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Kevin Lynch in
Los Angeles
Reflections on Planning, Politics, and Participation
Meredith Drake Reitan and Tridib Banerjee
Problem, research strategy, and
findings: Here we examine the legacy of
Kevin Lynch in Los Angeles (CA). We begin
by describing his contributions to planning
at the city and regional scales. We then focus
on Los Angeles’s central core because of its
prominence as a case study in The Image of
the City. Specifically, we ask how Lynch’s
ideas influenced planning efforts for Los
Angeles’s downtown. We use a mixed-methods approach comprising expert interviews
and analysis of archival documents, news stories, oral histories, plans, and reports.
Although it is impossible to attribute the
evolving physical form of Los Angeles to
Lynch, we can see the effects of his thinking
in the empowerment of local citizens and in
the sensibility of planners and urban designers. Lynch’s contribution occurred at both
the city and district scales, first as a consultant
for the general plan and the visual studies
that led to its creation, and second by inspiring the work of planners tasked with remaking Los Angeles’s downtown.
Takeaway for practice: A principal
aim of Lynch’s work was for planners to
engage with citizens and to understand
how the public experiences the city.
Planners and urban designers in Los
Angeles were inspired by his ideas and
were able to use at least some of his vision
to navigate the thicket of the planning process.
Keywords: Kevin Lynch; Los Angeles;
public participation
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K

evin Lynch explored the public image of Los Angeles (CA) as part of a
larger three-city study at the midpoint of the 20th century. His findings, published in 1960 as The Image of the City, had a major influence
on contemporary thinking about city design. Lynch returned to Los Angeles
approximately 10 years later and worked closely with the city planning department to conduct image interviews that were included in the public participation program for the city’s first general plan.
Lynch was known as an academic, but he was also an experienced practitioner. He began his career as a planner with the Greensboro (NC) Planning
Commission in 1947, served as a consultant on projects while in academia,
and re-engaged in practice after retiring from the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology in the mid-1970s.1 Lynch participated in many projects in the
Boston (MA) area and in cities around the United States, including Cleveland
(OH), Phoenix (AZ), and San Diego (CA). His involvement in Los Angeles,
however, is relatively unknown.
Here we examine the legacy of Kevin Lynch in Los Angeles. We begin by
describing his contributions to planning at the city and regional scales. We
then focus on Los Angeles’s downtown because of its prominence as a case
study in The Image of the City. Specifically, we ask how Lynch’s ideas influenced planning efforts for the area. We use a mixed-methods approach to
answer this question involving expert interviews and analysis of archival documents, news stories, oral histories, plans, and reports.
In Los Angeles, we see the effects of Lynch’s thinking in the empowerment
of local citizens and in the worldview of planners and urban designers. His
contributions occurred at both the city and district scales, first as a consultant
for the general plan and the visual studies that led to its creation, and second
in inspiring the work of planners tasked with remaking the city’s central
core. Our analysis reveals how Lynch’s scholarship suffused practice in Los
Angeles. The movement of his ideas from theory to application, however,
was not a linear path: Lynch’s work was fractured and distorted by the
political realities of the city. Lynch was both aware of—and not surprised
by—this outcome.
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Lynch and the Urban
Design Profession
The Image of the City has had a wide-ranging effect
on the research, pedagogy, and practice of urban design
in the United States and abroad since its publication in
1960. Several major U.S. cities adopted Lynch’s methodology in preparing urban design proposals
(Southworth, 1985). Yet when asked to reflect on its
impact shortly before his untimely death, Lynch (1984)
observed that the book had not influenced practice in
the ways he had hoped. He complained that urban
designers had appropriated his nomenclature of imageability—nodes, paths, edges, landmarks, and districts—
while continuing to follow a top-down approach to
planning. He suggested that designers had missed the
spirit of his work, which was to understand how people
experienced their environment and to get citizens
engaged in shaping their communities.
Lynch had an abiding interest in citizen participation and engagement that permeated his writings and
practice. He believed in human agency and proposed
that a performance characteristic of good city form was
control, which he defined as the ability of users to adapt,
change, modify, and design their immediate environment (Lynch, 1981).
The focus on city images, rather than public discourse, led to the notion that Lynch’s theories lacked a
political dimension. Detractors of Lynch have characterized him as romantic and politically naive (see Banerjee &
Southworth, 1994; Southworth & Southworth, 1973).
This was contrary to his intention. Lynch firmly believed
that the agency and initiatives of citizens could transform
cities in ways that would modulate the dominance of
business and property interests. A good example of his
belief in the bottom-up process involving citizen activism
was the delight he expressed when he heard about an initiative in South Los Angeles. In a letter to Bob
Dannenbrink, then the chief urban designer in the Los
Angeles City Planning Department, he wrote,
On the open space prototype—are you aware
(I was not) that a citizen’s group in Watts has
already begun to use land under the transmission
lines—for crops I believe—by arrangement with
the authority? They are far ahead of us! (Kevin
Lynch to Robert Dannenbrink, personal
communication, March 11, 1968)
Our research shows that Lynch was cognizant of
the political realities in Los Angeles. He was nevertheless willing to challenge the city’s growth machine

(see Molotch, 1976) through the direct engagement of
citizens in planning. His vision may have been overly
optimistic: Lynch’s ideas were certainly in the minds of
Los Angeles planners, and yet his view of participatory
city design had to yield to the wishes of the existing
power structure.
Lynch also did not foresee the dark side of citizen
power and engagement. His work with the Los Angeles
City Planning Department coincided with the emergence
of an antigrowth movement that would alter the course
of the city’s development. Plans from this era included
the input of thousands of indignant Angelenos who were
tired of smog, congestion, and an apparently unresponsive government. These effects were exacerbated by fierce
attachments to communities located at a distance from
the city’s center and accessible largely by automobile. In
the 1970s and 1980s, citizen groups successfully pushed
for ballot initiatives at the state and local levels that led
to rollbacks in the city’s zoning.2 These citizen-initiated
propositions slowed the development of high-rises and
drastically cut the capacity of the Los Angeles City
Planning Department to direct mixed-use development
to the city’s commercial corridors. The zoning changes
reduced residential construction and the availability of
affordable housing throughout the city (Con Howe, personal interview, March 30, 2018; Monkkonen &
Traynor, 2017).3
Los Angeles’s traditional growth machine thrived in
the downtown through the late 20th century while development slowed in other parts of the city. This effort was
facilitated by California’s autonomous funding mechanism
known as tax increment financing.4 The whole of downtown Los Angeles was declared a redevelopment area in
the 1970s. The area had few residents at the time and was
not the concern of antigrowth voters from the city’s
Westside and San Fernando Valley. This meant that the
downtown was exempt from the zoning limitations placed
elsewhere in the city and was open for high-rise office and,
later, residential development.
We interviewed eight individuals who are leaders in
the field of planning and urban design with special expertise in planning in Los Angeles to trace Lynch’s influence.
Table 1 summarizes the participants and provides information about their institutional affiliations and roles in
planning the city. Interviewees were selected because of
their local experience in the years after the publication of
The Image of the City. Each interviewee wrote planning
documents for the City of Los Angeles as a whole or for
the downtown core between 1965 and 2018. We initially
approached 10 individuals: One declined because his
expertise was limited to the Bunker Hill redevelopment
project and he was not aware of Lynch’s work more
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Table 1. A summary of the participants we interviewed, including their institutional affiliations and roles in planning Los Angeles (CA).
Interviewee
Donald Brackenbush

Interview date
September 28, 2017

Affiliation
Wallace McHarg Roberts & Todd

Role
Led the downtown office of Wallace
McHarg Roberts & Todd; principal author
of the “Silver Book”

Robert Dannenbrink

October 19, 2017

Los Angeles City Planning Department

Head of the Urban Design Section at the
planning department; encouraged Calvin
Hamilton to engage Lynch as consultant and
worked with Lynch on the public participation program for the general plan

Bryan Eck

March 9, 2018

Los Angeles City Planning Department

Current project manager for the Downtown
Los Angeles Community Plans

Robert Harris

September 17, 2017

University of Southern California

Dean of the USC School of Architecture
(1981–1992); chair of the Citizen
Committee for the Downtown
Strategic Plan

Con Howe

March 30, 2018

Los Angeles City Planning Department

Planning director (1992–2005); oversaw the
completion of the General Plan Framework
that superseded the Concept Plan in
the 1990s

Stefanos Polyzoides

April 2, 2018

Moules & Polyzoides

Lead architect for the Downtown
Strategic Plan

John Spalding

September 25, 2017

City of Los Angeles CRA

Planner with CRA who worked on the initial downtown redevelopment projects

Don Spivack

September 19, 2017

City of Los Angeles CRA

Planner with CRA who worked on more
recent downtown redevelopment projects

Note: USC ¼ University of Southern California; CRA ¼ Community Redevelopment Agency.

broadly; another did not respond to our email inquiries.
The interviews took place over the course of 8 months,
beginning in September 2017 and ending in April 2018.
Meetings were conducted with each individual by both of
us and lasted approximately 1 hr. All conversations took
place in person, with the exception of the interview with
Robert Dannenbrink, who was interviewed over the
phone. The conversations were transcribed and archived.
Each interviewee granted us permission to use their
names. We also shared drafts of this article with interviewees to ensure that their quotes and views were correctly described.
Participants were asked the following questions
and prompts:
 Do you believe that Lynch’s work on imageability
generally, and in Los Angeles in particular, shaped
subsequent urban design plans, projects,
and proposals?
 What do you think are the principal visions (and their
authors) that have guided the contemporary outcome
of the built environment of Los Angeles?
 Do you think that the Lynchean methodology has
any value or relevance today in developing urban

design proposals for a city or a large urban district
like Los Angeles?
 Are there some inherent problems in transforming
the Lynchean ideas about the visual form (i.e., legibility, identity, structure, and meaning) into concrete design ideas and proposals?
 Can you talk about your involvement, ideas, and
experiences in shaping the built environment of
downtown Los Angeles?
 Are there documents, papers, images, or individuals
you can refer us to that would tell the story?
One of our interviewees was a former planner with
the City of Los Angeles who had worked closely with
Lynch as part of the general plan process in the late
1960s and early 1970s. Others had met Lynch while in
school or in their early careers as planners. All were
familiar with his ideas, even if they had not had the
opportunity to work with him directly. In addition to
the questions above, we also asked each interviewee to
prepare a map of downtown Los Angeles today, which
we compared with Lynch’s midcentury map of experts.
We supplemented the interviews by analyzing archival
documents, including news stories, oral histories, plans,
and reports.
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Figure 1. Aerial view of the Los Angeles (CA) basin in the late 1950s. This is the landscape that Kevin Lynch would have seen on his first trip to
the area. The Los Angeles City Hall tower is visible in the center of the photograph. Until 1956, this building was the tallest in the city.
Source: The Los Angeles Central City Committee and the Los Angeles City Planning Department, 1962. # City of Los Angeles. Reproduced by
permission of City of Los Angeles. Permission to reuse must be obtained from the original rightsholder.

Lynch and Los Angeles’s First
General Plan
Los Angeles was already well known for its lowdensity urban form when Kevin Lynch first visited the
city. Figure 1 illustrates the landscape he would have
seen on his first trip to the area. The Los Angeles City
Hall tower is visible in the center of the photograph.
This building was the tallest in the city by fiat until
1956. The city spread widely from this center to encompass more than 460 square miles.
The diffusion of Los Angeles was celebrated as a
model of the Garden City ideal during the first half of the

20th century. It was the dream of town and country realized
with an international appeal (Freestone & James, 2018).
The city’s early development coincided with the introduction
of street railways and interurban electric transit lines. The
rail lines, combined with multiple municipal annexations
and consolidations, ensured that a large percentage of the
population was housed in single-family homes spaced widely
across a series of flat valleys (Wachs, 1984). The late 20th
century also saw the expansion of industries—shipping, aerospace, and entertainment—that would shape the city’s economy, population, and geography (Hise, 1997).
Negative externalities began to challenge the city’s
well-oiled growth machine in the 1960s. The machine, led
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by downtown business elites in collaboration with the federal government, had not, to that point, faced any serious
challenge (Whittemore, 2012). The emergence of opposition, coordinated mostly by Los Angeles homeowners,
made the city’s land use policies subject to the push and
pull of central city and suburban interests. Los Angeles is
somewhat rare in that many suburban communities are
within the city limits: These communities in other metropolitan areas would likely be separate jurisdictions. Local
politics in the city were thus divided between homeowners
and business leaders. The issue came to a head with the
preparation of the city’s first general plan by city planning
director Calvin Hamilton.
Hamilton joined the Los Angeles City Planning
Department in 1964 after a successful term in Pittsburgh
(PA). He emphasized a regional approach rather than the
site-specific planning of his predecessors. His first priority
was to develop a plan that would encourage Angelenos to
envision the future of their city (“Planning Aide Strives
for Over-All Viewpoint,” 1965). The ideal of public participation was embedded in Hamilton’s view of planning,
and he launched a goals program to facilitate the development of the general plan. The planning department conducted a systematic and coordinated outreach campaign
to generate feedback from business leaders, homeowner
associations, women’s groups, public officials, and private
citizens. The goals program involved more than 61,000
individuals over the course of 5 years (Hamilton, 1995).
One of our interviewees, Robert Dannenbrink, was a
newly hired planner with the City of Los Angeles in the
late 1960s and a graduate of the urban design program at
the University of Pennsylvania. Dannenbrink encouraged
Hamilton to engage Kevin Lynch as a consultant.
Hamilton enthusiastically agreed, and for close to 3 years
Lynch “looked over the shoulder” of the urban design section of the planning department (Robert Dannenbrink,
personal interview, October 19, 2017). Lynch provided
input on a study of Los Angeles’s visual environment and
contributed to the image mapping of the city by residents
of five Los Angeles neighborhoods (Hebert, 1966). Lynch
returned frequently to Los Angeles during the general plan
process and reviewed various scenarios as they were discussed (Robert Dannenbrink, personal interview, October
19, 2017).
Los Angeles residents were clear about their preferences for development: They were “angry about their environment” and “sick and tired of smog, sign-cluttered
streets” (Los Angeles City Planning Department, 1971,
p. 5 ). Image mapping also highlighted stark differences in
citizens’ views of their communities. Figures 2A and 2B
were reproduced in the Visual Environment of Los Angeles
report that accompanied the general plan. The aggregated
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maps are from individuals living in the Westside and
Boyle Heights neighborhoods of Los Angeles. They
show vastly different levels of detail, reflecting inequality
in access by social class and ethnicity (see also
Orleans, 1974).
The city planning department, using information
gathered through surveys and citizen-generated maps,
identified four development alternatives that were published in 1967 as Concepts for Los Angeles (Los Angeles
City Planning Department, 1967). The department then
asked for feedback on the preferred alternative. Should
Los Angeles be organized around corridors or centers?
Should growth be channeled or dispersed? The centers
idea emerged with the strongest public support, and the
city released a plan based on this vision in 1970 as the
Concept for the Los Angeles General Plan, known colloquially as the “Centers Concept.”
The “protection of homeowners” had been one of
the principal conclusions of the goals program
(Hamilton, 1995, p. 124). Planners met this goal in the
Centers Concept by proposing that Greater Los Angeles
would be developed through a series of high-intensity
nodes while preserving low-density suburbs. A representation of this regional nodal system was pictured on the
cover of the plan, as seen in Figure 3. The plan identified 48 centers in the larger metropolitan area, 29 within
the city of Los Angeles. These centers were envisioned as
the region’s “dominant physical elements” and included
a quarter-mile radius core of activities organized around
transit (Los Angeles City Planning Department, 1970,
p. 17). The centers would be linked together by public
transportation.5 The plan also recommended a regional
open-space system using public lands and infrastructure
such as drainage channels, retention basins, freeway margins, and power line rights-of-way to separate incompatible uses and to define neighborhoods (see also
Mukhija, 2012).
The Los Angeles City Planning Commission
approved the Centers Concept in 1972, but the city
council only endorsed it as a resolution. It took another
2 years for the council to adopt a general plan that was a
“drastically reshaped” version of the Centers proposal
(Hebert, 1974, p. A1). The city council’s planning committee, made up of antigrowth politicians from the wealthy areas of the San Fernando Valley and Westside, was
initially blamed for the inaction. Others blamed
Hamilton (Clifford, 1985a).
The media hailed Hamilton’s early focus on community engagement, but the final plan received only
lukewarm support from homeowner groups, who
thought it did not go far enough to curb development.
Hamilton eventually lost the support of citizens
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Figure 2. Aggregated maps from individuals living in the Westside (A) and Boyle Heights (B) neighborhoods of Los Angeles (CA). Lynch “looked
over the shoulder” of planners who led cognitive mapping exercises as part of the city’s general plan outreach efforts (Robert Dannenbrink, personal interview, October 19, 2017). These aggregated maps show vastly different levels of detail.
Source: Los Angeles City Planning Department, 1971. # City of Los Angeles. Reproduced by permission of City of Los Angeles. Permission to
reuse must be obtained from the original rightsholder.

altogether when, even after council approval, it appeared
the dispersed political power of Los Angeles rendered
the general plan largely unenforceable. As Dannenbrink
points out, the general plan required “zoning roll-backs
to lower densities in the suburbs between centers.
Absentee landowners, realtors, and developers were
strongly opposed and lobbied their local council members against these proposals” (personal interview,
October 19, 2017).
Calvin Hamilton’s plan was followed haphazardly,
and the vision of the Centers Concept began to fade in
public awareness. City Council President Pat Russell
recommended replacing Hamilton in 1985 (Clifford,
1985a). Los Angeles Mayor Tom Bradley agreed.
Bradley suggested that Hamilton had been “a great
visionary,” but the city needed “someone with a more
down-to-earth, practical style” (Clifford, 1985b,
p. OC13).
Political, economic, and ideological differences over
development were at the heart of the mayor’s decision

to replace the planning director. The mayor distanced
himself from the Centers Concept as the 1970s—a decade
of sluggish economic growth—ended. The mayor leaned
toward stimulating new development, especially downtown. The physical form of downtown Los Angeles came
to symbolize this shift in the city’s growth policy according to contemporary commentators (Boyarsky, 1985).
The Community Redevelopment Agency (CRA) and
downtown business interests championed high-rise construction and ignored Hamilton’s worries about the resulting congestion. The CRA won the battle for the
downtown with Mayor Bradley’s support.

Lynch and Downtown Los Angeles
The response to the general plan had been tepid
from citizens. It was passionately opposed by the city’s
downtown interests, who were struggling to hold the
center against the centripetal forces of Los Angeles’s
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Figure 3. General plan cover image. Based on community input, the
idea of creating centers became the planning department’s guiding concept for the Los Angeles (CA) general plan. On the plan’s cover, downtown Los Angeles was pictured as a red dot, possibly signifying its
importance; however, the plan’s text acknowledged the downtown as
simply one node among many.
Source: Los Angeles City Planning Department, 1971. # City of Los
Angeles. Reproduced by permission of City of Los Angeles. Permission
to reuse must be obtained from the original rightsholder.

polycentric urban form. The Centers Concept, a regional
and citywide vision, offered only a limited role for
downtown Los Angeles as simply as one center in a city
of multiple centers. Hamilton felt the intent of the
general plan was “not to have this tremendous development just in the downtown area, but to enable people to
have jobs over practically the whole city” (Hamilton,
1995, p. 183).
City leaders had for many years recognized that the
dispersed growth of Los Angeles had a negative effect on
its core. The planning department acknowledged as early
as 1962 that the city’s center was in a “state of decline”
(The Los Angeles Central City Committee and the Los
Angeles City Planning Department, 1962, p. 3). The
value of land increased dramatically in other parts of Los
Angeles, but the central city area showed a 31% decline in
total assessed value between 1931 and 1960. The share of
property value accounted for by the downtown area
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declined from 12% in 1930 to just 5% in 1960 (The
Los Angeles Central City Committee and the Los
Angeles City Planning Department, 1962, p. 3).
This is the Los Angeles Lynch described in The
Image of the City. As seen in Figure 4, the visual form
of downtown Los Angeles seen by experts in the field
lacked strong “imageability.” It failed to evoke “a
strong image in any given observer” (Lynch, 1960,
p. 9). The map shows large portions of the area as
unremarkable. Lynch noted, “It would be hard to distinguish [Los Angeles] from the center of many U.S.
cities. There is the same piling up of blank office structures, the same ubiquity of traffic ways and parking
lots.” Downtown Los Angeles was “set in a vacuum”
(Lynch, 1960, p. 5). And although it may have been
“heavily charged with meaning and activity,” its image
was “less sharp” than other cities described in The
Image of the City.
Though Lynch spoke of an absence of imageability, downtown business leaders were concerned with
the more prosaic loss of revenue and security. The
planning department initiated the central business district community planning process and selected a committee of local businessmen to guide the plan’s
preparation while Concept Los Angeles and the larger
city vision was pending formal adoption (Hamilton,
1995). The Committee for Central City Planning,
Inc., hired the Philadelphia (PA) firm of Wallace
McHarg Roberts & Todd (WMRT) to complete
the plan.
Donald Brackenbush was a recent graduate of the
University of Pennsylvania when he became the head of
the Los Angeles office of WMRT. He noted that by the
early 1970s, the
downtown vision was driven by a concern for the
safety of employees … . The owners in downtown
got together and said, “Oh my god, it’s a tragic
place, it’s dangerous, it isn’t good for any of us
who own land here. We can’t tell where it’s
going.” (Donald Brackenbush, personal interview,
September 28, 2017)
The WMRT report was published in 1972 and
called for $2 billion investment in the downtown. It was
referred to locally as the “Silver Book” because of its silver-gray cover. The plan’s recommendations would
make the area “attractive and full of activity around the
clock. More people will live there, visit, make money,
spend it, and even like it” (Pastier, 1972, p. F3). John
Pastier, architectural critic for the Los Angeles Times,
wrote that the plan “steps on no powerful toes, public or
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Figure 4. An aggregated cognitive map of downtown Los Angeles (CA) from The Image of the City, which was displayed horizontally. It has been
reoriented here to acknowledge the way that Angelenos understand the geography of the downtown area with the Harbor (Interstate 110) and
Hollywood (Interstate 101) freeways serving as the western and northern edges of the area. In Lynch’s analysis, the civic center emerges as the area’s
strongest district. Bunker Hill, Chinatown, and the industrial areas of the downtown are less distinct districts. Activity is concentrated around the
nodes of Pershing Square and the Plaza. Seventh Street and Broadway serve downtown shoppers. Major landmarks include the Los Angeles City
Hall, Union Station, the Biltmore Hotel, Bullocks Department Store, the Statler Hotel, and the Atlantic Richfield building.
Source: Lynch, Kevin, The Image of the City, Figure 14, p. 33. # 1960 Massachusetts Institute of Technology, reprinted by permission of The
MIT Press.

private, suggests a wide choice of methods for achieving
its proposals and has built-in business and government
support” (Pastier, 1972, p. F3). Pastier (1972) also
noted, however, that the plan relied rather too “heavily
on urban renewal procedures in hopes of gaining state
and federal funding, as well as extraordinary powers”
(p. F3). The WMRT plan suggested consolidating small
land parcels and street blocks through eminent domain
and favored “big projects developed by big organizations” (Pastier, 1972, p. F3). Pastier described the
plan’s exuberance as “frosting on a moldy cake” (p. F3).
He found the anticipated growth projection excessive

and the plan too focused on new office space, hotels, and
luxury living.
Pastier specifically noted that the plan failed to
provide enough low- to moderate-income housing.
The plan recommended 7,000 housing units in a new residential community called South Park. Approximately
83% of this housing, however, would be for high-income
earners (for a review of urban design efforts in South Park,
see Linovski, 2017).
The WMRT proposal became the basis for the
downtown community plan and was formally adopted
by the city council in 1974 despite these concerns.
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The council and mayor approved the CRA’s Central
Business District Redevelopment Project the following
year. The CRA project—providing for generally undifferentiated land uses—served as the implementation tool
for the newly approved community plan. The project
was the agency’s largest in terms of physical size and
budget, with more than 1,549 acres downtown, or about
255 blocks. The redevelopment agency would have
almost total control of downtown development for close
to 40 years. As Donald Brackenbush noted, “I wouldn’t
say [downtown] had no leaders, but it didn’t have any
folks that we thought would sustain the 20 years that is
necessary to get things started or rolling. All we had to
rely on was the [Community] Redevelopment Agency”
(personal interview, September 28, 2017). The CRA’s
initial approach to downtown development concentrated
on the Bunker Hill area and was opportunistic elsewhere,
driven largely by real estate interests.
The CRA initiated an effort to develop a strategic
plan for the downtown two decades after the Silver
Book. A citizen committee of more than 50 downtown
stakeholders oversaw the plan preparation. The committee was co-chaired by Robert Harris, then dean of the
University of Southern California’s School of
Architecture and a long-time downtown resident. The
consultants for the plan were the new urbanist firms of
Moules and Polyzoides and Duany Plater-Zyberk. The
Downtown Strategic Plan, published in 1993, formalized
the functional districts of the downtown, identifying
several catalytic projects that would have transformative
effects on the area. The plan also included an urban
design scheme comprising a system of paths connecting
multiple public spaces that served as nodes. The path
system relied on avenidas, boulevards, and smaller
paseos, connecting major projects, in the manner of the
covered passages of Paris.
Lynch was not directly involved in this effort, but
Robert Harris and Stefanos Polyzoides acknowledge the
influence of his ideas in their imaginings of the area
(Robert Harris, personal interview, September 17, 2017;
Stefanos Polyzoides, personal interview, April 2, 2018).
Polyzoides suggests that Harris’s oversight of the project
nudged the consulting team to articulate the future design
of the downtown using Lynch’s nomenclature of imageable form—hence the paseos, parks, and districts—as the
organizing theme for the plan (personal interview, April
2, 2018).
Lynch’s ideas had an influence on all downtown consultants and planners. His approach suffused their work
and his typology shaped their design thinking. Con
Howe, director of the Los Angeles City Planning
Department from 1992 to 2005, finds Lynch’s influence
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indirect, but vital: “You can’t say he recommended X,
and X was done. But I certainly think he got a whole
generation of planners thinking” (personal interview,
March 30, 2018). Robert Harris suggests,
Knowing about Lynch was just something you
did … . When I came to Los Angeles in 1981, I
was interested in what was happening in cities and
I thought he was especially interesting to look at
for a number of reasons. I read all of his stuff.
(personal interview, September 17, 2017)
John Spalding, a downtown planner with the CRA
during the 1970s, suggested that Lynch
… did influence us because his ideas of paths,
nodes, his idea of districts … were played out in
the review of our projects … . A project came in
and you would look at it using some of the
structure that Kevin Lynch had laid out. Is it on
a path? Is it a node? Or should it be a node? Or
should it contribute to the path rather than the
node, or does it take away from the node down the
street? (personal interview, September 25, 2017)
Lynch’s ideas, however, were not simply used as a
formula of interchangeable parts. Spalding, when pressed
to discuss specific effects of Lynch’s contribution, says
that Lynch’s ideas were always on their minds: “It was in
the water … . It was not a particular formula, it was
something you used all the time” (personal interview,
September 25, 2017). Bob Dannenbrink agrees and suggests that Lynch provided an
urban anatomy … . For me it kind of comes as
second nature. It’s not like I have a checklist in
front of me saying, “Well, I got to lay out districts,
I got to lay out pathways, landmarks, and nodes.” I
just do it automatically. (personal interview,
October 19, 2017)
Table 2 provides a review of the six major plans discussed with the interviewees. The interviews revealed
Lynch’s direct input on plans such as the Concepts for Los
Angeles (1967), the Concept for the Los Angeles General
Plan (1970), and the Visual Environment of Los Angeles
report (1971). Lynch’s influence was more indirect on
the Silver Book (1972), Downtown Strategic Plan (1993),
and General Plan Framework (1996). The plan’s authors
were influenced by Lynch’s ideas through their education and training. Those ideas endured in the resulting documents.
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Table 2. A review of the six major Los Angeles (CA) plans discussed with interviewees. The interviews revealed both the direct and indirect
input of Lynch on plans. His ideas suffused all of the planning documents.
Publication
date
1967

Plan
Concepts for Los Angeles

Author
Los Angeles City
Planning Department

1970

The Concept for the General
Plan (Centers Concept)

Los Angeles City
Planning Department

 Recommended that
Greater Los Angeles be
developed around highintensity nodes
 48 centers identified, 29
within the City of
Los Angeles
 Centers included a quarter-mile core of activities
linked by public transit
and a network of
open space

1971

The Visual Environment of
Los Angeles

Los Angeles City
Planning Department

 Looked at the visual form
of Los Angeles and possible urban form options
related to alternative general plan concepts; also
summarized the citizen
participation program
that led to the creation of
the Centers Concept

1972

Central City Los Angeles
1972/1990: Preliminary
General Development Plan
(Silver Book)

Wallace McHarg Roberts &
Todd for the Committee for
Central City Planning, Inc.

 Downtown plan focused
on favored “big projects
developed by big organizations” (Pastier, 1972,
p. F3)
 Oriented to large commercial stakeholders in
the downtown

Indirect
 Influence of his writings
on the plan’s creators
 Reliance on
Lynch’s typology

1993

Downtown Strategic Plan

City of Los Angeles
Community
Redevelopment Agency

 Recommended catalytic
projects linked by walkable pathways

1996

General Plan Framework

Los Angeles City
Planning Department

 Superseded the
Centers Concept

Indirect
 Influence of his writings
on the plan’s creators
 Extensive public engagement and reliance on
Lynch’s typology
Limited and indirect
 Influence of his writings
on the plan’s creators

Los Angeles’s Downtown, Then
and Now
We asked interviewees to draw their current mental maps of the downtown to guide their memory of
planning outcomes in the area. This aggregated image

Key elements
 Proposed four alternatives
for development in
Los Angeles
 Reported information
gathered through surveys
and citizen-generated maps

Lynch’s influence
Direct
 Lynch worked with planners to craft interview
questions for the image
study and reviewed
plan drafts
Direct
 The plan was based on
citizen input guided
by Lynch
 The focus on nodes and
pathways closely resembles Lynch’s typology
 “The Centers Plan is the
closest thing we have to
[Lynch] on a municipal
basis” (Don Spivack, personal interview,
September 19, 2017)
Direct
 Lynch crafted interview
questions for the image
study and reviewed and
commented on the report

map, shown in Figure 5, corresponds to Lynch’s experts’
vision from The Image of the City. The map of Los
Angeles’s downtown today shows that the Harbor and
Hollywood freeways continue to define the area’s edges.
The downtown today is strongly bounded on the south
by the Santa Monica (Interstate 10) freeway, unlike the
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Figure 5. An aggregated cognitive map of Los Angeles’s (CA) downtown today based on the drawings and discussions of the interviewees. The
Harbor and Hollywood freeways continue to define the area’s edges. The downtown on the south is now strongly bounded by the Santa Monica
(Interstate 10) freeway. Broadway remains the area’s primary path, paralleled by Grand Avenue and Hope Street. Major landmarks include the Los
Angeles City Hall and the LA Live Entertainment zone. The most significant difference from Lynch’s map of the 1960s is the emergence of multiple
districts. The Civic Center district has been joined by Little Tokyo, Bunker Hill, Historic Core, South Park, and others.

older vision. Much of the southern half of the downtown was light industrial in 1960, a land use pattern
that continued beyond the central core. There was no
strong sense of a southern boundary to the downtown
because most observers did not consider this large,
undifferentiated industrial district part of the central
business district.
Broadway, as in The Image of the City, remains one of
the primary paths in downtown Los Angeles. Its significance is lessened, however, by the emergence of new path
elements, including Grand Avenue, which runs along the
top of Bunker Hill, and Hope Street in the South Park
area. The major landmarks of today include the Los
Angeles City Hall and the new LA Live Entertainment
zone. It is interesting that our experts did not mention
either Frank Gehry’s iconic Disney Hall or Rafael
Moneo’s Los Angeles Cathedral; they also did not mention any other significant architectural elements.
The most significant difference from Lynch’s map of
the 1960s is the emergence of multiple districts in downtown Los Angeles. Little Tokyo, Bunker Hill, Historic
Core, South Park, Skid Row, and the Fashion District are

now clearly identifiable in addition to the Civic Center
area, which was a feature of the earlier map. These districts now have become one of the primary features of
the downtown. Bryan Eck, a planner overseeing the
downtown community plan today, sees the districts as
something the planning department wants to reinforce.
“We’ve tried to share the unique characteristics of all the
districts and neighborhoods in the downtown. [We are]
making sure that South Park is distinct from
Chinatown, or the Art District from Skid Row, and that
it’s not a monolith” (Bryan Eck, personal interview,
March 9, 2018).
Districts are an indication of another change to the
downtown: an emerging residential base. A University of
Southern California study conducted in the 1970s showed
that the downtown residential population declined from
62,494 in 1950 to 17,973 in 1970 (Burleigh, 1974). A
survey conducted by Wallace, McHarg, Roberts, and
Todd in 1970 identified fewer than 10,000 residents living
in downtown Los Angeles. Much of the population loss
was due to the demolition of the old Bunker Hill neighborhood and its housing stock. By 2014 the trend had
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been reversed. According to the Central City Association,
the number of residents in downtown Los Angeles is now
closer to 65,000, with a forecasted population of 200,000
by 2040 (Donald Brackenbush, personal interview,
September 28, 2017; Bryan Eck, personal interview,
March 9, 2018).

Reflecting on Lynch’s Legacy in
Los Angeles
Lynch’s contribution to planning in Los Angeles
occurred at both the city and district scales, first as a
consultant for the general plan and the visual studies
that led to its creation, and second in inspiring the work
of planners tasked with remaking the city’s downtown.
Lynch shaped the methodology for obtaining citizens’
response to their city; as a result, the 1960s general plan
is paradigmatic Lynch. Don Spivack of the CRA suggests, “The Centers Plan is the closest thing we have to
[Lynch] on a municipal basis” (personal interview,
September 19, 2017). Spivack also notes, however, that
this grand vision “got very short shrift with most people.
People like Cal [Hamilton], they are grand visionaries
and they make these wonderful drawings, and nobody
listens to them and that’s it” (personal interview,
September 19, 2017).
Calvin Hamilton was unable to steer the Centers
Concept through Los Angeles’s political minefields, but
it is unfair to suggest that Lynch was unaware of the
challenges in applying his work. Lynch praised the
Concepts for Los Angeles report in a letter thanking Bob
Dannenbrink for a copy. He described the plan as
“handsome,” noting that it provided a “very clear presentation and an intelligent discussion of consequences”
(Kevin Lynch to Robert Dannenbrink, personal communication, March 11, 1968). Lynch’s enthusiasm for
the report, however, was tempered. He expressed a
“worry that it somewhat slides over what can and cannot
be controlled, i.e., the problems of political fragmentation, or those of actually carrying out massive shifts in
living habits” (Kevin Lynch to Robert Dannenbrink,
personal communication, March 11, 1968, p. 1). Lynch
was clearly mindful of the challenges of implementing a
plan that was regional in scope covering multiple jurisdictions within the fragmented political space of metropolitan Los Angeles.
Today it is impossible to attribute the evolving
physical form of Los Angeles to Lynch. His influence on
the city did not leave a permanent imprint in the way
that Pierre L’Enfant’s concept of Washington (DC),
Daniel Burnham’s vision for Chicago (IL), or Frederick

Law Olmsted’s Central Park in New York (NY) shaped
those cities. These projects evolved from the grand tradition of Platonic urban design, in which public perception
or preference was not considered. Lynch’s philosophy
stands in opposition to this style of authoritarian design.
He believed in an Aristotelian vision of pluralism, discourse, and public engagement (Banerjee, 2014). Lynch
did not offer concrete and reproducible design solutions
like form-based codes or other templates. That was not his
style, and this liminality may have frustrated some practitioners (Banerjee & Southworth, 1994).
Through interviews and archival research, we can,
however, see the effects of Lynch’s thinking in the
empowerment of Los Angeles’s citizens and in the worldviews of local planners and urban designers. Lynch’s ideas
about the public image of the city inspired local planners
to strengthen the city’s planning outcomes by bringing
new voices into the process.
In the past 60 years, Los Angeles, and especially
downtown Los Angeles, has changed dramatically. Once
the icon of urban sprawl, the city has developed a central
core that is a vibrant, if contested, global hub. Today the
public realm is dominated by major private investments
facilitated by the CRA’s development disposition agreements (Loukaitou-Sideris & Banerjee, 1998). The initial
process was steeped in Lynch’s arguments for a bottom-up
approach, even if the outcome is less than ideal.
Lynch visited Los Angeles for the last time a few
weeks before his death to receive the prestigious Tugwell
Prize, awarded by the University of Southern California’s
School of Urban Studies and Planning. The prize recognized Lynch’s legacy in Southern California and his outstanding contribution to planning practice globally.
Lynch, toward the end of his career, expressed disappointment in the way his methodology was misinterpreted and
misused in plans. We have found that Lynch was perhaps
too critical of himself and of the practitioners who used
his work. Planners and urban designers in Los Angeles
were inspired by his ideas and were able to use at least
some of his vision to navigate the thicket of the planning process.
Notes
1. After retirement, Kevin Lynch became a founding partner of Carr
Lynch Associates based in Cambridge (MA).
2. California State Bill 65860, passed in 1974, required zoning
ordinances to comply with a city’s general plan. In 1986, Proposition
U reduced by one-half the allowable size of new buildings on
approximately 70% of commercial and industrial property in Los
Angeles. The proposition was initiated by the city’s Westside and
Valley councilmen Zev Yaroslavsky and Marvin Braude.
3. The City of Los Angeles’s former planning director Con Howe
explains, “Voters thought they were cutting down high-rise office

Drake Reitan and Banerjee: Kevin Lynch in Los Angeles

buildings, but they were also cutting in half the residential capacity
for those same ‘commercial’ properties” (Con Howe, personal
interview, March 30, 2018).
4. Tax increment financing refers to a process of paying for
redevelopment activity with anticipated increased property or other
tax revenues from the redevelopment project itself. Tax increment
financing gained political acceptability in the early 1950s in
California because it required no new taxes (see Lefcoe &
Swenson, 2014).
5. The most recent map of Los Angeles’s transit system, which now
connects 21 cities with 91 stations, approximately mirrors the Centers
Concept plan.
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