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L.A. — THEN AND NOW

Los Angeles ! Hunter Drohojowska

Up to 500 people a day have been attending Gernot
. Kuehn’s show documenting the last 100 years of

architectural changes .in Los Angeles. That’s
respectable attendance for a good-sized museum,
and apparently the little gallery at Arco Center for
Visual Art has been ‘‘as crazy as Disneyland’ at
lunch hour. This reflects surprising interest in a city
that has historically ignored its past. !

A number of the attendants are elderly. One
woman had been a pupil of the State Normal School
before it was replaced by the Egyptian-motif Public
Library in 1926. Other viewers are often immigrants,
who might want to see if a city as imposing and
sprawling as L.A. ever looked like their homes in
Mexico, Vietnam or Armenia.

And in a way, it did. Many of Kuehn’s images
reveal early Los Angeles as a bucolic, dusty cow-town
surrounded by visible mountains and free of neon. To
be sure, the architecture was born more of Midwest
America than of Europe, but it was still the
architecture of a small town. Pershing Square, or
Central Park as it was called in 1888, was the town
square where ladies strolled, protecting themselves
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from the California glare with parasols. Melrose

. Avenue in 1917 was a mere lane (see photograph).

So what ever happened to L.A.? The brutally
honest answers are captured by Kuehn in freeway
and slum-crowded images of the' contemporary
downtown area. We lament the loss of the original,
lacy city courthouse of 1895 and praise whatever
rarefied vision saved the Bradbury Building. Some of
the pictures evoke nostalgia, but without debilitating
sentimentality. We see that public transportation was
conceived quite early in L.A., through images of a
1904 cable car, buses and even a subway.
Apparently, they were received with as little
enthusiasm then as they are today.

The photographs are clean documentation, easy to
look at, with concise, clever captions. One can
understand the daily crowds — this is an interesting
show, provocative and instructive.

Kuehn did the text and photographs for the
book/catalog, Views of Los Angeles ($12.95). He
came to L.A. in 1960 from Frankfurt Am Main, West

Germany, and has made the observation, ‘‘Change .

seems to be the only constant in L.A.”’[]
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