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donALd j.  wALdi e   |  Beautiful and Terrible: Los Angeles 
                                     and The Image of Suburbia

We are all citizens of Los Angeles because we have seen so many movies. 
In the movies, the unquiet image of Los Angeles1 morphs from city to city: 
cities of brilliance and cities of noir, of structured grids and formless 
sprawl. The city is revealed as an unsettling place, most often rectified, 
even by those who live there, by rejecting it. Seen from the shadows 
of a black-and-white film or imprisoned in the glare of its celebrity 
culture, Los Angeles looks like a collection of absences: the absence 
of hierarchies, of serious architecture, of urban intensity, of a center, of 
authenticity, and often, just the absence of New York. Finally, we are 
absent from the city, too, wrapped in our own reveries of another Los 
Angeles that is more adequate to the demands of desire. As Norman 
Klein has made clear, projecting our own absence onto the blank and 
indi¤erent landscape of the city necessarily makes Los Angeles a place 
of substitution and forgetting.2 Klein calls this problem “erasure” and 
he locates it within a larger critique of modernism in its relation to 
the subordination, displacement, and substitution of memories. 

Of course, more is at stake in looking at Los Angeles than a critique 
of representation. Memory, after all, forms the basis of public policy. 
Erasure and amnesia were – and continue to be – preconditions for 
the past fifty years of failed policies for immigrants, commuters, the 
homeless, homeowners, business operators, and taxpayers. I have the 
impression that the disturbing qualities of life in Los Angeles that 
most commentators remark on – and the tendency of Los Angeles 
to self-immolate in civil discord – reflect a tragic failure of memory. 
Memory insistently reminds us that contingencies dominate the 
experience of our lives, that time’s arrow will not be stayed, and that 
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authority seeks always to substitute oªcial recollections for those we 
have labored to hold on to. 

In my work as a writer and as a city oªcial, I struggle with questions 
of memory and its uses: who and what is to be remembered? By what 
means? From what perspective? And in the condition of being modern 
– which once made so many assertions about authority to memory 
– what legitimizing claims can everyday memory assert?

I’m drawn to these questions as they apply to Los Angeles because 
of what happened when William A. Garnett, in a single-engine Cessna, 
began in 1950 to fly over six square miles of former lima bean and 
sugar beet fields about twenty-three miles southeast of the center of 
Los Angeles.3 This is what I think happened, taken from the opening 
pages of Holy Land: A Suburban Memoir:

In 1949, three developers bought 3,500 acres of Southern 
California farmland. They planned to build something that was 
not exactly a city.

In 1950, before the work of roughing the foundations and pouring 
concrete began, the three men hired a young photographer with 
a single-engine plane to document their achievement from the air.

The photographer flew when the foundations of the first 
houses were poured. He flew again, when the framing was done 
and later, when the roofers were nearly finished. He flew over 
the shell of the shopping center that explains this and many 
other California suburbs.

The three developers were pleased with the results. The black-
and-white photographs show immense abstractions on ground 
the color of the full moon.

Some of the photographs appeared in Fortune and other 
magazines. The developers bound enlargements in a handsome 
presentation book. I have several pages from one of the copies.

The photographs celebrate house frames precise as cells in a 
hive and stucco walls fragile as an unearthed bone. Seen from 
above, the grid is beautiful and terrible.
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Four of the young man’s photographs became the definition 
of this suburb, and then of suburbs generally. The photographs 
look down before the moving vans arrived, and before you and 
I learned to play hide-and-seek beneath the poisonous oleander 
trees.

Architectural critics and urban theorists reprinted the 
photographs in books with names like God’s Own Junkyard. 
Forty years later, the same four photographs still stand for the 
places in which most of us live.

The photographs were images of the developers’ crude pride. 
They report that the grid, briefly empty of associations, is just 
a pattern predicting itself. The theorists and critics did not look 
again, forty years later, to see the intersections or calculate in 
them the joining of interests, limited but attainable, like the 
leasing of chain stores in a shopping mall.4

When Garnett flew over Lakewood – between 1950 and early 1953 – 
there was ready made a perspective from which the nondescript house 
lots of Los Angeles could be viewed as a “no place” – as a hyperspace in 
Fredric Jameson’s terms.5 Selling Los Angeles into existence required 
that the city be looked down on. The immensity of the Southern 
California landscape, its relative sameness, its uncertain character 
as an authentically American place, and the rapid commodification 
of its square miles into house lots, made the abstractions of aerial 
photography both necessary and practical. This mode of depicting 
Los Angeles as acreage to be sold was an established local industry6 
by 1920. Aerial photography had by then acquired an aesthetic that 
substitutes pattern for topographic coordination and what William 
Langeweische terms “brutal honesty”7 for the complexity of everyday 
experience on the ground. From the air, Los Angeles has no history, no 
contour except for coastline and foothills, and no human dimension. 
When Garnett flew, the placelessness of Los Angeles was already 
available as a cliché, and he would make the building of Lakewood its 
blighted emblem: the image of suburbia.

Donald J. Waldie: Beautiful and Terrible…
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On ground the color of the full moon

From the cockpit of his Cessna, photographer William A. Garnett 
documented the building of the mass-produced suburban tract of 
Lakewood between 1950 and 1952.

William A. Garnett photo 
(Author’s collection)


