of river cruise (Figure 1.9). Unlike the vessel employed to carry passengers 

along Adventureland’s “back-to-nature” Jungle Cruise, the Mark Twain is a 50-ton, 28-

foot-high and 105-foot-long steamboat designed to facilitate a leisurely journey of 

Frontierland’s Rivers of America—another amalgamated water body, in this case meant 

to simulate the experience of those capital-generating rivers snaking across the vast 

expanse of the United States. In order to enjoy the 12-minute steamboat cruise, 

passengers would embark from a dock whose queue architecture reflects the 

miscegenated style of New Orleans’ French Quarter. Quaint but carnivalesque, the dock 

is indicative of the general atmosphere of Frontierland. Together with the Lincoln Log 
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stockade, boasting what Ronald Reagan declared “the gates of time” through which 

visitors enter “into our very historic past,”33 and the Golden Horseshoe Stage, a saloon 

whose façade parallels that of every western and spoof to hit the silver screen, the 

steamboat dock reveals an effort to not only locate, but define an American vernacular 

and then convert it into commodifiable kitsch. A trip on the Mark Twain provided the 

park-goer an opportunity to review these attractions while continuing to experience the 

collapsed and even jumbled mytho-historical narrative first established in Main Street 

USA.34  

 The conflation of a distinct temporality with the magic of Disney and the 

nostalgia of its namesake is, again, repeated in Tomorrowland, where it’s 1986 and 

mankind has realized a kindler, gentler earth.35 A futuristic clock greets entrants to 

Tomorrowland, its whirling mechanisms executed in the streamlined style of Norma Bel 

Geddes. This landscape affectation indicates the given time at any point on the globe, 

reasserting the centrality of visualized time in Disneyland as well as its function in 

underlining the relationships between time and progress, time and production and time 

and money. Tomorrowland’s attractions reinforce this specific narrative of progress by 

further visualizing its cumulative and pioneering (while also backward-looking) 

properties. Progress is by nature eschatological, but its specific manifestation in 

Tomorrowland anchors it both historically and culturally, relying upon the broader 

                                                
33 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew, 24-41:36 
34 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew, 34:13-38:20. 
35 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew 42:18: Remarkable 
that 1986 is the year that brought us the challenger crash that fostered our already faltering interest in space 
exploration. So much for infinity and beyond.  
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constellations that inform, construct and transmit the right stuff of the American 

character. Toward that end, its attractions boasted Disney-imagineered as well as 

externally-produced offerings, both of which continue to dissolve and confuse the 

relationship between objects and time and space and time. In addition, these attractions 

point toward the accepted trajectory of contemporary commercial research while 

exposing the specific temperament of a market where product placement comprised both 

the expectation and experience of consumption. Most notably, these efforts can be seen in 

the Autopia attraction and TWA’s Moonliner rocket and its companion ride, Flight to the 

Moon.36 

 Tomorrowland’s Autopia is an infinite loop that reiterates America’s already 

dominant car culture (Figure 1.10). At five-eighths true size, this mimetic freeway 

represents the apotheosis in miniature of its real-world forebears. U.S. Route 101 (now 

Interstate 5) winds past Disneyland in either direction supporting always-frenetic traffic 

northbound to Los Angeles proper and southbound to that quiet paradise called San 

Diego. Though Disney endeavored to create a retreat from such vehicular torrents, he 

nevertheless set his sights on mastering these asphalt conveyor belts, envisioning Autopia 

as the mile-long superhighway of the future. As a result, Autopia’s meandering course 

functions as a formal surrogate that mimics the well-known experience of the freeway in 

order to establish and then supplant it. Unexpectedly, its superior futuristic affectations 

are limited to a controlled pace that allows the “driver” to traverse winding roadways at a 

                                                
36 Joined in 1957 by the Monsanto House of the Future. 
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whopping 11mph in sleek, gas-powered sports cars.37 The open-air configuration of 

Autopia’s vehicular units along with such a limited speed cultivates a communitarian 

spirit amongst its motorists. As they enjoy a reprieve from the everyday hustle and bustle, 

their commute becomes a refreshing and almost pedestrian interlude—automatic, 

ambling and effectively directionless.  

 On the other hand, the 70-foot TWA moon liner model possesses a singular 

trajectory. The manifestation of a vision shared by Disney and that other mid-century 

megalomaniac, Howard Hughes, the moon liner recycles the old motif of the pioneer, this 

time aiming skyward in order to deliver that final frontier to mankind. The fantasy of 

space travel would imminently become real and the American space program would 

realize some of the greatest scientific discovers of the recent past. Disney hoped that his 

Tomorrowland would exemplify this empirical drive. But if Tomorrowland was a 

“scientifically planned projection…by leading space experts and scientists,”38 it also 

hosted a future that employed product placement to create not a vision of or for some 

ulterior moment but rather to construct a kind of brave new world where the old models 

of invention would become supplanted by the aspirational mechanisms of consumption. 

As Disney establishes his vision of the near-future at Tomorrowland, Hughes’ moon liner 

comes to epitomize this phenomenon, reifying the final frontier as not a destination but a 

                                                
37 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew, (48:24-50:22) In 
Dateline Disneyland, host Linkletter reinforces those old anti-feminist driver stereotypes demonstrating that 
the future is only ever a reification of the past.  
38 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew , (43:50-56). 
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concept that demands tangible satisfaction. Tomorrowland is the place where you find 

yourself living “predictions of constructive things to come.”39 

 While Adventureland, Frontierland and Tomorrowland directly engage a temporal 

spectrum, the realm of fantasy could be seen to eschew it. Nevertheless, Fantasyland 

comes to solidify the leveling of chronological time, reducing its scope to the immediate 

where the encounter with history-as-model reimagines the formerly eschatological as an 

exercise in fantastic consumption. Situated in between the American frontier and the 

world of tomorrow, Fantasyland is located just beyond the park’s pulsating center where 

the iconic Sleeping Beauty Castle towers over that voided Baroque axis. Like the other 

themed enclaves, Fantasyland hosts attractions that rely on conventional transit 

typologies. However, its Mad Tea Party, Casey Jr. Circus Train and Mr. Toad’s Wild 

Ride are unconcerned with revealing the landscape, instead simply ignoring it by creating 

an experience that highlights the transit object itself along with the specific fantasy it is 

meant to project. This differs from the simulations produced for Adventureland, 

Frontierland and Tomorrowland in that it claims no ambition or even connection to the 

real. The significance of this visual dichotomy is literal but not apparent. In this “happiest 

kingdom of them all,”40 the dominating castle overpowers the conventional need for a 

mediating plaza while the other attractions cultivate a sensation not of place but of 

feeling. In Fantasyland, the concrete articulations of space are no longer necessary, for, 

unlike Disneyland’s other enclaves, it was expected to be mediated nonvisually, through 

the agency of the imagination.  
                                                
39 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew , (42:57). 
40 “1955 Disneyland Opening Day,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JuzrZET-3Ew, (57:12-13). 
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 This destruction of the basic forms that had formerly defined the experience of the 

city demonstrates the overall power of the Disneyland project. Exploiting and then 

supplanting the old formal conventions utilized to order the urban landscape, Disneyland 

resolves the urban narrative objectively. It realizes a system of organizing urban space 

according to the processes of consumption (fueled by a manufactured expectation) that 

motivate and govern its citizenry. The convenient dissolution of time as a linear 

phenomena similarly reinforces this idea, demonstrating that a society born of progress 

requires chronology while one predicated upon the effective transference of goods to 

augment wealth simply require more stuff, rather, more desire for more stuff. 

The American Dream: From Ideology to Hyperrealism 
 

“Disneyland is presented as imaginary in 
order to make us believe that the rest is real, 
whereas all of Los Angeles and the America 

that surrounds it are no longer real, but 
belong to the hyperreal order and to the 

order of simulation. It is no longer a 
question of a false representation of reality 

(ideology) but of concealing the fact that the 
real is no longer real.”41 

 
 In the space of the imaginary, Disneyland becomes the garden city in order to 

articulate the ambitions of post-war America. The resulting visual narrative is reflexive in 

scope, looking backward to discern and then justify a model for the future. As a result, 

Disneyland becomes a moralizing urban historical narrative that undertakes to embrace 

and even celebrate the harbingers and accelerators of modernity. In the process, the park 

                                                
41 Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, 12-13. 
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takes on the affectations of the urban world, integrating competing visual, 

(pseudo)historical and cultural landscapes into a singular identifiable node that seeks to 

express and even embody certain ideals and myths. Here the American dream is 

anticipated, sought after, realized and reified, its transfiguration, the eschatological 

mechanism that defines not only the American character, but some universal desire to be 

able to realize the aspirational, to bring fantasy home.  

 While the park is, in many respects, the product of rear-view conceptualization, it 

nevertheless exemplifies a novel discursive type. Its ambition toward the referential real 

instead realizes a model without a model, the arch of its eschatological narrative 

disrupted by the unconditional acceptance of a void(ed) ideological framework. Thus 

Disneyland becomes the hyperreal reflection of America, itself an engineered fiction that 

pretends toward equality while establishing mechanisms that delimit it. Los Angeles is 

the urban embodiment of this phenomenon—“a city whose mystery is no longer being 

anything but a network of incessant, unreal circulation.”42 Disneyland’s to scale transit 

schema mimics the endless concrete mediators that snake through Los Angeles, linking 

bodies and buildings in an effort to maintain the necessary fiction that the ideological 

imperative that once defined life in America remains as the liveable dogma through 

which the everyday still belongs to inherent truth of the American Dream. Its indirect 

reference, however, dispels this myth in its hope to reinforce it, revealing the dream as 

artifact, its affected forms rendered in the park’s theming of the collective past and future 

instead functioning as a discursive affirmation of its absence.  

                                                
42 Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, 13. 
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 The curious construction of a the hyperreal nostalgia landscape that celebrates not 

only the past but also the present and assumed future distorts our conditioned 

understanding of the received dialectic between time and space, and provides a unique 

opportunity to interrogate the nature of the real and hyperreal in practice. Because 

traditional modes of relating to the spaces we inhabit do not always shift when the 

quotidian becomes so distorted, we can only discover the repercussions of interacting in 

and with the hyperreal in the rear-view. That is to say, that the habits that perpetuate us 

beyond the real present, perpetuate us in all presents or at least all present-tense moments, 

distracting us from the conscious reception of the narrative produced by our 

surroundings. The subliminal nevertheless permeates our awareness, covertly altering our 

expectations such that our perception of the real, imagined and hyperreal emerge 

muddled, synonymous and wholly unintelligible in their own right. At Disneyland this is 

the hoped for end result, for both consumer and marketer (marketeer, perhaps)—a task 

the park rises up to meet.  
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Chapter 2:  Constructing the Real: Painting Desire in the Last Frontier 
of Glorious Liberty43 

 
 Before he ever visited Los Angeles, David Hockney knew that it was a beefcake 

paradise. He had encountered the city through the lust-inducing pages of the Athletic 

Model Guild publication Physique Pictorial, where strapping young men inhabited a 

world of satisfied desire.44 For Hockney, Los Angeles became entwined with these 

unfettered displays of eroticism, a perspective that married fantasy to the urban 

landscape. His was a Los Angeles rooted in a redefined homosexuality no longer 

encumbered by the cult of classicism cultivated by the gentlemen’s gentlemen whose 

traditional retreat to the Mediterranean offered more than the sanguine security of self-

exile. Indeed, when Hockney embraced temporary expatriation to the city at the edge of 

the world, it was neither provoked nor motivated by the desire to escape social 

persecution. For in the gritty sexuality exhibited on page after page of oil-slicked 

musculature he had discovered the last Frontier of Glorious Liberty, and it lured him, as 

if a postmodern Icarus, westward into the sun. Out of such prurient representation, the 

artist, along with an entire generation of gay men, imagined that urban fantasy wrought 

the promise of personal liberation. 

                                                
43 Paul Melia, “Pools, Showers and Power,” in David Hockney, Paul Melia, ed. (New York: Manchester 
University Press, 1995), 53. 
44 Melia, “Pools, Showers and Power,” in David Hockney, 56-63; Petter Clothier, “Toward Naturalism,” in 
Hockney, (New York: Abbeville Press, 1995), 25-41; David Hockney, David Hockney by David Hockney, 
Nikos Stagos, ed., (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1976), 92-93. 
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 Before Hockney ever visited Los Angeles, he had already rendered this 

expectation. In 1963, he painted “Domestic Scene, Los Angeles,” an intimate tableau 

where the subject conspicuously doubled exemplifies the city’s possibility of wish 

fulfillment. Unlike his other domestic scenes (“Domestic Scene, Broadchalke, Wilts” and 

“Domestic Scene, Notting Hill”), the L.A. picture engages a less discreet sexual 

narrative, resituating the ideal of domesticity within a discourse predicated upon the 

delicate ritual of arousal and anticipation. In the picture, Hockney develops this narrative 

by employing his fantasized Los Angeles to justify the link between domesticity and 

pleasure. This dialectical engagement of place sets the Los Angeles painting in 

opposition to the two depicting British domestic scenes, representing the city as an engine 

of desire that functions to redefine homosexual relationality.  

 What follows is a comparative analysis of these three scenes. Each produced in 

1963, these pictures reflect a specific understanding of the nature of contemporary gay 

culture in its habitual iteration. Hockney interrogates that relationship, situating it 

geographically in order to communicate its specificity. When considered as a series, a 

discourse emerges between the paintings narrativizing English partnership and that which 

exposes Hockney’s projected expectation of an emergent gay culture in Los Angeles. 

While certain motifs and visual tropes dominate each tableau, the tones and messages 

expressed ultimately confront disparate themes that, when organized chronologically, 

construct a story arc that radically upends contemporary notions of homosexual 

relationality—an effort made possible through Los Angeles, that almost already realized 

personal utopia. 
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“Domestic Scene, Notting Hill” 1963 
 
 The earliest picture, “Domestic Scene, Notting Hill,” depicts two men in a spartan 

flat (Figure 2.1). The space is architecturally unintelligible; its unassuming buff wall and 

floor disappear as dimensional registers, permitting the room’s thin furnishings the 

privilege of ordering the scene. Yet, these haphazardly situated items—a tulip-populated 

vase, standing lamp and upholstered chair—continue to challenge our ability to become 

oriented. While the floral motifs repeated in the fringed lampshade, the chair and, more 

literally, in the vase demonstrate a knowable domesticity and establish a vague coherence 

within the space, these objects do not function as interior ephemera that would otherwise 

impose legibility onto the scene. However, they do function mimetically—here, imitating 

the contrived and wooden stature of the standing man, and, there, supporting the immense 

brooding of his companion as if to impose a certain texture onto mood. In this sense, 

order becomes predicated upon the juxtaposition of objects and subjects; the discourse 

between man and lamp and man and chair articulates competing visual axes and 

narratives that split the picture’s internal chronology. This fractured vision exposes the 

possibility that the individuals depicted represent the same man acting out different 

domestic roles. To that end, the objects function as shadow selves that reinforce the 

habitus of each man or, perhaps, they come to reflect the adverse and ambivalent attitudes 

alive within a single man as he wrangles with the expectations and desires of domestic 

life.  

 Were this a photograph, the middle and index fingers of the nude’s left hand 

would function as the punctum. Positioned as if to support the tentative drag of a 
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cigarette, his digits reveal an immediate tension, the arresting conflict between the subject 

and subject, one and the same yet presented dualistically. This gesture disrupts his 

otherwise strained and awkward posture reintroducing the fluidity of human expression. 

The obfuscated arches of his brows reflect a diffident concern weakly demonstrated but 

echoed in his seemingly rejected gaze. The double, fully attired and resting in a state of 

agitated reflection, sits in the forefront of the painting. At first glance, this seated man 

appears objectified, yet the axes established by each man’s gaze occur skewed to the 

other (reflected by their relationship to the shadow objects); while the standing man 

confronts the viewer, the seated man reinforces the unexpected horizontality of the 

painting. As a result there is almost no expression of acknowledgement, the registration 

of the non-absence of the other. This absence nevertheless maximizes intersubjectivity, 

reinforced by the object-referents that function as surrogates for both figures. Mediated 

by the shared expression of the lamp and chair, the dual subject, at once exposed and 

contained reveal a fundamental disengagement with the experience of domesticity and 

the satisfaction and assumed normalcy it brings. 

 As a result, the Notting Hill picture reveals an arrested self, constrained by its 

unconscious shadow. Yet, while the restriction to intimacy represented occurs internally, 

it finds expression in its relationship to location. This relationship between intimacy, the 

individual and place indicates the broader applicability of the basic information 

“Domestic Scene, Notting Hill” communicates as well as the meaning it hopes to secure. 

Specifically, the revealed subject (and subject) demonstrates not simply one man’s 

(Hockney’s) dual psychological state, but rather the condition of a social group within the 
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given environment. The duality (perhaps, duplicity) of the at once exposed and cloaked 

subject (i.e. Hockney as a surrogate for gay men in London) calls attention to the 

paralysis that results from unexpressed desire. The relationship between the unconscious 

entanglement of lust and love and sexuality and its external manifestation defines an 

entire cultural scene that in turn is held captive by its own repression. But because the 

scene is geographically defined, the themes it interrogates are transferable suggesting that 

in an alternative environment defined by an alternative network of meaning, the 

parameters of discourse change, resulting in the construction of a completely different 

image that compounds the qualitative essence of the earlier one. 

“Domestic Scene, Los Angeles” 1963 
 
 Hockney discerned a blank slate in contemporary Los Angeles, where the 

relationship between history, tradition and place had not yet solidified into a discrete set 

of cultural expectations and practices. Given this conspicuous absence, it seems unusual 

that the nascent expression of his excessive lust for community, identity and the benefit 

of permissive satisfaction became formulated derivatively as he assumed into his 

repertoire for production the visual preconditions established by the Athletic Model Guild 

(AMG). Founded by gay pornography pioneer Bob Mizner in Los Angeles in 1945, 

AMG operated as a niche publishing outfit, producing semi-licit content that supported a 

near clandestine pursuit of an underserved audience. AMG boasted a roster of 

publications, including Physique Pictorial and Young Adonis, that featured “art” 

photography capturing the defined contours of the young male body in various 
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bodybuilding poses. Save the most sparing of loincloths, these men were typically 

unclad, limiting the efficacy of these magazines’ stated purpose—to articulate an 

accepted model for virility and to promote, ahem, practices that fostered physical 

wellness.45 Such meager efforts at modesty responded to and effectively circumvented 

decency laws that proscribed the exhibition of the male nude for the purposes of 

pornography. But, more importantly, AMG along with the publications and images it 

produced constructed an imagined community that possessed both an operative mode of 

visual expression and an effectively legitimate medium for circulating it.  

 Realized in the veiled pornographic content of AMG’s Physique Pictorial and its 

brother publications, these properties became transferable, somehow indicated 

reciprocally within the literal landscape that produced them. For Hockney, Los Angeles 

was the implied sexuality distributed by the AMG beefcake mag. As he perused the 

athletic models in Physique Pictorial, he noted that a relative permissiveness 

characterized the city’s pioneer culture that promoted the full expression and seeming 

fulfillment of desire (Figure 2.2). “Domestic Scene, Los Angeles” reflects this, engaging 

the hopeful discourse of lust, love and self-love that represents the apotheosis of 

domesticity (Figure 2.3).  

 Unlike the Notting Hill painting, “Domestic Scene, Los Angeles” enjoys little 

unprogrammed space. Nevertheless, its architecture lacks definition, employing the same 

nebulous buff in the vertical plane and an equally unassuming brown at an impossible 

groundlevel where it simply fades into some unknowable abyss at the midpoint of the 
                                                
45 Bob Mizner and Wayne E. Stanley, The Complete Reprint of Physique Pictorial, 2 vols. (Cologne: 
Benedikt Taschen Verlag, 1997). 
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image. Similarly, the floral motifs return—a voluptuous arrangement occupies the cavity 

of a bulbous striped vase situated at eye-level and just above a chair whose delicate 

pattern evokes that which had been featured in the earlier picture. Two conspicuously 

nude figures dominate the central scene. Unlike the Notting Hill painting, these men 

inhabit the same temporal space, physically connecting in an affectionate display. One 

man leans slightly forward as the water, cascading from the overhead nozzles, rains over 

him. The second, whose outward signs of masculinity are cloaked by a dainty half-apron, 

reaches into the shower, his static caress meeting his companion at the nape. Plucked 

straight from the pages of an issue of Physique Pictorial, the second gentleman indicates 

the setting not simply by engaging the provenance of the beefcake magazine referent, but 

also by donning a pair of striped tube socks that indicate a preoccupation with the 

specifically Los Angelino brand of personal wellness. This candid and yet strangely 

iconic object demonstrates a significant component of the city’s understood character in 

addition to alluding to the stated purpose of the Athletic Model Guild publications. Even 

at this time, a culture of vain athletic activity characterized the city. In this solitary 

exhibition—rendered more significant within the sea of held-over visual tropes 

emanating from the earlier domestic scene—the picture becomes situated, demonstrating 

the kinetic relationship between the wish, its potential fulfillment and place. Still further, 

the striped cotton icon entangles the ecstasy of the impending sexual encounter with a 

sculpted virility, a reminder that the specific physicality of a worked out body produces 

optimal conditions for satisfying the end point of lust.  
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 Yet, these men stand at arms length, exhibiting a woodenness of demeanor that 

fails to match the intimacy of their physical dialogue. In this way, the aloof character of 

their physique produces a clear sexual tension; the psychological acknowledgement of 

which can be located in the showering man’s right hand. Slightly extended, certain of his 

fingers fall beyond the lilting pelt of the shower, revealing a subtle indication of arousal 

in the awkward bent of the pinky and forefinger that presses against his thumb. The 

occult nature of each mans’ genitalia, hidden alternately by fabric and flesh, similarly 

reinforces this exercise of employing discretion to cultivate the absolute sensation of 

longing. Such indelicate nuance provides the singular key in this mechanical rendering.  

 When confronted with meager vestments and strategic nudity, we anticipate an 

immediate understanding of the narrative. Yet Hockney’s efforts distort that expectation, 

establishing a convention of restraint in order to maximize the discourse of desire. To that 

end the disorder that defines the physical space—with sitting room furnishings and 

showers and aprons inhabiting one continuous scene—functions to force our gaze toward 

the center field where the incidental location of this or that thing becomes overshadowed 

by the discreet interplay between bodies. The direct axis established by the extended arm 

further reinforces their centrality while creating a narrative in opposition to that of the 

Notting Hill image. No longer doubled, the subject becomes shared rather than 

distinctive, reflecting the achievement of an integrated desire both psychologically and in 

practice. This shift in (or to, perhaps) relationality demonstrates the transferability of 

themes and the agency of geography. By resituating the experience of domesticity in the 

Los Angeles of Physique Pictorial, Hockney redefines the possible nature of homosexual 
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relationships. In “Domestic Scene, Los Angeles,” the artist moves from unacknowledged 

to engaged desire, revealing the agentive property of place that allows the exaggerated 

ideal of relational wish fulfillment to take visual form. This unexpectedly reserved 

reflection of the universal insatiability of, quite frankly, all young men subtly avers that 

this city is the site of absolute satiation, where a community of formerly ostracized men 

can join the ranks of their heterosexual others to assume a shared destiny as they embrace 

social-sexual freedom.  

“Domestic Scene, Broadchalke Wilts” 1963 
 
 The most Victorian and conventionally domestic of the three images, “Domestic 

Scene, Broadchalke, Wilts” eschews nudity, arranges spaces according to expectation, 

maintains the now undoubled subject of the Los Angeles picture, and permits natural 

engagement between the two men depicted (Figure 2.4). Certain motifs reappear 

including the floral seat, the neutral and inarticulated walls and floors, the inhabited vase 

and other such unanchored items. These signs marry the picture to the earlier paintings, 

punctuating their emergent narrative in the necessary and even hoped for destination in 

the quest for domesticized sexuality. In addition, the story arch indicated reflects the 

essentialized narrative of heterosexual love (conceived masculinely) and further engages 

the notion of a community of gay men arriving at some sort of normalized identity. The 

specific narrative of normalcy depicted by “Domestic Scene, Broadchalke, Wilts” again 

reconstitutes the realm of domesticity, arriving at a more ritualized and conventional 

representation.  
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 It has already been mentioned that the scene incorporates now expected visual 

tropes. Just as their former disorganization had previously indicated the significance of 

the individuals and interpersonal relationships (or lack) depicted, the relative 

conventionalization of this scene accomplishes the same. The reasoned orientation of 

these objects ultimately reflects the pathos of the men depicted; however, the motive 

objects, seated couple and foregrounded configuration of vases, table and shelf point to a 

new subject—the literal and idealized value of a domesticity predicated upon the simple 

act of coupling. The floral seat, iterated here as a loveseat, along with the twinned vases 

reflect the practice of coupling but, at first glance, fail to reveal the individual habitus as 

had been the case in the earlier paintings. These well-placed interior details seem flat, 

direct, and literal, but as a dialog emerges between the irrational, floating world of the 

coffee table and its companion shelf, unrevealed in that familiar nude opacity, the 

expanse between these objects and those they support problematizes the simple narrative 

of pairing.  

 As with the Los Angeles picture, both men share a temporal space, but their 

physical and psychological engagement reveals a much different narrative. Both men are 

clothed, easy in demeanor, as if enjoying some light banter in that safe and cultivated 

way that only old lovers can manage. They’ve staved off the inevitable pain and 

heartbreak of life by being together, by having been together, generating this normalcy, 

and acknowledging its goodness. This simple engagement, together seated with both 

book and banter, is their happy reward.  



 
 

46 

 Yet in its normalized state, the Broadchalke picture represents a return to absented 

desire, as if the couple’s now long shared history quieted lust to produce a tired rapport. 

With legs crossed as if to deflect the identical pole of a neighboring magnet, the shared 

but opposing body language of these men creates a negative mirror—reflecting arms 

meant to embrace busied with the book or some emergent mal à la tête. Likewise, the 

immediate but subverted sameness of dress further rejects the possibility of some familiar 

longing. The slightness of difference evidenced by the socked and shoed feet of one man 

combines with his closed body language to indicate a type of movement that pushes 

against the existence of the type of relational desire present in “Domestic Scene, Los 

Angeles,” while the plainly socked feet of the other demonstrates a resolute stasis that 

markedly denies the attentiveness required to experience such desire.  

 Likewise, the rooms coupled objects produce a mixed narrative. Vases rest upon 

both the coffee table and shelf, containing identical flowers—hydrangeas or peonies or 

some other vibrant and voluptuous type. A matching set, these vessels have experienced 

some schism marked by the abyss that marks the space between the coffee table and 

shelf. Reflecting upon the absent desire exhibited by the men in the image, the chasm 

between the companion vases acquires some new meaning. While their respective 

populations of bulbous pinks and blues implies the familiar theme of romantic love, the 

execution of their placement and even their strangely unique color iterations exposes 

some unmet potential. The repeated floral motif and its expression of such lustful love are 

rendered impotent by the absent connection between the men pictured. What is revealed 
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is a dysfunctional narrative, at once comfortable and even satisfied but devoid of the 

experience of longing. 

 Located in the charming medieval village of Broad Chalke in Wiltshire, this scene 

delivers us from the bustling streets of London and the heady intoxication of AMG’s 

visualized Los Angeles to a rural locale safely ensconced in its own continuity, 

maintained, no doubt, through ritual and tradition and the undisturbed and unadulterated 

passage of both. Broad Chalke rests some 150 kilometers from the heart of the British 

Empire, enjoys a population fewer than 700 and boasts a name that continues to defy 

conventionalization. Apposite to the image, this setting certainly reflects the quaintness 

that characterizes imaged normalcy.46 It is amidst this backdrop that the competing 

narratives of an achieved satisfaction and the lack of desire point to a return to specific 

expression of domesticity that no longer embraces the unfettered potential embedded in 

the Los Angeles painting. If identity, desire and expectation remain polarized in London, 

and become conflated and reified in the sexualization of domesticity in Los Angeles, 

here, they become integrated, formalized and comfortable. In short, conventional 

domesticity, iterated in an ancient and rural setting, establishes an ideal for homosexual 

love that forgets the utility of an indiscreet longing, proscribing it in favor of normal.  

Representation as Visual Dialectic 
 
 The relative license taken in constructing these analyses should be acknowledged 

alongside Hockney’s strange habit of so often creating commentary on his own work. 

                                                
46 In America, we would think of Norman Rockwell. No doubt, a British equivalent exists. 
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These materials were read and considered, and certain ideas were integrated into the 

larger activity in order to assemble and put forward a critical argument not about the 

pictures as a narrative series but rather as a specific representation of Los Angeles that 

sets up the city in opposition to the old world in its urban and rural iterations.  

 Unlike London and Broad Chalke, Los Angeles has the benefit of its 

unintelligible newness—a kind of discursive free-for-all that permits the excessive 

imposition of expectation and meaning onto a landscape that might or might not exist. 

Hockney’s exploration of the city through the pages of Physique Pictorial exploits this 

discursive potential, generating an unexpected dialectic with the earlier and later 

domestic scenes that flank this disjointed triptych. By examining the relationship between 

urban typologies (e.g., the old world metropolis, the new world megalopolis, the rural 

hamlet) and desire as a conflicted, fully engaged or absent psychological condition, the 

possible narrative of the image illuminated the character of the cities in which they were 

set as well as the nature of homosexual relationality under the specific conditions present 

in these settings.  

 As a result, Hockney actualizes a Los Angeles that not only personifies desire and 

its imminent realization, but also implicates its specific role as a landscape of 

differentiated desires—here, homosexual and domestic, there racially, culturally or 

economically motivated. In “Domestic Scene, Los Angeles,” Hockney discerned and 

reflected that anything-always-all-of-the-time potential inherent in the city. That he 

located this phenomenon by way of the Athletic Model Guild is of particular interest. For 

it is the circulated city that so often conditions popular perceptions of it. Hockney 
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predicated his Los Angeles upon the visualization of lust that developed in the interstices 

that produced Physique Pictorial. Between the real and envisioned cities, AMG had 

discovered a hidden audience and created a visual language that could be sold to it. So 

through the post, Hockney and so many homosexual men of his generation were 

delivered a message of possibility, and in that message, and its representation in 

Hockney’s work, a viable conduit through which to audition lifestyles that permitted and 

even predicted the fulfillment of certain illicit desires.  
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Chapter 3:  A Familiar Mode for Representing the Unfamiliar 
 

 
 Writers of guidebooks often assume that the user possesses the same hierarchical 

impression of the flattened city—first mapped, then listed and always accompanied by a 

pithy explorer’s narrative. Prefaced by the near-apology for inclusion or exclusion of 

certain possible contents, the guidebook is a format predicated upon the most curatorial 

of approaches—historicizing and yet ahistorical. Here the subject is reconstructed 

through the imposition of often arbitrary categories that render it legible outside the 

absolute context of place or time. Such a format strips the presumed subject of its 

foreignness, replacing its subjectivity with an elite roster of cultural sites to be 

researched, explored and checked off the list.  

 A Guide to Architecture in Southern California deviates not from this practice. 

Written by author-architect-historians David Gebhard and Robert Winter and published 

by the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, this guidebook explores the architecture and 

architectural phenomena in the area between Palm Springs, San Diego and Santa Barbara, 

focusing on Los Angeles County and the enclaves that are typically identified with it. 

Published in 1965, the guide emerged out of an architecturally rich context as if the 

proverbial bookend to the era of the great mid-century modern and its Arts & 

Architecture-sponsored Case Study Houses which brought us the advent of Julius 

Shulman’s long career and in some ways prompted the emergent post-modernism that 

Gebhard and Winter’s rigid and authoritative approach no doubt pushes against.  

While the scope of the guidebook extends beyond the physical boundaries of the 
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city, it nevertheless asserts its cultural hegemony in the region. However, Gebhard and 

Winter’s authorial ambition is not simply to exercise the regional enthusiast’s list-making 

ability but rather to employ the guidebook’s heavily-curated structure to create a 

metahistorical narrative that establishes architecture in the greater Los Angeles area as 

the pluralist, dream-realized apotheosis of an expressly American lineage of design and 

construction. As a result, the guidebook not only represents the city as architecturally 

significant, but also as an urban network defined by its noteworthy members. To that end, 

Los Angeles becomes a sort of museum to accepted (acceptable) forms, curated by a self-

determined elite in order to justify the city’s cultural relevance.  

 To contextualize their guidebook historiographically, Gebhard and Winter 

acknowledge the crusading efforts of Esther McCoy and a handful of ambitious 

contributors to the leviathan task of historicizing Southern Californian architecture. 

Nevertheless, they dismiss these efforts citing a collective failure to construct a 

metanarrative that anchors the sum of historical architecture in Los Angeles to a greater 

tradition of American building and design.47 With its presumed audience emanating from 

outside the city and, even, Southern California, Gebhard and Winter determine the 

guidebook format to be a suitable mechanism for locating the Southern Californian story 

of architecture within that tradition. Its pithy format would similarly permit the 

cultivation of a system for understanding or, at least, representing the region as a 

cohesive urban entity. Not to mention that the decidedly unacademic nature of their 

                                                
47 “…one must thumb through the pages of the numerous magazines which have been and still are devoted 
to the architecture of Southern California.” David Gebhard and Robert Winter, A Guide to Architecture in 
Southern California (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1965), 17.  
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assumed audience would guarantee greater commercial success. This indeed was a city to 

be consumed, its mass appeal exposed in the discreet circulation of its architecturally 

historical narrative.  

 In order to resituate Southern California in the broader context of American 

design and determine a cogent Los Angeles, Gebhard and Winter transform the 

decontextualized inventory format of the travel guide into a methodological approach. By 

employing the orderly mechanisms of such a catalog, the authors felt it would be possible 

to convey an integrated vision of the region that articulates a distinct sense of place and 

pastness. Predictably, the inventory-as-history approach fails and the dynamic duo 

struggles to make sense of the megalopolis. A Guide to Architecture in Southern 

California ultimately delivers (into hands and then pockets, glove compartments or 

airport waste bins) an historicized representation of Los Angeles County that reduces the 

region, and the area that surrounds it, to its discrete parts. Through the guidebook, 

curation becomes a process of transforming the vibrant urban milieu into a cultural 

heritage site to be distributed as a digestible and throwaway artifact.  

 With these curatorial bounds in mind, Gebhard and Winter organize their story by 

imposing a hierarchical superstructure that employs geography in lieu of era, style or 

typology to orient representative architecture. Fourteen distinct districts emerge within 

which “[islands] of architectural interest” are categorized according to their geographical 

location.48 These locations are similarly enumerated and further subdivided to organize 

points of interest by neighborhood. Selected buildings are presented with certain of the 

                                                
48 Gebhard and Winter, A Guide to Architecture, 9. 
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following metadata: building name, date(s) of construction or, possibly, completion, 

architect(s), style, literary citation(s), and more. This type of uncritical listing resembles 

an exhibition catalog where formerly dynamic exhibit components become divested of 

their spatial relationship and acquire the more arbitrary expression of archival placement. 

Furthermore, that they should fragment the city and term these locations “islands” while 

employing such a capricious measure as “architectural interest,” not only reflects the 

difficulty that emerges when attempting to digest the whole of Los Angeles but also 

begins the process of decontextualization that causes the entire project to unravel. 

 Situated at the back of the book, an index along with 80 image plates49 further 

support this comparison. The hodge-podge of images, largely exterior shots, are ordered 

chronologically. The resulting visual narrative conveniently orders the full history of 

style in Southern California, imposing a secondary, visual order upon the selected 

buildings and sites. This effort reflects the desire to present a comprehensive vision of 

Southern California. By establishing a dual narrative with place, Gebhard and Winter 

seem to believe that it would be possible to demonstrate plurality of style as an integral 

component of that vision—one that anchors the tradition of architecture and design in 

Los Angeles County (and the minor beyond) to the broader history of American design 

and the dream that it represents and fulfills. 

 However, when taken as a unit, the mapped lists and the images that portray 

certain buildings registered on these lists possess an unintelligible relationship. That is to 

say that it is clear enough which images are assigned to which map sections, but beyond 
                                                
49 Gebhard and Winter, A Guide to Architecture. Note that images are organized according to 
alphanumeric codes assigned to the building depicted based upon location. 
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this geographical codification, these modes of representation become inarticulate, 

expressing nothing of the urbanity that they are meant to reflect. Take for instance the 

section devoted to North Hollywood. Gebhard and Winter defined this territory by Laurel 

Canyon to the west, Mulholland to the northeast, and Hollywood Boulevard to the south. 

Littering the landscape between these bounds, great icons of the American canon become 

juxtaposed against those of the Hollywood of myth. Here, Wright, Schindler, Koenig and 

Neutra50 collide with the iconic Grauman’s Chinese and Egyptian Theaters and the 

eclectism of Lautner51 whose work snakes along the upward trajectory of Mulholland 

Drive. Overall, 20 buildings from this area are elected for inclusion. The two-columned 

list includes certain factoids (e.g., Granstedt House 1938, 7922 Woodrow Wilson Dr., 

Harwell Hamilton Harris) along with a few editorial comments establishing select works 

as significant for having roots in a historical precedent or for having surpassed some 

other building of its type or composition. Specifically, the authors situate Lautner’s Bell 

House amongst the pre-war portfolios of Gregory Ain and Harwell Hamilton Harris while 

proclaiming Frank Lloyd Wright’s Freeman House the apotheosis of his concrete-block 

efforts.52 These acts of comparison reinforce the ambition to establish the architecture of 

Los Angeles within the greater discourse of American design and building while 

suppressing the significance of individual buildings as units within an urban landscape. 

                                                
50 Gebhard and Winter, A Guide to Architecture, 47-49: Frank Lloyd Wright: Freeman House (1924) and 
Storer House (1923); R.M. Schindler: Druckman House (1942), Erlik House (1952) and Turker House 
(1950); Pierre Koenig: Case Study House no. 22 (1959); Richard Neutra: Kun House (1938, 1950). 
51 Gebhard and Winter, A Guide to Architecture, 47-49: Chemosphere House (1960), Bell House (1940), 
and Carling House (1950). 
52 Gebhard and Winter, A Guide to Architecture, 47: “…not as well known as the Millard house, the 
Freeman house is probably Wright’s most successful pre-cast….” 
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 A plate number is also included for certain items—plate 30, 76, 57, 63. Yet when 

extracted from the original listing, these buildings are given visual presentation in the 

absolute absence of an integrated structure. With the exception of Koenig’s Case Study 

House #22 which appears coupled with Lautner’s Chemosphere,53 the Hollywood North 

Area, so neatly arranged on the page 46 map, experiences diaspora (Figure 3.1). This 

effect is disorienting, and, even though it is apparent that the plate series is ordered 

chronologically, its efficacy falters. Instead of providing an alternative mechanism for 

reading the history of architecture in Southern California, this restricts overall legibility 

through the construction of competing narratives separated by time and place. What 

remains is a confused representation that mirrors the experience of the tangible city.  

 In its initial iteration, A Guide to Architecture in Southern California is a heavily-

curated list, absent of history and yet saturated with historicizing mechanisms. 

Nevertheless, mapping and chronology combine with the careful systems established to 

triangulate them to provide a guide to experiencing the city that renders its cultural sites 

visible. The virtue found in generating this type of visibility is the inevitable 

disappearance of the items listed. As a result, Gebhard and Winter fail to assemble the 

hoped for narrative, demonstrating instead that, in Los Angeles, the competing axes of 

time and space are not governed by the economy of style. And while the discourse of 

American design no doubt extends to and includes the wealth of achievements in the 

region, the guidebook simply reifies the city and its surrounds as a grand museum void of 

its character but easily navigated, as with any consumable.  
                                                
53 Gebhard and Winter, A Guide to Architecture, plate 76. 
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Chapter 4:  “[Making] Nonsense of History”54 

 
 When English architectural historian Reyner Banham visited Los Angeles, he 

observed an extemporaneous yet strangely historical city that, while hosting but a few 

pockets of “ancientry,” possessed the arch of memory in which space became 

(immediately) decayed and remained as monument.55 The epochal scaffolding imposed 

upon the Los Angeles cityscape by such an historical perspective provides a familiar but 

ultimately deficient structure for reading the city. Complicated by its networks of 

roadways, neighborhoods, enclaves and the endless indiscriminate and incomplete 

juxtapositions of warehouses, residences and studio lots, Los Angeles seemingly defies 

legibility. Nevertheless, Banham endeavored to extrapolate an historic city from out of 

this morass—an effort that required the disaggregation of these competing networks in 

order to assess the discursive relationship between its architectural, cultural and 

ecological iterations. 

 As if reimaging Benjamin’s flânerie for the twentieth century, Banham embraced 

car culture56 in order to experience Los Angeles’ mercurial nature. Traversing its infinite 

interstitial networks, he discovered a means for realizing some order in the organizational 

psychosis that characterizes the city. The result—an historical vision that not only renders 

it legible but also reveals its hyperreal dimensions. As a motorist, Banham’s experience 

                                                
54 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” YouTube video, 51:58, televised by BBC in 1972, posted April 
24, 2011. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo. (accessed April 4, 2012), 0:18. 
55 Reyner Banham, Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies, (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2001), 3. 
56 “I learned to drive in order to read Los Angeles in the original.” Banham, Four Ecologies, 5. 
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of the city was governed by the rules of the road. Its specific syntax, iterated in snaking 

mirror lanes of gorgon networks, allowed him to analyze Los Angeles according to its 

own rules. But while his analysis ultimately rested upon a linguistic concept, Banham, the 

studied champion of a concrete and technologized world, located the historical within the 

physical space of the city. As a result, the visual and the experience of the visual 

dominated his effort to collect and assess the artifacts that comprised Los Angeles’ 

disparate whole. And, in as much as he acknowledged that place can become 

communicated through the responsive ordering of accreted cultural artifacts, he 

ultimately demonstrates that constructing the city’s historical narrative requires the 

flexibility discovered through the literal networking of these artifacts in order to articulate 

some comprehensive meaning. By engaging the visible and networked city, the narrative 

becomes stratified, layered over by the intercessory roadways that bound and reconfigure 

Los Angeles’ superlative disorder—an endeavor that coalesced in the 1971 publication 

Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies and the production of the BBC’s “One 

Pair of Eyes” installment entitled “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” which aired a 

year later.  

 Ever at risk of an eschatological, othered or mythic rendering, the city’s empirical 

essence is so often reduced to convenient artifact.57 But in Four Ecologies and in its later 

televisual iteration, Banham recognized and demonstrated a syntactical mechanism that 

would circumvent these tendencies, discerning an inclusive deep structure that would 

function as an operative device for representing Los Angeles’ essential urban character. 

                                                
57 See Chapter 3.  
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These sources, one textual and one, a visual transcription of the text, document a 

disaggregated yet coherent city that at once engages and celebrates its manifold 

stereotypes while locating meaning within the dialog that emerges between high and low 

architecture and the wayward (non-)planning of the autotopian58 megalopolis. By 

navigating (reading) the city according to the syntax imbedded in its mediating 

infrastructure, these representations of Los Angeles reveal an essential historicity within 

the interstitial networks that connect ecology, culture and architecture. As a result, 

Banham’s disaggregated Los Angeles is knowable and familiar—a kind of world 

historical anti-hub that bridges the gap between traditional urbanism and the unmitigated 

progress that will always be both present and future tense.  

 By allowing the city’s interminable roadways to function syntactically, it becomes 

possible to understand Los Angeles as an assembled whole—however disaggregated. 

Ordering its chaos according to this objectified rhetoric produces a multivalent 

representation that not only accommodates its historicity but permits the unfolding of a 

unique vision of Los Angeles that reflects its status as the city of the future while 

revealing its real, livable and lived dimensions.  

 The analysis below will examine Banham’s Los Angles. What follows is a brief 

snapshot of his effort in Four Ecologies, meant to exemplify his major discoveries and 

the method he employed to arrive at them. A general review of his monographic history 
                                                
58 Banham prefers Walt Disney’s “autopia,” but I find the conflation of the Greek prefix “auto” grating, 
like the bitter screech of nails scraping across a blackboard. Not to mention, it reduces the happy 
construction of the word to pun instead of taking full advantage of the double meaning rendered in 
autotopia’s literal meaning--“self-place”. Is this not our Los Angeles? Nevertheless, its historic provenance 
is significant and, as Banham himself observes, a markedly apt expression of the city. When directly 
referencing Banham’s chapter, I will employ his word choice, “Autopia,” but will continue to employ 
“autotopia” in the abstract. 
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will outline the thematic and structural parameters that support his effort to make sense of 

the city, while the remainder of the analysis will focus on its televisual presentation in 

“Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles” in order to see the city as Banham would like us to 

see it.  

Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies 

 In Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies, Banham explores the 

montage of competing urban, architectural and geographic typologies that combine to 

form the Southern California landscape. The city’s radical juxtaposition of disparate 

planning agendas and ecologies along with the architectures that respond to and mediate 

them had long dumbfounded the academy whose frequently rigid craft found novelty or, 

even, the traditional wrought distinctively uncomfortable and inconvenient. Banham, 

however, eschewed the luxury of the cloistered institution as he gravitated toward more 

exceptional subject matter. For Banham, Los Angeles could not be relegated to that 

practiced discourse where its unintelligibility emerged out of conflict with the old 

structures. Neither could it be limited to the facile codification of its variant canonical 

members—both architectural and in terms of planning schema—as in the case of David 

Gebhard and Robert Winter.59 Instead, Banham discerned that the chaotic web of 

boulevards, interstate highways and stacked interchanges snaking through Los Angeles 

County formed an unsophisticated syntax that responded to and ordered the 

                                                
59 Thomas S. Hines, Review of Los Angeles, The Architecture of Four Ecologies, by Reyner Banham. 
Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 31:1 (March 1972): 75-77. Hines would disagree in his 
review Four Ecologies. 
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disaggregated city. In response, Banham puts forward his “analysis” as a sort of 

wandering travel narrative, moving here and there to call attention to significant shifts 

and ruptures in the fabric of the physical and historical city.  

 First published in 1971, Four Ecologies engages the discourse on Southern 

California architecture set forward by such pioneering enthusiasts and historians as 

Gebhard, Winter60 and Esther McCoy.61 Banham expounds upon these early efforts by 

resituating Los Angelino architecture within an urban context, writing an historical 

monograph that, like the city itself, breaks all the rules.62 Whereas McCoy and Gebhard 

understood Los Angeles as a summation of constituent architectural components linked 

by personalities or through a specific lineage of design, Banham recognized it as an 

integrated network of buildings, neighborhoods and landscapes mediated by steel, 

concrete and a state-issued driver’s license.  

 In order to demonstrate this integrated city, Four Ecologies navigates a path of 

seeming nonsense. Instead of attempting a formal reading, Banham outlines Los Angeles 

ecologically, disaggregating its disparate components to explore the discursive 

relationship(s) between architectures and environments in order to locate the systems that 

affect coherence within the city. He organizes this effort by juxtaposing sections that 

explore the physical and ecological articulations of the landscape, defined as “Surfurbia,” 

“Foothills,” “The Plains of Id” and “Autopia,” with those that analyze the extant 

                                                
60 See Chapter 3. 
61 “No one can write about architecture in California without acknowledging her as the mother of us all.” 
Susan Morgan, “Mother Modern,” New York Times Style Magazine, September 28, 2011, accessed 
September 27, 2012, http://tmagazine.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/09/28/mother-modern/. 
62 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 0:18. 
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architectural footprint (specifically those sites familiar to us from the modernist canon as 

well as those instances that might be considered vernacular, fantastic, Googie, etc.) and 

certain iconic epiphenomena.  

 As he navigates the city, he begins to develop a narrative that marries the built 

environment to the expectations embedded in a popular understanding of Los Angeles. 

For example, Banham begins his tour of the city at the beach, declaring that, in Los 

Angeles, “sun, sand and surf are held to be ultimate and transcendental values, beyond 

mere physical goods.”63 His “Surfurbia” spans some seventy miles along the coast from 

Corona del Mar to Malibu and intersects with an extensive range of communities that 

support various socioeconomic conditions. Yet, as he tarries along the seaboard, Banham 

notes that the collective ethos of Surfurbia is utopian and antimaterialistic. He proposes 

that its architecture matches this almost post-commercial mentality and that the general 

character of the beach reflects an exceptional historic provenance.  

 Banham continues his tour of “Surfurbia” by reminding us that, unlike so many 

great port cities, Los Angeles was not conquered by the sea. Rather, the beach was 

invaded by land, from whence the engines of local enterprise (particularly oil) powered 

by the Pacific Electric Railway (PE) and the Pacific Coast Highway motivated much 

seaside development. As occurs throughout the book, Banham employs these 

transportation networks to organize the history of coastal architecture that ensues, 

ordering key sights by location rather than chronology. Starting in Malibu, Banham 

works his way down the beach charting growth along major arteries, the shifting nature 

                                                
63 Banham, Four Ecologies, 20. 
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of beachfront development, and the cultures that built up around them. As he moves 

southward from Malibu to Santa Monica, he calls attention to the dialog between the 

Pacific Coast Highway (PCH) and development of the Pacific Palisades—at the time, a 

still young neighborhood where the likes of Charles and Ray Eames had built their iconic 

case study house. Banham sees the PCH as the integral mediator between the beach and 

cliffside suburban development. Host to a number of major intersecting arteries (e.g. 

Sunset, Chautauqua), He also notes that this area was the site of Los Angeles’ earliest 

engagement with the sea. Banham tells us that the area was initially a weekender 

campground, but within a short time had become a rail destination, an event that affected 

the area’s conversion from possible commercial port to a major resort city.64  

 Banham understands the beachside walk to function similarly. Derived initially to 

support the beach’s popularity as a destination of note, it later became the avenue from 

which “Surfurbia” takes its essential identity. When surf culture landed on Redondo 

Beach at the turn of the last century, it came by rail, and by the 1950s transformed the 

whole of the Southern California coastline. Banham attributes its generally relaxed 

habitus to this activity, acknowledging the surfboard as the signature icon of the beach, 

its communities and culture. A stroll along the beachside walk reflects this, where 

peddlers rent and sell beautiful fiberglass boards and other surf gear to some happy 

novitiates and experts alike.  

 When he reaches Venice Beach, Banham continues to chart the linkages that 

negotiate residential and industrial nodes that exist along the beach noting the detritus 

                                                
64 Banham, Four Ecologies, 20-29. 
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that became contemporary roadways, calling specific attention to Electric Avenue located 

on the former site of the Pacific Electric Railway. The imposition of the Pacific Electric 

onto the beach resulted in the creation of numerous “surfurbs” continuing the trend noted 

in Santa Monica. Defined by neither an economic nor a political imperative,65 Banham 

reveals that life at the beach is predicated upon an achieved pleasure, celebrating the 

elegance of simplicity rather than subduing the tempered sea by harnessing its powerful 

potential.66 

 As Banham continues is discussion of a disaggregated Los Angeles, 

transportation networks remain integral in constructing and integrating not only the city’s 

beach culture, but those cultures that extend inland where the architecture and overall 

texture of the city mutates rapidly. As he explores these same mechanisms, he reveals the 

city’s historical dimensions through the dialog between transportation, architecture and a 

culture that is at once lackadaisical and innately manic with ambition. As a motorist, he 

technologizes the 19th century flânerie, allowing him to reimagine the city (as an idea) on 

an infrastructural scale—reconstituted as a dynamic convergence of his four ecological 

typologies. In the process, Banham transforms the essentialities of an ecological 

discourse by expanding it to engage both psychological and technological dimensions. 

This allows him to explore the basic relationships between Los Angelenos and their 

natural surroundings more fully and to discern the specific cultures that pivot around 

these landscapes to formulate the city’s architectural trajectory. As a result, Banham not 

only reveals an integrated system of urban networks, he also demonstrates that the 
                                                
65 Banham, Four Ecologies, 20. 
66 Banham, Four Ecologies, 20-29. 
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environments that comprise the Los Angeles Basin possess a discrete historicity that can 

be assembled into coherent and digestible components, and, even, located within the 

greater context of a western tradition of city building. 

“Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles” 

 If Banham’s Four Ecologies articulates Los Angeles as a syntactically flexible 

entity, the BBC’s “One Pair of Eyes” 52-minute installment titled “Reyner Banham 

Loves Los Angeles” visualizes it. Languishing in personality and kitsch, this 1972 

personality-vehicle proves a charming exploration of the city that seamlessly parallels the 

preceding text. “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles” transfers the earlier text’s 

discursive engagement with motion and speed into the literal realm where the city 

becomes revealed as a future-leaning historical object that moderates itself through 

deliberate responses to its past. In “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” the discrete 

syntax established in Four Ecologies comes to further celebrate the city’s wayward 

assembly by continuing to illuminate its legibility rooted in the car-culture paradigm, as 

Banham, once again, demonstrates a Los Angeles whose summary parts function not 

unlike those of cities steeped in their own antiquity.  

 As the episode opens, Banham crosses the street, rattling his keys before opening 

the door to a commodious sedan. Complete with the now retrofuturistic Baede-Kar 

Visitor Guidance System,67 his car welcomes him to the city of the future. This eight-

track tour guide is Banham’s accomplice in navigating the city, contextualizing his 
                                                
67 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo 1:12-1:18: 
This tribute to Karl Baedeker comes complete with sponsorship…”courtesy of Pennywise Car Rentals and 
Sunset Gasoline, the clean gasoline…Helps fight smog!”  
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offered musings both geographically and historically while providing some invaluable 

remedial instruction on vehicle operation. As Baede-Kar communicates this basic 

automotive knowhow, Banham nods his head responsively (an effort further emphasized 

by the aviators that conspire along with ascot and beard to utterly mask his visage), 

following each verbalized step in order to ensure that he has mastered this, the best means 

of exploring leviathan Los Angeles. Together, man and intelligent machine set off on a 

great adventure through the concrete jungle and into sun, surf and superlative chaos.  

 Banham then delivers a monologue that calls attention to the confounding 

complexity of the city’s geographical make-up and, as he contemplates the possible 

destinations along his route, he decides to stop and visit the Olvera Street market located 

in one of the oldest sections of downtown Los Angeles. The pedestrian scale of the 

marketplace forces Banham to part with Baede-Kar in order to navigate Olvera Street’s 

vibrant vendors. Sound, color and crowd give it a carnivalesque atmosphere, but Olvera 

Street could be in any old world city; the forms and functions of the spaces surrounding it 

mimic those of markets and bazaars the western world over. As the camera follows 

Banham into the crowd, his camera in tow, the technologized flâneur strolls along the 

market stalls. He stops initially and, then, here and there to capture fragments of the scene 

(seen) while his voice-over moves beyond the context of the image. As Banham 

navigates Olvera street, the extradiegetic narrative that follows him establishes this 

neighborhood as an unlikely outlier, the singular familiar urban iteration in an 

unparalleled landscape.  
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 This scene is followed by a photomontage of Norwich, England, Banham’s 

hometown and the site of easily navigated and predictable old world urban 

neighborhoods built up around a grand cathedral. Significantly, Banham also 

acknowledges this as the site of his first encounter with Los Angeles, where weekend 

trips to “the penny pictures” introduced him to the urban worlds of the “on location” 

silent films that employed the cityscape as cinematic setting and agent.68 “I knew Los 

Angeles long before I got there…we’re all familiar with the place already,”69 Banham 

declares—a powerful statement that unexpectedly captures the essence of the city’s 

known ineffability.   

 Back on the road, Banham muses about the experience of freeway travel and 

proceeds to his first stop. Baede-Kar steers him beyond the expected traps enjoyed by 

locals and tourists alike and into the rough and tumble of Los Angeles’ Watts 

neighborhood, the site of recent race rioting as a well as that most uncanny monument in 

(to) constructive decay, the Watts Towers (Figure 4.1). The juxtaposition of a video 

montage documenting the perilous 1965 riots against the hopeful narrative of the city’s 

rebuilding project reveals that familiar ambition toward the American Dream that often 

characterized Los Angeles in the post-war era. Nevertheless, the Towers remain Baede-

Kars guiding focus, steering Banham toward this strange assembly of junk, a skyline in 

miniature monumentalizing “man’s craving for beauty.”70 Banham waxes poetic about 

this delightful folly as the camera pans under and around it, exploring the attenuated 

                                                
68 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 6. 
69 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 6. 
70 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 8. 
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fabric of its construction. The result is a decontextualized series of pan shots capturing 

not a cogent image of the towers, but one that links it to the general disorder that 

characterized both the neighborhood’s late riots and the city it inhabits.  

 This motif occurs again and again throughout the broadcast. When Banham next 

visits Griffith Observatory, he employs this decontextualized perspective to locate certain 

patterns within the city itself. From his perch at the top of the city, he discerns the 

perpendicular variegations that comprise various neighborhoods. He calls specific 

attention to the distribution scheme established along Wilshire Boulevard, that long artery 

that begins in downtown Los Angeles before passing through West Hollywood and 

terminating in Santa Monica. Its distinct integration of residential and commercial 

architecture occurs regularly, with those sky-high testaments to capital lining the main 

drag becoming separated from residences to the rear by an extensive line of parking lots 

and structures. As the camera scans the mass of ordered concrete that comprises this 

milieu, Banham makes the aporetic declaration that “something like a million Angelenos 

could say something you’d never expect to hear them say—I live within walking distance 

of my work.”71 Juxtaposed against a backdrop of towering business buildings, the brief 

montage of pedestrians traversing Wilshire that follows nevertheless fails to mask the 

overpowering presence of the automobile within a landscape mediated by infrastructure 

created for its storage.72 

 Later in the episode, Banham enjoys the city’s public transportation opportunities. 

As he travels through Hollywood, the bus driver croons the title tune from the 1929 
                                                
71 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 14:59-15:01. 
72 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 14:02-15:03. 
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musical “On a Clear Day You Can See Forever,”73 proving that everyone in La-La Land 

is Tinseltown bound. As they pass through Wilshire’s Miracle Mile, the driver provides 

anecdotal information about the surrounding sites and Banham, in voice over, begins to 

draw an unlikely connection between Los Angeles’ single-family dwellings and towering 

business infrastructure and London’s development history. The ensuing discussion 

reveals that Los Angeleno suburban development was an exercise in land redistribution, 

essentially the same phenomenon that had occurred in London (and no doubt throughout 

Europe). Banham sees the dissolution of the visible symbols of wealth that formerly 

mediated relationships between the individual and the space of the city as the harbinger 

of a new ordering principle—transit. As with the changes wrought upon London’s 

cityscape, so too, those occurring early in the history of Los Angeles were reflexive of 

the changing socioeconomic nature of its population as well as the evolution of rail as a 

viable means of both transatlantic and interurban transportation. As if to reinforce this, 

Banham then visits the site of the former Pacific Electric railline.74 

 As the episode moves forward, Banham explores the broad range of residential 

types the city has to offer including the mansions of Hollywood stars (toured by bus), 

houses that exemplify the mission style, and the more esoteric designs that wind along 

Mulholland—all of which Banham sees as “domestic dreams.”75 He discerns that, within 

the residential landscape, the city realizes some of its most impressive architecture. But 

                                                
73 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo: 16:32-
17:24. Lately rendered as a film (1970) staring the inimitable Barbra Streisand.  
74 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 16:32-
19:39. 
75 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 21:00-
21:49. 
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as he continues to survey this architecture, he discovers that Los Angeles is, at times, “a 

sort of good imitation of a terrestrial paradise,”76 its gated enclaves limiting possible 

interaction with such great design. These buildings then become inaccessible funds of 

culture, not merely by virtue of their essentially private nature, but also as a result of their 

location in what Banham terms “private cities,” exemplified in communities like Rolling 

Hills or Marina del Rey.77 As Banham decries this inaccessibility, the camera captures 

him in a theatrical aside as he delivers a histrionic denunciation directly into its lens. 

“That’s one of the things I don’t love about Los Angeles…the appearance of a free 

society…it’s like the Balkans before 1914.”78 However absurd, Banham’s invective 

reveals that these protected enclaves remove portions of the navigable map from 

circulation, limiting the efficacy of his syntactical approach while also subverting the 

great myths and fantasies that come to govern the city. 

 Beyond the limited visibility of such protected enclaves, Banham travels to 

Venice Beach, a not-quite-realized replication of that romanticized city on the Adriatic. 

The beach community enjoys an instability that matches its history as a planned 

community gone bust. Attracting criminals and artists alike, Venice is the frequent site of 

                                                
76 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 28:35-
28:56. 
77 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 32:17-
32:23: Banham derides the relatively new yacht harbor at Marina del Rey as “another executive ghetto, 
plastic people and plastic boats.” 
78 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 28:35-
28:56.  
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public art as well as art created in public.79 But it is the fantasy of place that characterizes 

Venice Beach that truly captures his attention.  

 The romance originally planned for the area had become circumvented by the 

morally ambiguous assortment of humanity who had come to inhabit the place. And as 

time past, construction or even built works in Venice had been deliberately abandoned, 

left to ruin and decay in promotion of better future projects that would revitalize the 

beach and liberate it of its denizens. As a result, the plans for future building in Venice 

reimagined it as a comfortable utopia void of all unpleasantries and anxieties. This 

discussion occurs as a sort of contrived dialogue between Banham and Baede-kar. Baede-

kar meekly explains the future of the Venice as aerial shots provide footage of its latest 

architectural wonder and those wonders of late that have enjoyed a sort of planned 

destruction. All the while, Banham provides commentary, satirical responses that 

demonstrate the unseemly nature of development in Los Angeles. As shots of the 

decaying Venice Pier grace the screen, the evidence of Los Angeles’ temporary character 

is revealed.  

 The episode closes with Banham interviewing artist Ed Ruscha and Mike 

Salisbury, editor of West magazine, about Los Angeles’ hidden architecture. As the three 

men pull into one of the city’s iconic drive-thrus, the camera captures the slow, 

mechanical descent of the convertible’s vinyl top. If the automobile has been established 

as the city’s ordering icon, its apotheosis in the convertible can be seen as a symbol of the 

city’s character—dual-purposed, ready for rain or shine, work or leisure, but always and 
                                                
79 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 30:23-
31:33: Banham quips about so-called “muscle artists” who are “working out" certain types of fantasies. 
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necessarily on the go. As the writer, painter-photographer and editor enjoy some drive-in 

fare (a pineapple sundae and a no doubt greasy mass of charred and pressed pig entrails), 

they discuss those integral sites that backdrop the everyday comings and goings of its 

citizens. Ruscha, as if a painterly Balanchine, celebrates the line of the filling station and 

its overall standardization, while Salisbury points out the elegant rendering of a 

neighboring drive-in cinema that always inimitably rendered typology (Figure 4.2).80 It is 

in these spaces that Banham locates the essential Los Angeles, whose architecture, even 

on the low end, embraces fantasy in celebration of the boundlessness of possibility. 

Everything is Possible 

 As “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles” concludes, Banham states that Los 

Angeles is “a city whose public buildings aren’t very good, whose good architecture is 

rather private and its other goodies either mobile or being used by somebody at the 

time.”81 This is a Los Angeles defined by instant architecture in an instant townscape,82 

constructed out of an immediacy motivated by the spectral engines of frontierism, 

Hollywood and an aspirational interpretation of the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness. As mentioned, Banham reads the city according to the dictates of 

infrastructure in Four Ecologies. In the process, he demonstrates that, in Los Angeles, 

meaning becomes contingent upon the automobile. As he explores the invisible cultures 

of movement that have built up around low-occupancy transit, he reveals the city’s 

                                                
80 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 42:36-46:22. 
81 “Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WlZ0NbC-YDo, 42:36-
42:45. 
82 Banham, Four Ecologies, 3. 
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iterative character—embodied in the cultural and architectural responses to both 

environment and infrastructure—which functions as its primary historicizing agent. As a 

result, Banham represents the historical city as a palimpsest whose meaning exists 

through the syntactical linkages between these iterations, embedded in infrastructure 

rather than the transient cultural events projecting from it.  

 Predicated upon the steady influx of hopeful capitalists, creatives and those 

always pleasure-seeking hedonists, Los Angeles is the perpetually emergent city, the 

infinite temporary not yet fatigued by its constant retrofitting, but, rather, ensconced in 

becoming, enthusiastic to embrace the myth of its own potential. The resultant 

everything-always-all-of-the-time imperative generates a seemingly dystopic maintenant, 

articulated in a plastic and disaggregated urbanity arrested by its iterative cosmology. 

Illegible, singular and without model, Los Angeles becomes its fractured landscapes, 

negotiating ecological extremes to link desert, mountain and beach as it disintegrates into 

an immediately incoherent and ever-expanding network of infrastructure and enclaves 

that combine to accommodate the hyperbolic force of ambition. This mercurial 

transmogrification of the narrow stretch between the Santa Monica Mountains and 

Pacific coast increasingly disrupts the expected cogency of the urban narrative. Thus, the 

leviathan writhes and squirms and crawls atop the land wreaking mythic, frenzied, 

ingenious havoc upon its prey—the vanquished and parched desert valley where hope 

and dream fortify the concrete city to construct an unsustainable quotidian. 
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Postscript 

 
 The wonder of the heat is 

metaphysical. The very colours--pastel blue, 
mauve, lilac--are the products a slow, 
geological, timeless combustion. The 

mineral quality of the earth breaks through 
the surface in the crystalline flora. All the 

natural elements here have known their 
ordeal by fire. The desert is not longer a 

landscape, it is a pure form produced by the 
abstraction of all others.  

 
-Baudrillard, America, 127. 

 

 This past summer, my younger brother and I drove through the Algodones Dunes 

at California’s southern tip—the first stop on a ten-day loop that would take us out of the 

desert to the edge of the world and back again through the Johnny-come-lately ur-land of 

the American pioneering ethos. From our starting point in Tucson we’d journey out 

through the desert toward San Diego before heading northward to Los Angeles then back 

into Arizona for a requisite stop at the Grand Canyon and a couple of days embedded in 

Scottsdale’s severe and repetitive suburban landscape. This would be a sort of fact-

finding mission for some yet underdetermined investigation of the cultural landscapes 

that transcend the American southwest’s disparate ecologies to emerge as the content of 

our collective imaginary—an uncanny lieu de mémoire that itself contains nothing of 

memory and everything of a manufactured projection that displaces the possibility of the 

real. And even though I’d sold it as a “Hunter Thompson in search of the American 
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Dream” road trip,83 my brother expected the journey to match the incoherence of my 

proposal, comforting himself with the foreknowledge of many excursions to the beach 

and the hope that the deafening rumble of his ’76 corvette would drown out the incessant 

ramblings about this or that discursive what have you.  

 On the first day of the trip, he fetched me from the Tucson airport, then drove 

through the newly minted In-N-Out burger and ordered two Double-Doubles before 

turning the stereo to full volume and setting off across the desert at top speed. I talked at 

him as the day wore on, his single-word and grunted responses much too slowly 

disabusing me of any expectation that he might be interested in conversation. As the day 

neared sunset after so many cramped hours speeding through the expansiveness of 

Arizona’s Sonoran Desert, we were exhausted and consumed with cabin fever. Suddenly 

“uh-huh” and “yea” became ceaseless bickering over known peccadilloes84 as the air-

conditioning failed us during our tedious desert sojourn. At the moment heat and fatigue 

culminated in an absolute reversion to our basest, reptilian humanity, we passed through 

the dunes in a blur, our vision dulled by sweat and speed—some urgent panic blinding us 

to the arresting contrast of asphalt, sand and sky. And then, our faculties, suddenly 

restored and heightened by the pulsating, raging adrenaline that moved us forward toward 

the out-of-the-desert respite we at our most corporeal desired, captured the scene.  

                                                
83 Hunter Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 2nd ed. (New York: Vintage, 1998). Sans the 
entertainment wrought from mescaline, attempted rape and a general trajectory of self-destruction that 
functions as much as a literary device as a self-reflexive rendering (in Thompson’s case).  
84 “You make everything so difficult Ashley.” “Well, it was your idea to drive a classic car through 300 
miles of desert.” “Ash, you can’t even read a map. This trip is going to kill me.” 
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 At sunset, the desert hosts a mercurial ballet; intense throughout the day, sun rays 

now become suffuse and play against the spotted landscape as the bleached-out wash of 

sky saturates and then fades into an abyss of orange, pink, and aubergine. An image we 

all know, having witnessed it on 70-mm, postcards (missives of that late practice), in 

advertising, caricatured in cartoons or perhaps, and possibly more rarely, first hand. The 

dawn of night celebrates the radical nature of change, and yet, for the witness, it is not the 

site of a mere temporal distinction, but of a discourse rooted in the imperative of the 

image. This is perception’s first contact, the process through which we construct our idea 

of the tangible world and the activities it entertains—but even in this new lucidity, the 

dunes appeared decontextualized, an amaranthine array that exuded a clear fiction of 

place, of having always already been fixed in our imaginations, fragmented from the real 

as a lifetime of visual consumption reifically determined our reception. 

As we cruised westward toward San Diego and then north along the Pacific, I 

attempted to visualize the dunes again. The austere palette had captivated me—its 

volatile landscape bathed in suffuse but activated light that simultaneously projected both 

presence and absence. The image I conjured in my latent fatigue indulged this 

otherworldliness, in no way a facsimile, but more a conceit, manufactured and contained, 

displacing the actual with some finite expression. As I failed to arrive at any proximal 

simulation of what had been seen, it became clear that the process of seeing is itself an 

act of producing fiction and that the instant of reception fundamentally mutates the object 

received.  
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When we finally arrived in Santa Monica, I noted these observations and 

considered their implications for Los Angeles County’s more fragmented visual space, so 

ubiquitously littered with people and things and color and light. In this (un)holy land of 

the automobile, densely juxtaposed vertical and horizontal elements pulsate with a radical 

inertia that seemingly tricks the eye as it attempts to assemble a coherent vision of what is 

and why. Yet it is not the subterfuge of chaos and mass content that obviates a 

comprehensive and accurate envisioning of place, for at the point of reception, the urban 

snapshot becomes both framed and hierarchically determined, certain of its attributes 

privileged through a cultural conditioning of the eye (and, no doubt, other more 

resolutely scientific properties of vision).  

Such an engagement with the cosmos-at-large constructs more than perception. 

Add to that memory, emotion, patterns of behavior and other sociological and even 

biological phenomena. Images are evocative. Nevertheless, their meanings find 

expression outside of themselves through the secondary visual—photography, painting, 

sculpture, film, or even memory and thought—and through language, that most 

inadequate mediator, a porous medium striving to render the concrete.  

 Through this process of representation we divide our world into two distinct 

milieux: the realm of the actual, always already past and incomprehensible in that 

pastness, nevertheless acting upon us and informing the whole of human activity; and the 

represented, a discursive space engaging the actual without being or becoming it. In this 

sense, the actual is a model and the representation, a comprehensible affirmation of the 

received and enacted components of that model.  
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In the desert as scene, we find ourselves lost, not in its narrative, but in a 

sensation of knowing that draws us toward the familiar. But in what way familiar? 

Summarized in a few sentences, the disembodied landscape depicted here delivers little 

in the way of substance, celebrating infinity by illuminating a single subject, the sky. 

Such an overdetermined visualization takes for granted the audience and the sundry 

knowns of desert its members (might) possess. The representation and our reception of it 

no longer signify the real permitting the representation to function as a new model for 

meaning-making. This is how we see—the singular image constructed through a pastiche 

that compresses time and evolves through accumulation. 

Representation as History: Facsimile, Simulacrum, Process 

 History is a slippery concept. Determined variously by political, social, economic, 

historical and cultural conditions, the mode of communication, the nature of the teller, 

geography, ideology, audience and so forth, history arises outside of its specific function 

as both practice and cultural product to become a creative medium, autotelic and 

mercurial. The relationship between the narratives it produces and the dialectic of 

chronological time, place and personality remain a preoccupation of scholars whose 

concern with how we tell the story and what gets told underwrites the fashioning of 

complementary and competing histories. But to claim that history is artifice, the product 

of discrete formulas for transferring curated content, is missing the point. It is similarly 

absurd to celebrate the production of a work of history without acknowledge the level of 

artifice it presents.   
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 The presence of such artifice to any degree presupposes a dialog with some real. 

However, the real remains that slippery objective we seek to experience and define—a 

multi-dimensional social construct that coalesces time, place and perception into a 

singular epistemological projection. Whether through constructive practices of making as 

with the artist, architect, writer, etc., or through the analysis of these modes of expression, 

we build reality by manufacturing and managing the constellations that inform it. This 

creates a curious discourse between the constructed real and the basic modes of 

representation that we employ to understand it. What results is a paradigm that transforms 

the represented, allowing the process of representation to transcend its role as expression 

in order to become an operative mode of existence, separating us from the register of time 

by privileging the consumed image (visual, textual or otherwise) over tangible 

experience. Los Angeles epitomizes this phenomenon. In such a fragmented city, the 

express conditions that define the everyday emerge out of this uncomfortable dialectic to 

reflect the essential bipolarization of a world experiencing the limbo that mediates the 

real and the imaged. 

 The effort undertaken here engages the process of representing Los Angeles in 

order to determine how we internalize, articulate and create the frameworks that inform 

our experience and understanding of the city. As a record of a discrete set of ideas about 

or expectations of the city, these representations become sites of memory, fantasy, desire, 

and identity. Collectively, they cultivate a sensibility about the city that recognizes its 

plurality but, nevertheless, engages its reputation as a temporary and throw-away culture 

where the accumulation of historical meaning finds little footing. However, through these 
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representations we are able to discern a multidimensional city, enriched, perhaps, by the 

anything-always-all-of-time nature of the temporary. And while Los Angeles might not 

expand along an historical spectrum, its engagement with the real and the often reified 

real promotes iteration. So the inhabited and livable city, becomes defined through its 

own articulation and ultimately supplanted by the expectation of its myth, trading the real 

for the more real to realize itself as both place and thing, the objectified representation 

that becomes itself and the real, imagined and hyperreal narrative that has come to define 

it. 



 
 

80 

 
Appendix: Figures 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1.1: Disneyland and the Santa Ana Freeway, Anaheim, California, 1956. In 
ARTstor [University of California, San Diego]. [Accessed  November 10, 2012]  

Available from ARTstor, Inc., New York. 
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Figure 1.2: Disneyland Plan, 1954. Designing Disney's Theme Parks (New York: 
Flammarion): 78-79. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.3: Disneyland, Sleeping Beauty Castle, March 26, 1959. In Charles W. 
Cushman Photograph Collection [Indiana University]. [Accessed December 6, 2012] 

Available from Charles W. Cushman Photograph Collection. 
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Figure 1.4: Disneyland, Main Street USA, intersection, 1955. In ARTstor [University of 
California, San Diego]. [Accessed  November 10, 2012]  Available from ARTstor, Inc., 

New York. 
 

 
 

Figure 1.5: Disneyland, Main Street USA, storefronts, 1955. In ARTstor [University of 
California, San Diego]. [Accessed  November 10, 2012]  Available from ARTstor, Inc., 

New York. 
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Figure 1.6: Disneyland, horse-drawn carriage, 1955. In ARTstor [University of 
California, San Diego]. [Accessed  November 10, 2012]  Available from ARTstor, Inc., 

New York. 
 

 
 

Figure 1.7: Walt Disney as a miniature rail conductor. In ARTstor [University of 
California, San Diego]. [Accessed  November 10, 2012]  Available from 

ARTstor, Inc., New York. 
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Figure 1.8: Walt Disney working on his miniature train, 1950. Designing Disney's 
Theme Parks (New York: Flammarion): 207. 

 

 
 

Figure 1.9: Mark Twain riverboat, March 26, 1959. In Charles W. Cushman Photograph 
Collection [Indiana University]. [Accessed December 6, 2012] Available from Charles 

W. Cushman Photograph Collection: P10750. 
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Figure 1.10: Disneyland, Tomorrowland, Autopia. Designing Disney's Theme Parks 
(New York: Flammarion): 8. 
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Figure 2.1: "Domestic Scene, Notting Hill," David Hockney, 1963 David Hockney: 
Paintings. (Passau, Germany: Prestel-Verlag): 47. 
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Figure 2.2: "Tim O'Rourke and David Mineric" in Physique Pictorial 12:2. The 
Complete Reprint of Physique Pictorial.  (Cologne: Benedikt Taschen Verlag): 3. 
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Figure 2.3: "Domestic Scene, Los Angeles," David Hockney, 1963.  David Hockney: 
Paintings. (Passau, Germany: Prestel-Verlag): 63. 
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Figure 2.4: "Domestic Scene, Broadchalke, Wilts," David Hockney, 1963. David 
Hockney: A Retrospective (New York: Harry N. Abrams): 127. 
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Figure 3.1: C1, Hollywood Area North.  A Guide to Architecture in Southern California. 
(Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art): 46. 
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Figure 4.1: Watts Towers, 1968. In ARTstor [Magnum Photos]. [Accessed  December 
6, 2012]  Available from ARTstor, Inc., New York. 
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Figure 4.2: “Double Standard,” Ed Ruscha, 1969. In ARTstor [Minneapolis Institue of 

Arts]. [Accessed  December 6, 2012]  Available from ARTstor, Inc., New York. 
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