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Los Angeles: History, Diversity , Design 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Los Angeles is many things to many people.  It is  

a city of diversity, from its demographics to its 

politics to its architecture. From its earliest days 

as an arid pueblo to its current incarnation as a 

major metropolis, the city is constantly evolving. 

Fueled by its temperate climate, relative youth, 

and major industries ²film and, until recently, 

aerospace²it is often idealized as a place for 

growth, innovation,  and unlimited possibilities.  

 This resource traces the history of mid -

century L.A. as seen through works of art  dating  

from 1930 to 1965  and beyond. It serves as a 

complement to the series of exhibitions hosted  

by LACMA as part of Pacific Standard Time, an 

unprecedented collaboration of cultural institu -

tions across Southern California celebrating  the 

birth of the L.A. art scene. Visit the following 

exhibitions or www.lacma.org  to learn more 

about the multifaceted  history of art in L .A. 

Share the following images with your students 

and use or adapt the discussion questions to  

xntq rstcdmsr­ chudqrd meeds and learning styles. 

 
 

California Design, 1930±1965: "Living in a Modern Way" 

October 1, 2011²June 3, 2012 
 

The first major study of California midcentury 

modern design.  With more than 300 objects ²

furniture, ceramics, metalwork, fashion and 

textiles, and industrial and graphic design ²the 

dwghahshnm dw`lhmdr sgd rs`sd­r qnkd hm rg`ohmf

the material culture of the entire country.  

 

Asco: Elite of the Obscure, A Retrospective,1972±1987 

September 4, 2011²December 4, 2011  
 

The first retrospective to present the wide -ranging 

work of the Chicano performance and conceptual 

art group Asco. Asco (1972±1987) began as a tight-

knit core group of artists from East Los Angeles 

composed of Harry Gamboa Jr., Gronk, Willie 

Herrón, and Patssi Valdez. Taking their name from 

the forceful Spanish word for disgust and nausea, 

Asco used performance, public art , and multi -

media to respond to social and political turbulence 

in Los Angeles and beyond. 

 

Edward Kienholz: Five Car Stud 1969±1972, Revisited 

September 4, 2011²January 15, 2012  
 

Dcv`qc Jhdmgnky­r Five Car Stud (1969±72) is a 

powerful work that depicts the hatred many white 

Americans expressed toward racial minorities and 

interracial partnerships in the not -too-distant -past; 

hs rs`mcr `r Jhdmgnky­r l`inq bhuhk qhfgsr vnqj- 

 

Maria Nordman Filmroom: Smoke, 1967±Present 

September 4, 2011²January 15, 2012  
 

Film Room: Smoke is a project intertwining film  

and architecture. It comprises a double projection  

in a room that has two adjacent chambers separated 

by a wall, screening the two films simultaneous ly.   

 

Mural Remix: Sandra de la Loza 

October 15, 2011²January 22, 2012 
 

Sandra de la Loza oqdrdmsr ` uhrt`k ¬l`rgto­ by 

sampling obscure and forgotten details in murals 

produced during the 1970s. Taking the role of a 

performative  archivist, she extracts and manip -

ulates archival material to create a multi -media 

installation that provides a constantly shifting 

view of Chicano muralism.

http://www.lacma.org/
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Southern California: Midcentury History  
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Granville  Redmond (United States, 1871±1935)  

California Poppy Field, c. 1926 

Oil on canvas 

Gift of Raymond Griffith , 40.7 

Photo © 2011 Museum Associates/LACMA 

 

 
Throughout most of the twentieth century, 

California symbolized the good life in America. 

Thanks to carefully crafted booster images 

(images that perpetuated popular perceptions)  

²like the landscape above by Los Angeles 

painter Granville  Redmond²California was 

considered a place of excitement, leisure,

and abundant health. The thriving economy  

of the 1920s led to extraordinary population 

growth. New residents flocked to urban areas, 

dramatically altering the landscape and chang -

ing forev er the image of the state as a bucolic 

Eden of relatively uninhabited mountains, 

deserts, and shorelines.  
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Dario De Julio (1916±2010, active Los Angeles) 

Red Circle orange crate label for McDermont  Fruit Company, Riverside, c. 1938 

Offset lithography , LACMA, Decorative Arts and Design Council Fund, M.2010.118.1 

Photo © 2011 Museum Associates/LACMA 

 
Once an exotic treat, California citrus was an 

American staple by the 1930s, thanks to adva nces 

in shipping and refrigeration. California fruit 

growers affixed appealing labels to their crates  

to ensure that oranges and lemons were inextric -

ably associated with the state in the minds of 

consumers. While early labels showed images  

of pastoral b ounty, in the 1920s and 1930s many 

companies hired professional commercial artists 

to design energetic abstractions, reminding buyers 

that accessible citrus was a modern convenience.  

¶ What  is produced in California today? Brain -

storm a list of California -based products such 

as agricultural items, technology, architect -

ture, furnishings, or fashion . Have students 

research ads for these products. Next, 

students will select one product and design 

an advertising label . What message do they 

want to communicate about the product? 

What design choices will they make c̄olor, 

line, shape, pattern, words or phrases t̄o 

best deliver that message?
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Spence Air Photos (Los Angeles, c. 1918±71) 

View of Wilshire and Fairfax, Los Angeles, 1922 

Gelatin silver print  

LACMA, Decorative Arts and Design Deaccession Fund, M.2010.32.1 

© Spence Air Photos 

 

 

 
Past and Present²Compare and contrast  the 

photograph above and on the following page. Do  

a Google ®d`qsg¯map search for the intersection 

of Wilshire and Fairfax today and compare and 

contrast contemporary views with these archival 

images. What has changed in nearly one 

hundred years? What remains the same?  
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Spence Air Photos (Los Angeles, c. 1918±71) 

View of Wilshire and Fairfax, Los Angeles, 1929; printed 1930  

Gelatin silver print   

LACMA, Decorative Arts and Design Deaccession Fund, M.2010.32.2 

© Spence Air Photos 

 

 

 
As these aerial views of Los Angeles demonstrate, 

lhkkhnmr ne mdv cdmhydmr eknbjdc sn sgd rs`sd­r

urban areas in the 1920s. The boom in migration 

created increased need for housing and 

furnishing s. Buildings and their contents started 

to be designed and built  in mo dern ways and in 

modern styles .  

 

¶ Mapping Your City ²Think of a major 

intersection in your community. Compare 

what exists there today with what you know 

`ants xntq bnlltmhsx­r ghrsnqx `mc k`mc-

scape. (View archival photos in the photo 

database at the Los Angeles Public Library, 

www.lapl.org -( Sgdm qdhl`fhmd snc`x­r

intersection and what it might look like in 

the future. Draw your prediction of your 

community i n the year 2111! 

 

  

http://www.lapl.org/
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Millard Sheets (United States, 1907±1989)  

Angel's Flight, 1931 

Oil on canvas, Gift of Mrs. L. M. Maitland, 32.17  

© Millard Sheets Estate, Photo © 2011 Museum Associates/LACMA 

 

 
Millard Sheets, a passionate observer of the 

culture and landscape of Southern  California, 

painted this image of downtown Los Angeles 

during the Great Depression.  The patterns and 

bright colors  emphasize the vibrant rhythms 

of this neighborhood rather than  the struggles 

of the era.  

¶ Imagine yourself as one of the figures in this 

scene. Is there a particular figure you would 

choose to be and why? What might you see, 

hear, smell, taste or touch?  

 



8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Millard Sh eets (United States, 1907±1989), Screen, probably 1930s, 

Oil on canvas on board, Purchased with funds provided by the American Art Council Fund,  

 the Decorative Arts and Design Council Fund, and  Barbara and Michael Brickman, M.2009.63  

© Millard Sheets Estate. Photo © 2011 Museum Associates/LACMA 

 

 

 
Vghkd adrs jmnvm `r B`khenqmh`­r enqdlnrs

regionalist painter, Millard Sheets was also  

a hugely influential teacher and tireless 

promoter of decorative arts. From 1931 to  

1957 he organized exhibi tions at the Los 

Angeles County Fair that introduced broad 

audiences to local art, design, and craft.  

This screen functioned as a room divider, 

embodying his conviction that art should be 

incorporated directly into architecture. His 

ideals about integrat ion were later expressed 

hm B`khenqmh`­r Gnld R`uhmfr `mc Kn`mr a`mjr+

for which he designed not only the buildings 

but also the entire decorative schemes, 

including sculpture, stained glass, mosaics, 

and murals.  
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Los Angeles Design 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Installation view of California Design 1930±1965: Living in a Modern Way, October 1, 2011²June 3, 2012 

Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Photo © 2011 Museum Associates/LACMA 

 

 
From 1930 to 1965, residents of Los Angeles 

experienced several unprecedented historical 

events such as the Depression and World War 

II, which significantly changed how people 

lived. During this period, California became the 

bntmsqx­r lnrs hlonqs`ms bdmsdq enq oqnfqdrrhud

`qbghsdbstqd `mc etqmhrghmfr- @qshrsr­ `mc

cdrhfmdqr­ hl`fhm`shud `ookhb`shnmr ne v`q-

developed materials and production methods 

applied to peacetime uses significantly altered 

the way people lived. By the on set of World War 

HH+ sgd `qd`­r mdvkx cdudknodc gnldr `mc sgdhq

furnishings were characterized by a particular 

kind of modernism rooted in California culture 

and conditions.

By examining the material culture of the city 

during this period ārchitecture, fur nishings, 

fashion ās well as works on paper and photo -

graphs, we can learn more about the Angelenos 

who furnished modern homes and read 

l`f`yhmdr sg`s oqnuhcdc lncdkr enq ®khuhmf hm 

a lncdqm v`x-¯ Vg`s cn sgdrd naidbsr sdkk tr

about California history and technology? About 

Los Angeles as a site for creativity, innovation, 

and individuality?  
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®Vg`s L`jdr sgd B`khenqmh` Knnj+¯ Knr @mfdkdrShldr Gnld L`f`yhmd+¯ October 21, 1951, cover  

Selected and arranged by Richard B. Petterson (1910±1996, active Claremont, California)  

Bnkkdbshnm ne Fdq`qc N­Aqh`m, Copyright © 1951, Los Angeles Times.  

Reprinted with permission.  Photo © 2011 Museum Associates/LACMA 

 

 
®Vg`s L`jdr sgd B`khenqmh` Knnj¯> `rjdc sgd 

Los Angeles Times, a question so pressing that it 

v`r onrdc nm sgd bnudq ne sgd mdvro`odq­r

®Gnld¯ l`f`yhmd enq Nbsnadq 10+ 0840- Adb`trd

the objects photographed for the cover answered 

the question so well, they (or ones almost inter -

changeable) have been located and reassembled 

at LACMA (see the installation view  on the 

previous page). As the caption for the cover 

cdbk`qdc9 ®Hm sghr `arsq`bs `qq`mfdldms `qd 

the glowing color, originality of treatment  

and simplicity of design that typify the  

B`khenqmh` knnj-¯ 

  


