
Geography 156
Metropolitan Los Angeles: Nature in the City

Summer, 2009
UCLA

Instructor: Nicholas Bauch
Email: nbbauch@ucla.edu
Lecture meeting times: T & R, 9:00-11:00; 169 Humanities
Office hours: T & R, 11:15-12:15
Office: A-185 Bunche Hall

Course Description and Objectives
One of the core contributions of geographical study is to understand, explain, and 
describe how the thoughts and actions of human groups interact with the biophysical 
processes of the earth’s surface.  Contrary to popular belief, the Los Angeles 
metropolitan region is one of the best places to study this basic interaction.  Topics of 
environmental justice, natural disasters, nature-as-healer, and representations of nature 
are all part of the geography and history of nature in L.A.  Through lectures and readings 
we will lay the groundwork for a way of seeing Los Angeles that will challenge our 
understandings of the natural world, what it means to us, and how we might act as global 
citizens in a global city in the 21st century in light of this new understanding of nature in 
the city.  Aside from the lectures and readings, most of the work for this course will 
involve going out into the city, reporting back on what you’ve discovered, and telling us 
about your version of “nature in the city.”

Requirements
Attendance. Attendance is required at every lecture AND the field trip on Tuesday, 
August 11 from 8:30-2:00.  Please re-arrange your calendars for this date.  I will take 
attendance at every meeting.  You are allowed to miss one lecture (but not the field trip). 
I make no distinction between an “excused” and an “unexcused” absence.  So, if you 
know you will be gone, or if you think you might be sick, etc, I suggest that you save 
your one absence for that day.

Readings. For most lectures there is a reading assignment.  You are required to have that 
article and/or book chapter read before that class period starts.  There are three 
unannounced pop quizzes throughout the course on the reading for that day.  Readings 
will be available on the class web page.

Complementary Projects
Choose any two of the project ideas listed below.  The first one is due on Tuesday, 
August 18 at the beginning of class.  The second one is due on Tuesday, September 1 at 
the beginning of class.  More detailed instructions will be distributed for each project.  If 
you have another idea for a complementary project please contact the instructor.  The 
write-up for each complementary project must be between 1,000-1,200 words, and must 
use in-text citations that cite scholarly sources.
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Final Project
Working in pairs, students create and follow a thematic tour route of the L.A. 
metropolitan region.  When combined, the stops on the tour contribute to our 
understanding of nature in L.A.  Students identify a theme for the tour based on ideas 
from lecture and readings.  Examples could range from “pets,” to “water,” to “parks,” to 
“smog testing stations,” to “farmer’s markets,” or anything that is relevant.  Think 
creatively!  Two products are required:

1) An interactive online map.  Students use Google maps to pinpoint and textually 
narrate the tour.  There must be at least six tour stops related to your theme 
covering at least three neighborhoods.  The geographical and historical relevance 
of each stop is narrated in the Google map bubble window.  These narrations 
require library and Internet research.  They must be at least 300 words each, and 
each must use a combination of scholarly and popular sources, to be cited within 
each bubble.  The URL link to the Google map must be emailed to the instructor 
no later than Thursday, September 10.

2) A Pecha Kucha style presentation in the last two days of class.  This presentation 
format will be described and demonstrated.  Before the presentation the pair of 
students goes out into the city and follows their own pre-made tour route on 
bicycle, bus, foot, or car.  The pair photographs each stop profusely, clearly, and 
artistically.  These original images are fodder for the presentation.  Your power 
point files must be emailed to the instructor by Sunday, September 6.

Points Breakdown (250 total)
Final Project – 100
Complementary project # 1 – 50
Complementary project # 2 – 50
Three reading pop quizzes – 10 each
Participation/attendance – 20 (each absence over the free one is minus 10 points)

Complementary Project Options

• Los Angeles Urban Rangers – Field Trip – Malibu Public Beach Safari
• Los Angeles Forum for Architecture and Urban Design / Field Trip / Port of Long 

Beach
• Los Angeles Times – Online Environment Section Analysis
• Sunset Boulevard bus trip between Westwood and Downtown and back
• Westwood Walkabout with architect Rick Miller
• Visit to the Los Angeles Zoo and the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles 

County
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Lecture Schedule
Tuesday, August 4
Introduction to Los Angeles and the format of the course

Thursday, August 6
Topic: What is nature?
Reading: Price, Jenny. 2006. Thirteen Ways of Seeing Nature in L.A. The Believer, April.

Tuesday, August 11
Tour of the L.A. River with Jenny Price
Meet at UCLA at 8:30, return at 2:00
Readings: Fletcher, David. 2008. Flood Control Freakology: Los Angeles River 

watershed. In The Infrastructural City: Networked ecologies in Los 
Angeles, edited by K. Varnelis. Barcelona: Actar.

And
Roraback, Dick. 1985-86. Series of articles about a trip up the Los Angeles River. 

Los Angeles Times, Oct. 20 - Jan. 30.

Thursday, August 13
Topic: Mudslides & Architecture
Reading: McPhee, John. 2005. Los Angeles Against the Mountains. In Land of Sunshine:  

An environmental history of metropolitan Los Angeles, edited by W. 
Deverell and G. Hise. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Tuesday, August 18
Topic: Doing Fieldwork
Reading: Calvino, Italo. 1972. Inivisible Cities. Translated by W. Weaver. New York: 

Harcourt.
And

Baker, Molly. 2009. A Focus on Storytelling. The Wall Street Journal, April 20, 
R7.

And
Tuan, Yi-Fu. 2001. Life as a Field Trip. The Geographical Review 91:41-45.

Thursday, August 20
Viewing of “Chinatown,” directed by Roman Polanski, 1974. USA. 131 min.
Reading: Fulton, William. 1997. The Reluctant Metropolis: The politics of urban growth 

in Los Angeles. Point Arena, CA: Solano Press.  Chapter 4: “Redefining 
Chinatown.”
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Tuesday, August 25
Topic: The “L.A. School” & Public Space
Readings: Davidson, Ronald, and J. Nicholas Entrikin. 2006. The Los Angeles Coast as a 

Public Space. The Geographical Review 95 (4):578-593.
And

Soja, E.W. 1986. Taking Los Angeles Apart: Some fragments of a critical human 
geography. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 4:255-272.

Thursday, August 27
Topic: Transportation
Readings: Banham, Reyner. 1971. Los Angeles: The architecture of four ecologies. 

Berkeley: University of California Press.  Chapter 11: “Autopia.”
And

Gottlieb, Robert. 2007. Reinventing Los Angeles: Nature and community in the 
global city. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  Chapter 5: “Cars and Freeways 
in the City.”

Discussion: What is the solution for L.A.’s transportation problem?

Tuesday, September 1
Topic: Urban Animals
Reading: Tuan, Yi-Fu. 1984. Dominance and Affection: The making of pets. New Haven: 

Yale University Press.  Chapter 6: “Animal Pets: Cruelty and affection.”
And

Anderson, Kay. 1995. Culture and Nature at the Adelaide Zoo: At the frontiers of 
'human' geography. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 
20 (3):275-294.

Thursday, September 3
Topic: Los Angeles and Natural Disasters
Reading: Davis, Mike. 1995. Los Angeles After the Storm: The dialectic of ordinary 

disaster. Antipode 27 (3):221-241.

Final Presentations
Tuesday, September 8
Pecha Kucha # 1

Thursday, September 10
Pecha Kucha # 2
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