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Back home in London I use my bike to get around. When I travel, I mostly do so in 
Europe where I take it for granted that I can rely on public transport. I almost never 
use cabs or ride-hailing apps, and, when I visited Los Angeles, a city without 
a  decent transport network, it was difficult to get used to. I found it far from 
luxurious constantly being driven places in a private vehicle. It’s difficult to define 
the unease it gave me, but I always found that the cure for it was to travel back to 
the place I was staying on the bus or metro system, even if this meant doubling my 
journey time. Although my hosts in the city would raise their eyebrows when I told 
them I’d taken public transport, and question me about the kind of people I’d 
shared my ride with, it was consoling to be reminded that there was, after all, a 
recognisable city out there, one with a civic structure and shared amenities, and not 
just a few million isolated units circulating on endless freeways.  
 
When I needed to be driven somewhere, though, I would choose Lyft over Uber. 
Their drivers were always eager conversationalists, apparently, according to my 
hosts, because drivers only resort to Lyft when their Uber rating is too low, and 
there’s nothing that Angelenos hate more than a chatty driver. Sometimes it 
annoyed me too, but I nevertheless found that conversation, banal or not, mitigated 
the anomie of being chauffeured along fourteen lane freeways. I remember a 
particularly friendly lady who drove me from Venice to the Getty Centre, a journey 
which took us about 35 minutes in light traffic, but would have taken almost two 
hours by bus. She had never visited the Getty, but told me that some friends of hers 
recently had and said that the views up there were amazing. I asked her if they had 
anything to say about the paintings, but she shrugged. When I got up there, I saw 
why. Massaccio and Manet are all very well, but anyone who’s visited LA will 
recognise the smug pleasure of standing 900 feet above a gridlocked Sepulveda 



Boulevard, knowing you’ve avoided the worst of the traffic.  
 
The Getty is a little like the city it overlooks in that it too is built on a grid, but is 
nevertheless surprisingly disorientating. There are several axes, but none of them 
ever lead us, as in the city, to a centre. You’re taken up from ground level in a 
teetering funicular railway that plays corny inspirational muzak as though you’re on 
your way to some kind of art mall. When you arrive, you’re led to the visitor centre 
where they give you a fold-out paper map before shunting you back out into the 
museum’s central courtyard, around which the pavilions housing the galleries are 
haphazardly scattered. A fountain stands roughly in the centre, but, with the 
pavilions jutting out around it, it somehow doesn’t seem like a comfortable place to 
sit, so you move on to the next place and so on and so on.  
 
I resolved to make my way to the garden, hoping that the expansive view would 
calm my restlessness. But, when I arrived, I found that, wherever I sat, I couldn’t 
escape the enormous sunken pond at the centre of the garden that drags the 
viewer’s gaze downward, away from the city and the bay beyond and towards the 
bathetic shrubs and flowers planted around it in a descending spiral. It feels as 
though, faced with the sprawling urban mass, the garden baulks and hunkers down. 
I went back up to the main site and followed the central axis of the courtyard out 
onto a promontory overlooking the city. Obtruding into the view, however, was a 
small cactus garden which, again, you have to descend to meet.   
 
When an institution places itself at such a high remove, like a post-modern 
Parnassus, you would think that it’d have the courage to frame it, to offer up to the 
elect, who have had the patience to tolerate the traffic, a definitive perspective on 
the city below. I wanted to see LA coalesce around some prominent landmark or a 
distant vanishing point, something that could give it shape and form – something, 
at least, that wasn’t a road. But every opportunity the Getty has, it botches. True, 
there are various points de vue around the galleries. From time to time, you’ll be 
walking through darkened rooms hung with spot-lit Old Masters and you’ll turn a 
corner and find yourself squinting in a bright corridor, lit with floor-to-ceiling 
windows. Standing at a couple of these, I took photos of the chateauesque 
mansions and sleek modernist bungalows of Beverley Hills, before ducking back 
into the twilit galleries. Occasionally I emerged onto a panoramic balcony from 
which I would contemplate the snow-capped San Bernardino mountains, but each 
time I did so, I did so anxiously, provisionally, like a consumer overwhelmed by 
choice. I was always convinced that there was somewhere else, somewhere better 
that I could look from, if only I could find it.  
 
By the time I felt settled enough to read the map, I had wandered through the 
galleries, seen all the paintings and was sitting at the pick-up spot, waiting for my 
Lyft back to Venice. I shared my ride with a couple from Saratoga who were in town 
visiting their daughter who was at Law School in UCLA. ‘Such a wonderful 
collection,’ the man, who worked in computers, said. ‘And the view – oh my God. I 
could have sat in that restaurant and looked at it all day.’ As we merged onto 
Sepulveda in rush hour traffic, I rued my stinginess. If only I’d known that, for the 
price of a coffee, I might have found the best view. But then, when you’re taking 
cabs everywhere, who has the money for anything else? 
 
The little fold-out map of the Getty now sits in the top drawer of my desk, alongside 
other assorted papers and receipts that serve in lieu of souvenirs from previous 
trips. Among them is a guide to Villa Gamberaia, a Renaissance house that sits 
perched on a hilltop in Settignano with spectacular views over Florence and the 



Arno valley. I’d visited it the previous year, before my trip to LA had prompted me 
finally to get a smartphone and so, unlike the Getty, I had no photos to remind me 
of it, only the map and the memory of its tight formal garden with the towering 
cyprus hedges blocking the vista from the visitor’s gaze. 
 
Gamberaia is built along a rigid central axis which leads through a parterred garden 
to a portal cut in the wall of cyprus, blue with the unseen distance that lies beyond. 
The gravel in the parterres were replaced long ago with water so that, even if you 
wanted to step off the path, you couldn’t. As you advance toward the portal, your 
step is disciplined by box, tightly cut into low rectangular hedges, graced at regular 
intervals with geometrical shapes – pyramids and spheres. Step by step, the portal 
begins to reveal the view. You see fragments of sky, snatched outlines of the 
Apennines beyond, maybe an olive tree or two. The spires of Florence are nowhere 
to be seen – they lie off somewhere to the right, huddled around Brunelleschi’s 
dome. Whatever this formal drama is leading to, it’s not that. Before the climax is 
revealed, however, your passage is teasingly impeded by a square pool of water. 
You walk around it, turn through the portal and then, suddenly, the wall of cyprus 
falls away.  
 
I wonder if the Getty had had the courage to manipulate the visitor’s approach like 
this, to flirt with their desire for control and their desire to be controlled, the final 
encounter with the city would have been more satisfying. Perhaps if they too 
obscured the view with walls or hedges, allowing access to it via a single, narrow 
gateway, I would have spent less time anxiously wandering and more time in awe. 
But then, that might do a disservice to the genius of the place. How, after all, can 
you gain any definitive perspective over a city with no centre? What other instincts 
could such a view inspire other than the frantic desire to take it in from as many 
different angles as possible, or to flee, terrified, to the solace of sunken gardens and 
cactus patches?   
 

 


