Two museum unveilings bring a flood of mosan
masterworks to Los Angeles. How will ¢l this exciic
ment affect the art scene? Share an insicier’s view.
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By Hunter Drohojowska
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n a town where SoHo ineans South of
Hollywood, where coliectsrs include
Steve Martin and Cheech aud Chong
and the hottest nightspotis o
Mexican restaurant decorated wi
black velvet paintings calied kel
ca’s, can an art community hope 1o t.
taken seriously? Can a snowball survive in
hell? Can we talk?

Sure, Los Angeles is the only city in Ameri-
ca to open two museums for contemporary
art just weeks apart. The L.A. County Muse-
um of Art (LACMA) opened its 52-foot high
portal to its new Robert O. Anderson Build-
ing in November. This month, the eagerly
awaited Museum of Contemporary Art
(MOCA) will be trying to prove that its stun-
ning, if controversial, Arata Isozaki building
really is complementary to contemporary art.
But you know about great expectations. Af-
ter people stop cheerleading about L.A.’s re-
naissance and the two

umong the great 20th-century works on
view in Los Angeles’ new contemporary
art museums for the first time (clockwise from top,
left): Georges Braque's Still Life With Violin, 1914;
Willem de Kooning's Pink Lady, 1944; Frank Stel-
la's St. Michael’s Counterpane, 1984; Emst Ludwig
Kirchner's Two Women, circa 1911-22; James Ro-
senquist’s A Lot To Like, 1962.

museums settle down
to business as usual,
what benefit will there
really be for the city’s
artists?

Primarily, it will be
in the art itself, the
growing permanent

“Shopping sprees by the museums

collections of modern

and their
trustees have
attracted
major )
attention &
from New York N
dealers, who have
rushed to

become bicoastal.”
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and contemporary art.
Historically, L.A.’s greatest limitation as an
art center has been the information void. The
city’s artists (and collectors!) are familiar
with art history through slides and reproduc-
tions, but few have had deep contact with
the original paintings and sculptures.
The best L.A. artists have turned
such isolation to their advantage
P’ and developed an independent tal-
ent, whether it be the phenomenolog-
ical art of Robert Irwin, the painting
of Richard Diebenkorn or the sculp-
ture of Robert Therrien.
Others have turned media de-
pendency to their advantage,
% and come up with sophisticat-
ed statements despite work-
ing in a cultural vacuum. Ed
Ruscha, Alexis Smith and
John Baldessari all create art
/ thatis undeniably drawn from
L.A. culture. Perhaps because
they are inspired by mass media,
their work transcends its roots. All
of these artists (CONTINUED ON PAGE 98)
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are exceptions to the general rule that New
York galleries don’t represent L.A. artists.
But a larger number of the city’s artists, as
well as some curators and critics, are handi-
capped by being so removed from the interna-
tional art scene. Instead of honing their criti-
cal faculties, too many embrace provincialism
as protection against the hostility of the
truth. The flinty fact is that L.A. is still run-
ning a distant second. But to avoid admitting
that distasteful insight, the loyalists grand-
stand. It’s called being “positive.” Negative
energy brings down these Angelenos.
‘“Access to more contemporary art in the
museums is likely to make a young artist
more courageous in going on with what he or
she might do,” notes John Baldessari. “On
the other hand, there has to be something
more to contemporary art than putting it up
and buying it. Some dialogue has to ensue.
| Otherwise you just get sort of wide-eyed and
uncritical adulation every time you see a piece
of modern art and a lot will get by that
shouldn’t.”

What will remove the blinders of provin-
cialism? Art. The real and right stuff that
hopefully will be included in the permanent
collections of these two expansive and acquis-
itive museums. Staid LACMA, rarely promot-
ing anyone riskier than good old Robert
Motherwell, has recently made some surpris-
ingly daring additions, including Nam June
Paik’s video installation of 84 monitors called
“Video Flag z”; a monumental sculpture by
German neo-expressionist Anselm Kiefer;
major paintings by Robert Morris, Neil Jen-
ney and Roy Lichtenstein as well as modern
works by Braque, Kandinsky, Lissitzky, Ar-
chipenko and more.

MoCA, the youngster, already has the core
of an enviable contemporary collection in the
stellar Rauschenbergs, Oldenburgs, Lichten-
steins, Rothkos, Klines and other pieces pur-
chased from Italian trustee Count Giuseppe
Panza di Biumo and his wife, Giovanna.
These holdings dovetail neatly with the as-
tutely chosen minimalist and late abstract art
from the '70s and '80s bequeathed by collec-
tor Barry Lowen, with important works by
Kelly, Marden, Stella, Twombly, Judd, Sha-
piro, Salle and others.

MoCA'’s opening show will include gifts of
paintings and sculpture by such international
figures as Kiefer, Kelly, Flavin, di Suvero
and Nevelson. (The rumored gift of Jackson
Pollock’s “Number 1" (1949) from the collec-
tion of Taft and Rita Schreiber has set muse-
um directors around the world drooling.)

Glimpses of such goods might be enough to
educate the recalcitrant L.A. artists—the “If
I feel, it's real” school of mushy painting—
out of their ranks in the derriere garde.

L.A. Art Explosion

In retrospect, the exponential increase of art
activity in all corners of L.A. began with Mo-
CA's first stirrings in 1980. It has heated up
so much the town may lose its laid-back repu-
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tation. Shopping sprees nv the muss :ms @i
their generous trustees : ve attracies maio-
attention from New Yorl dealers, who ha i
rushed to become bicc: «ial. Michael Kohw
Penelope Milford of Pie o Electric and Irvir -
Blum smelled the taint=: millions of film
guls and real estate shar s and began impar-
ing the established high culture of the Fos

Coast to this deprived citv.

L.A. dealers, freaked by the competitio:
also started staging shows of New York art,
all the while dissembling that one should st=p
thinking about the geographical statistics
and concentrate on the aesthetics. (This ‘s =
little disingenuous since these dealers are
generally unreceptive to the interests of L. A.
artists.) The “positive” side of this sad tale
comes back to the art. At least this city’s art-
ists will be able to see the New York activity
firsthand, not as a miniature in the back of
Artforum.

The hottest news is that the Lannan Foun-
dation, formed by late art collector and for-
mer ITT director J. Patrick Lannan, has de-
cided to headquarter its national operation in
Los Angeles. In October, announcement was
made of the move, which involves a $100 mil-
lion trust to support contemporary visual a:t
in the U.S. Like the presence of the J. Paul
Getty Trust, it’s another endorsement of
L.A.'s emergence as an art center.

The city’s reputation as the trendiest of cit-
ies has finally paid off too, for the latest ob-
session—after the search for the best goat-
cheese pizza—is buying art. Every story
published about the new museums seems to
spawn another buyer. Classes in collecting
flourish at the universities. Private buyers,
dealers, even artists, are showing up in mov-
ies ranging from Beverly Hills Cop to Legal
Eagles.

Whil> many L.A. collectors feel they want
to support their local artists with cash, ironi-
cally, some of the wealthiest will buy only in
or from New York. Some of them cite the
sluggish market for L.A. art, where prices
rarely if ever soar and resale is a problem.
Others are simply insecure and need the New
York imprimatur, the Big Apple Seal of Ap-
proval. Dealer Rosamund Felsen, who repre-
sents some of the most sophisticated of L.A.’s
new breed of artists, cautions: “People who
buy New York art from L.A. galleries run the
risk of forming a second-rate collection. New
York galleries aren’t going to send their best
things to L.A.... Thinking collectors here
would rather have first-rate L.A. art than sec-
ond-rate New York art.”

Significantly, the new museums are provid-
ing some leadership in purchasing work by
L.A. artists. At present, MoCA's only acquisi-
tion fund is a $250,000 grant from El Paso
Natural Gas Co., allocated exclusively for
work by emerging California artists. MoCA
bought Alexis Smith's Asphalt Jungle and
within the year plans to purchase pieces by
Angelenos Jill Giegerich, Lari Pittman, Steve
Prina, Peter Shelton, (CONTINUED ON PAGE 204)
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