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 Since my arrival here a year ago, I’ve been keeping 
a diary where I jot down notes, most often on the road, 
literally. I free associate into my smartphone, murmur 
my moods. I take shots of buildings, gardens, velocity, 
people.

Gridlock is my rest area.

Living in Los Angeles means leaving one world to enter 
another, fulfilling the wish to melt into a landscape both 
complex and easy to decipher. You’re constantly scanning 
and gauging, discovering an array of geographical features, 
sublime and intriguing, all shaped by the dazzling light. 
Living in Los Angeles means getting lost, forfeiting your 
psychic reference points in favor of a perpetual dis-
Orientation, my own Orient now so far away. Every day here 
brings further adventures in self-loss, where the body 
experiences time itself in a wholly new way, testing the 
limits of my capacity for transformation.

Once my mind was made up to move my atelier from Paris to 
LA, I brought over my work bench and collection of antique 
books where I continue my habit of scribbling my illegible 
scrawl over the printed pages, though the speed has picked 
up considerably. The pace of the city has clearly begun to 
work on me. 

The books are offprints of some unlikely titles given to me 
when the Parisian publishing house, Éditions Paul Geuthner, 
moved from Rue Vavin to Rue de la Grande-Chaumière, and 
they are now my travelling library.
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On Time’s Passing



My research involves not so much the topic of these writings 
as the mental picture they arouse. I read the texts, then 
write over them in my indecipherable scribble. These written 
cadences are my way of transcribing the passage of time.

Here more than almost anywhere else, time’s flow is elusive, 
it has to be captured and subdued. I’ve brought these texts 
along with me on my travels for several years now; they are 
the North Star of my wanderings through Los Angeles. 

Here, with city and car as my alternate workspace, in 
communion with mountains and ocean, I’ve continued to 
overwrite those pages. I’ve undone the binding, creating 
loose-leaf sheets that I paste into my diary, which in turn 
has become the laboratory of my new space-time continuum. 

How to live, think and work in this constantly dilating 
space-time, to go from faster—freeway speed—to slower—
writing rhythm? From vast—greater Los Angeles, sky, ocean, 
mountains—to local—neighborhood, house, garden, the folks 
next door?

My notes, interspersed with drawings and photos, are taken 
from the pages of my diary. Sometimes raw, sometimes more 
thoroughly researched, they feed my impressions and bring to 
light the kinds of biases Los Angeles tends to induce, with 
its sprawling borders and constant morphing. I have brought 
together a few passages from this diary, at the risk of 
failing to provide seasoned readers and savvy specialists 
with new material on the City of Angels. But what I do offer 
is a narrative of this space that we so often perceive in a 
dazzling glow, and hopefully, one that prompts us to think 
beyond our mental frontiers and into uncharted territory.
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Downtown

P. has come to pick me up to go visit his downtown office. 
I love the freeway when someone else is driving, when I 
can look around and just let my mind wander, with nothing 
obstructing my view.   
I’m determined to come to grips with the issue of limits, 
and how the city originated here. The question posed by 
architecture critic and historian Paul Goldberger comes to 
mind: Where does it begin? Where does it stop?

Thirty-seventh floor of an office building designed by Cesar 
Pelli, with wrap-around views that make your head spin, 
such a hypnotically submerging experience that I hardly 
know where to begin. The brand-new downtown skyscrapers, 
the freeways with their maze of on-off ramps ringing the 
neighborhood, the big sky, clouds scudding by like flying 
carpets, seemingly disconnected from the human world below, 
the footprint of buildings, houses tucked into yards, 
looking like something from the virtual world of video 
games.

Seen from above, Los Angeles meanders, breaking all the 
rules of towns and cities built on the historic core model. 
The downtown is surrounded by three freeways that give 
access to the district, but also hem it in.

1312

Behemoth, Angels and Endlessness



The mountains provide the fixed reference point for the 
streaming freeway traffic. I’m attempting to locate the 
start, the wellspring, the center, which is the site of 
Nuestra Señora de Los Angeles, the city’s oldest church, 
dating back to its founding in 1784 as a Spanish mission. 
It’s invisible from up here where, instead of bell towers, 
I see helipads and rooftop swimming pools, whose turquoise 
rectangles get imprinted on the retina. I try to locate the 
port, following the ribbon of highway that leads out to it, 
but the ocean is some distance off, and the pueblo that took 
shape in the 16th century was settled almost twenty miles 
from the shore.

What you see from the 37th floor is the result of a social 
project born into what was at first a hostile natural 
environment, but was also forged by human ingenuity and 
force of will, to invent a city built around the dream of 
house and garden.

The sheer scale of this cityscape derives from advances 
in technology, with its demographical expansion partly 
accounted for by migrants from the rest of the US and the 
world over, all in search of peace and prosperity. 

The shape of the city resembles slow-moving lava, its 
limits determined by mountain and desert, ocean and plain, 
sprawling like a Behemoth, the mythical monster of the Book 
of Job, a mental representation of immensity and the chaos 
it leaves in its wake. I need to be back down there, back 
in my workspace. And P.’s voice brings to a close my visit 
to the 37th floor; glad to be at street-level again. 

Amidst constant chaos, I cover page after page of these 
polyglot scientific journals with my own scribblings. I was 
reluctant to mention the project to P. But I think it’s 
helping me grasp the infinitude of what spreads out before 
me. I see it, and understand it now, without quite wrapping 
my head around it.

I’m going to walk to the church for a visit, the invisible 
church that so few of my friends here have ever heard of.

A few notes jotted down in the subway, on my way home: I 
feel like I’ve been to a theme park, a Disneyland retelling 
of the city’s genesis.

On the other side of route 101, on a small lot at the edge

of downtown, facing LA Union Station, Nuestra Señora de 
Los Angeles Church is part of a collection of buildings 
and historic streets called El Pueblo. No continuity, no 
transition with the downtown or surrounding buildings. A 
few streets, two churches, a garden, an old Mexican house, 
some pedestrian areas with shops and restaurants, that’s 
about all you get if you’re looking for where the city 
began, a mission town born under the aegis of the angels 
that grace the church’s façade. 

El Pueblo looks like something out of a tinted 16mm film. 
Everything around me looks kitsch, fake. Fortunately, there 
are a few lovely, old South American abuelas praying inside 
the church to remind me that the place is still alive.

It’s no secret that this tiny slice of the city, taking up 
hardly any space at all, dwarfed by nearby Union Station, 
is an ersatz fabrication. Los Angeles has long since turned 
its back on that heritage, and was not actually built around 
this central core, as if these colonial and Mexican origins 
had to be repressed, or purged from memory, in favor of 
origin narratives better suited to the American dream: oil 
fields, Hollywood, citrus farms and gold. 

I get home by subway and bus, I live so far from downtown—
well, not that far, only about 12 miles, but it takes me 
nearly two hours. Time enough to chat with a 19-year-old 
Canadian named Jesus, who has come seeking fame and fortune 
as champion 100-meter sprinter, and who currently lives in 
the bathrooms next to the UCLA athletic track, waiting to 
meet the providential coach who will take him under his 
wing. Riding the second bus on my route home, moved by the 
story of Jesus, I quickly write down some notes, for fear 
I might forget the details.

It must be this staging of the city’s foundational moment—or 
of its murky origins—that enables all new immigrants to become 
actors in their own lives and move into the boundless city.

City limits are not determined by transportation networks 
or housing grids, or by the way a town starts to sprawl, but 
by how we picture in our minds its future possibilities.

“Tip the world over on its side, and everything loose will 
land in Los Angeles,” said Frank Lloyd Wright, with reference 
to the city. Revisiting this remark, I think of Jesus, the 
young Canadian athlete, who is dreaming his way into LA.
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 I spent an entire day at the Department of Motor 
Vehicles, the DMV, the official organization that issues 
all documents regarding motorized vehicles. All California 
residents need to pass the written permit test and a driver’s 
test to get the all-important license that will allow them 
to get around. 

I failed the written test last week. The French language 
version was so poorly worded that I couldn’t understand 
what it was saying—at any rate, that’s the excuse I gave 
my family.

In California, you can take the test in the language of your 
choice, in Arabic, Armenian, Chinese, Tagalog, Russian, 
Vietnamese, or French…, or in some twenty other languages, 
since around 30 million people in the US speak a language 
other than English. To avoid any discrimination based on 
country of origin, the DMV has turned into a giant foreign 
language library.

I ended up retaking the test in English. The language 
of the DMV isn’t just English, but it’s the language of 
mobility, the one Reyner Banham, author of Los Angeles: The 
Architecture of Four Ecologies, was referring to when he 
said that you have to learn to drive in Los Angeles if you 
want to really speak the city’s native language.
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The DMV, 
or the Land of Spoken Languages



There’s a crowd in the main waiting area that’s walked 
straight out of a Coen Brothers movie, or some  American 
TV series. All ages and social backgrounds, gathered here 
around the common language of mobility that the automobile 
has made so prosperous.

I listen to applicants griping to the staff, as I 
try to follow several conversations at once. The 
DMV is a veritable language lab. Two discussions 
are taking place on either side of where I sit, one 
in Spanish between a father and son, the other in 
Farsi, between a husband and wife. I’m thinking of 
that former DMV employee who invented Ithkuil, a 
new, hypothetical language that stirred up great 
interest in Russia and elsewhere. There are eighty-
three languages in use in Los Angeles. So, no reason 
to prevent someone from inventing another.

I brought the Banham book along to pass the time. The 
jacket cover shows a woman driving in Los Angeles. 
The person sitting next to me asks, in Spanish, if 
it’s the new California driver’s handbook. When 
I think back on it, the DMV should include the 
technical descriptions that Banham gives in his 
chapter Ecology IV: Autopia, about how to drive 
on the freeway. You find all sorts of helpful hints 
about access ramps and optimal speeds for passing 
other cars. It’s a how-to book for any driver wishing 
to survive and thrive in the Los Angeles driving 
culture, something like a method for learning a 
foreign language. 

Even if you don’t drive, the DMV issues a non-
driver ID, which serves as a national identity 
card. In other words, the identity of all California 
residents is attested to by one of these cards or 
the other. 

The DMV is a kind of franchise of the agora, the 
piazza or the Parisian café. The crowds there are 
not unlike what you’d find at an outdoor concert or 
cultural event, at the beach, on walking trails or

bike paths, recreation areas or popular oceanfront 
overlooks. 

Identity is closely linked to the automobile, to 
mobility. This mobility works its way into the 
social fabric; you move from one cultural community 
to another, through multiple language layers and 
their overlapping signifiers, which in turn give rise 
to new worlds, absorbing and producing Californian 
culture.

Identities are polycentric here, as is the city. 
They make noise, they make demands, and anyone 
generating theories about cities is listening and 
taking note. Some identities take shape in closed 
circles, while others cut across borders to forge 
their legitimacy.

The street grid as seen on a map might look the 
same for everyone, but neighborhoods have distinct 
boundaries, and express their uniqueness in a variety 
of material ways: colorful murals, billboards, neon 
signs in Farsi, Hindi, Korean, etc. The scripts 
become visible manifestations of these boundaries, 
changing from one street to the next, and map out 
not only geographic territories but mental spaces 
as well.

These signpost languages are what have invented 
the metropolis of Los Angeles, and fresh waves of 
immigrants will continue to recalibrate its form. 

No better way to tune in to the city’s sound 
and beat than from inside a car, the Angelinos’ 
second home, their travelling workshop, and the 
connecting tissue between all these various spaces. 
Paradoxically, languages can split neighborhoods 
apart, dividing streets into ethnic zones where 
contrasts can sometimes lead to violence. Supposedly 
benign multiculturalism-without-borders can produce 
war zones, poverty pockets and urban strife, what 
Mike Davis refers to as ethnic apartheid and gated
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communities, those opulent neighborhoods set behind 
tall security fences. This is another language 
altogether that has yet to be invented.

I head for home, exhausted from long hours of 
waiting, observing and listening to all those new 
drivers whose path I might cross, however fleetingly, 
on the highways and byways of California.
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 Long hike at sunrise along the Santa Monica 
trails.

We meet up with the other hikers at the main entrance 
of Will Rogers National Park. We start our ascent 
up the hillside through thick fog, and the seasoned 
hikers are already way out in front. The clouds 
soon lift, the sun deepens our shadows and heats 
the air. As we continue our climb, views of the 
city open up, shifting our sense of scale and our 
ability to measure distance. After transitioning 
so quickly from flatland to upland, it’s harder to 
gauge near and far.

Down below, an opaque halo hovers over the sprawling 
city that hugs the mountainsides. A few skyscrapers 
escape the horizontality that extends all the way 
to the Pacific and beyond. 

Ocean and sky meet at a barely perceptible line. 
The boundary between the 75 miles of beach and 
the basin is precise, however, the sharply defined 
encounter of land with sea.

Down below, the Los Angeles basin is shaped by two 
axes, each some 90 miles long: Los Angeles County 
extends from Santa Barbara to Irvine, and from San 
Bernardino to Santa Monica.

2928

Landscape Atlas



Los Angeles proper developed at some distance from 
its port, leaving neighborhoods near the docks to 
join the low-lying areas of the city.

The first large-scale maps of Los Angeles were 
drafted by visionary cartographers. Colors indicate 
relief, showing the Santa Monica and Santa Susana 
Mountains, and the San Gabriel and San Bernardino 
Mountains to the northwest and northeast. The Pacific 
is given little room on these old maps, compared to 
the vastness of the inland territory. Nineteenth-
century mapmakers pioneered and promoted the 
bird’s-eye representation of the city, facilitating 
the land grab. These views were then enlarged and 
became anchored in the collective representation of 
how the city looks. Oddly, these maps are rarely 
bordered; instead, the topographic lines extend 
all the way to the edge of the paper, as if the 
cartographers were already forecasting the city’s 
outward expansion. Now, on a clear day, anyone 
flying into LAX can see these same bird’s-eye views.

The hiking trails of the Santa Monica hills provide 
perfect vantage points, a full-scale outdoor atlas 
for studying urban morphology, botany, climatology 
and other life sciences. We move through luxuriant 
foliage, some of it native, some brought in from 
elsewhere by successive generations of settlers. 
This mix of vegetation in turn generated new life 
forms and ecosystems that landscape architects 
brought into the city-dwellers’ gardens. Modernist 
architects and designers of the 1950s began perching 
their sleek, spare houses on the hillsides, making 
use of plate glass to allow as much sky, sea and 
mountain into their interiors as possible. 

Down to the city again, and back into the flow. 
It’s almost nightfall, we end our descent right 
at sunset. Back on the road and into the rat-
race: six freeways and two double-decker cloverleaf 
interchanges. The strata of vehicles, the seemingly 
perpetual flow, are like endless scrolls of text

unfurling their infinite enjambment. Gridlock 
provides some punctuation, some pause, beyond the 
nightmarish experience, breaking up the infinite 
into readable stanzas.

I need to get my bearings. The mountains have 
disappeared, the slender palm trees suspended from 
the sky like commas are now ghostly. During the day, 
light spreads evenly over the built space, creating 
a consistently legible landscape. By night, the 
city speaks a different language. New shapes emerge, 
sculpted by spotlights, and the lit surfaces of 
buildings cast shadows on others, creating wells 
of darkness and invisibility. Bright billboards 
light up the sky and accentuate vertical reference 
points that disappear during the daylight hours, 
gaudy neon signs form pools of color. Los Angeles 
at twilight is a different place, an illusion that 
fades with the dawn, and it is only in full sunlight 
that the city is once again recognizable. 

Evening. My neighbor and friend, M.G. comes over 
for tea. She is a mathematician. We talk about 
bounded form. She drew a couple lines on a sheet 
of paper to show me that bounded form is not that 
different from boundless form. 

“Take a bounded form, for example a disk. Imagine 
that the disk is made of rubber. Imagine that you 
can stretch the disk into a plane that extends 
infinitely in all directions. Then you can bend it 
and bend it...You can bend it into a curved shape. 
If you try to make it into a sphere, you realize 
that you have an incomplete sphere that you cannot 
close. It is missing one point. The complete sphere 
would represent the unbounded form. You cannot 
transform a sphere that misses a point into a 
complete sphere unless you add something.”
 
I understand that the point separating the bounded 
and the boundless forms is what’s at stake when it 
comes to the limits of cities.
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