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The space where tensions between difference and similarity arise in Los 

Angeles defines my investigation of postmodernism within the context of 
researching thematics for re: present L.A. While my observations are grounded 
around the central theme of cultural ecology in the re: present L.A exhibition, 
they are in essence structured by my relationship with the city and the artistic 
representations created and imagined by its residents. As modernism is rooted in 
traditional ideas, postmodernism attempts to question the foundations of past 
knowledge while deviating from rooted ideals. I chose to use the postmodern 
perspective in this essay to better illustrate my analysis of the city of Los Angeles 
while acknowledging its history of boosterism and the ties it has embedded 
within the development of the city as it has defined culture. In looking at re: 
present L.A, I hope to unify the human experience with the ecology of culture to 
spark a conversation between the deconstruction of a society while 
demystifying another. 

 I am interested in the tangible existence of people within an experience 
of living in Los Angeles and aim to investigate the dichotomy between tradition 
and exploration, attachments and detachments, and the personal and 
environmental experiences that reveal universal connections between people, 
rather than statically categorize ethnicities and social hierarchies.  As ecological 
educator and designer, Sim Van der Ryn comments on the principles of his work, 
“ It is time to stop designing in the image of the machine and start designing in a 
way that honors the complexity of life itself….we must mirror nature’s deep 
interconnections in our own epistemology of design” (Ecological Design, pg. 3, 
1996 ).  Van der Ryn, although speaking to architecture, allows us to use 
concepts of urban design as a tool to bridge our personal experiences within 
living in a city like Los Angeles.  As rapid change has been a characteristic of 
the city since its inception, the pace of life mirrors our existence within it.  It has 
permeated through the pores of the city as its residents have historically 
absorbed turbulent development, synthetic aesthetics and redefined 
imaginaries created by exterior ideals.  

Communities have formed and worked in unison, against each other and 
in reaction to one another.  The speed of change has been an inhibitor to 
creating a city aware of itself.  Van der Ryn and postmodernism allows us to 
both anchor in the conversation about the unavoidable intersections of people 
and their relationship to their environment. In looking at Los Angeles, we can 
then examine the ecology of the city as it relates to the human experience.  We 
can look to Sociologist George Simmel’s belief that as humans begin to 
experience sensory overload, in this context through rapid change, we begin to 
form a defense mechanism in which one begins to “render indifferent due to 
the abuse we sustain” (Ellin, Integral Urbanism, pg. 98, 2006). In understanding 



Simmel’s view, we begin to bare the expense on the human experience, how 
much we abandon the health of our psyches, attention to our communities and 
environments under the stressors of constant change.  These effects have 
distanced people from pacing their lives and have contributed to the 
persistence of independence over interdependence.  In terms of culture, the 
abandonment of interdependence in a city like Los Angeles creates greater 
separation within a landscape comprised of global communities and societal 
extremes.  Nan Ellin contributes collective interest in a return to slowness, 
simplicity and emerging metaphors to construct a shift in understanding culture.  
Unequivocally, Ellin explains, “The pursuant challenges posed to the separation 
between body and soul, between people and nature, and amongst peoples 
have led to a search for restoring connections” (Postmodern Urbanism, pg. 2, 
1999). Over a decade later, we can contrast Ellin’s optimism in decelerating 
from rapid change to a more holistic approach to living in a urban environment 
against Van der Ryn’s metaphorical understanding of the human experience by 
examining the works of three artists included in re: present L.A.  Thomas Dang, 
Sonja Schenk and Alison Ajaree.  Dang, Schenk and Ajaree have each 
approached the human experience of interaction with person and place, 
thereby asserting their observations while navigating the viewer through 
personal experiences.  

While Claymore Flask, 2011 is a representation of a servicemen’s wartime 
relic, Thomas Dang choses to use this symbol to instead acknowledge the 
intimate relationships between people in a moment of hostility, danger, chaos 
and grief. The double spout on a single flask thereby strengthens the relationship 
between two as the acknowledgement of interdependence on one another 
surfaces.  Dang’s choice to depict this moment certainly posits an investigation 
toward the insoluble bond between people, but it further reaches beyond this 
mere memory or acknowledgement by asserting the importance of a simple 
act.  Dang allows us to look at simplicity as a tool to capture a profound 
moment of interconnectedness within a rampant urban environment. 

Even the Ground Beneath My Feet, 2012 by Sonja Schenk conveys the 
liberation behind the residue of living in Los Angeles.  As Schenk creates 
moments derived from intense emotions, she also unveils and captures the 
constant dissolution of the city, however literal. While revealing the grit, the 
inherent connection she holds with Los Angeles are exposed and her ability to 
capture that relationship through her observations are revealed.  It is in this 
space where the conversation between attachment and detachments can 
take place.  A mere documentation of deterioration within the urban 
environment does not stand-alone; rather it juxtaposes the necessity to 
understand against the symptoms of social desire.  In this context, the desire for 
space, hierarchy and class come into play.  As the physical removal of “blight” 
makes room for new ideals, remnants of the “other” are discarded to form 
anew.  In further understanding this element of culture, we can look again to 
Ellin’s view of returning to slowness and simplicity.  Schenk may not derive her 

http://representla.wordpress.com/thomas-dang/
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investigations on the urban landscape through this lens, but it is in 
representations such as these where we can ask where the connection 
between the beauty of catharsis and destruction exists.   

A deliberate attention to the observation of an event, however mundane 
can best be illustrated through the work of Alison Ajaree.  As both Ellin and Van 
der Ryn suggest, rapid change and complexity has led to a disassociation with 
integral parts of the human experience.  Ajaree’s triptych, Late Lunch, Herb 
Shop and Xiangq, 2012 denotes the simple acts of life, as lived by a generation 
separate from her own.  Although Ajaree’s piece speaks specifically to the 
Chinese community, her own intentions traverse beyond it.  Interested in the 
social responsibility of preserving cultural traditions and values, Ajaree’s work 
also serves to addresses the use of referential language vs. the social context of 
meaning as it relates to the anthropological postmodern perspective.  While 
understanding this perspective as “concentrating on the accelerating 
circulation of people, the increasingly dense and frequent cross-cultural 
interactions, and the unavoidable intersections of local and global knowledge” 
(Bishop, 1996), we can begin to consider the social context of Ajaree’s piece.  
While recollecting her personal experiences as a child, Ajaree begins to explain 
the importance of securing an occurrence that reveals the fabric of her 
personal life.  In Los Angeles, those moments of “slowness”, as captured in the 
simple acts of, Late Lunch, Herb Shop and Xiangq, can represent the interest in 
capturing both the static moment as well as the intersection between ones self 
and the symbol of culture, in the myriad of ways it can be represented to each 
person.   

Whether searching or inconsequently navigating through our own 
environment, we find and confront elements of ourselves through the act of 
living.  Within the urban environment of Los Angeles, we face a complex web of 
interconnected and displaced spaces, one that introduces us to opportunities 
where we can attach and where we can detach.  Recognizing the complexity 
of life, immersing in the mundane and exposing oneself to the dynamics of the 
human experience exposes the veins of similarity and community.  As Angelenos 
inhabit these spaces, we stumble upon opportunities to communicate, process 
and infuse the experiences of one another.  re: present LA is an effort to pay 
homage to this possibility. 
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