The Artists Who Matter:
L.A.’s New Scene Makes History

If L.A. Continues to Demonstrate its Faith, the Art Scene will have Arrived at Last

by Hunter Drohojowska
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ROGER HERMAN LOOKED AT ME IN-
credulously and said, “‘Amotber article on the
emerging Los Angeles art scene! That's just like
this town. You emerge for five years and then
what happens? Maybe no one will want to have
anything to do with you.”

Herman is a German artist, painting in a Neo-
Expressionist style, whose work has garnered
plenty of attention as interest swells in Los
Angeles’ burgeoning art scene. It all seemed too
good to be true. But Herman’s fears are un-
founded. After decades of emerging—Ilike
Atlantis rising?—La Los Angeles has arrived.
She may be a parvenu adolescent, with more
energy than tact, but there is clearly an au-
dience for her ingenuity and her cache.

Last winter, what had once seemed impossi-
ble, took place. Thousands of art-
knowledgeable New Yorkers and Europeans
trekked to mellow, sun-washed Southern
California for the much publicized openings of
two museums: the Museum of Contemporary
Art and the new addition to the L.A. County
Museum of Art. Many had only seen the city as
a backdrop for Hollywood movies and admitted
astonishment at the relentless chic and deter-
mined sophistication. They dined next to Harry
Dean Stanton at the Caribbean restaurant Cha
Cha Cha; they spotted Bette Midler at the Satur-
day night club, Power Tools.

Amidst the roiling gossip, they heard about
the Lannan Foundation, relocated in L.A. from
West Palm Beach, and ready to spend some $5
million a year on contemporary art. (J. Patrick
Lannan, Jr., President of the Board, explained
the westward move by saying that taking the
foundation to New York would have been like
“bringing coals to Newcastle.”)

At the peak of the early December celebra-
tions, it was announced that the ever ac-
quisitive J. Paul Getty trust had bought a
remarkable library of 20th century art—par-
ticularly strong in German expressionism—for
$1.8 million from lawyer and scholar, Dr.
Wilhelm F. Arntz. When considered with the

Robert Gore Rifkind library acquired by LACMA
in 1983, the purchase weirdly establishes L.A.
as the world center for the study of German Ex-
pressionist art. By mid-December, it was learn-
ed that LACMA was given Proctor Stafford’s
esteemed collection of Pre- Columbian art and
ten Impressionist and Post-Impressionist paint-
ings from the estate of Hal Wallis. Meanwhile,
MoCA repaired its strained relationship with
trustee Count Giuseppe Panza de Biumo, and
the purchase of his collection continues on
schedule.

Amidst all of this hoopla over institutions
and purchases, however, there came a special
reward—a subtle acknowledgment of L.A.’s
talented younger artists by curators, dealers
and collectors from around the world. At
MoCA’s exhibition “Individuals: A Selected
History of Contemporary Art, 1945-1986,"
they saw that L.A. artists like Alexis Smith,
Michael Kelley and Robert Therrien could hold
their own with the most innovative European
and East Coast talents, whether that meant Ger-
man painter Sigmar Polke, American concep-
tualist Robert Barry or sculptor Joel Shapiro.

Smith melds writings by sundry authors
with found objects and snippets of popular
culture in collage/paintings that send you reel-
ing among the simultaneous possibilities of fic-
tion, perception, imagination and reality. At
MoCA, her collages included eclectic quotations
from Dos Passos’ USA, from Steinbeck’s Can-
nery Row, and from Jim Morrison’s The End. A
simple wooden chair in a corner was silkscreen-
ed with the quote: All the simple old-fashioned
charm of a cop beating up a drunk. The
references to the Daily Planet, newspaper jour-
nalism, and cliche sensationalism were
mounted on walls painted with giant produce
logos, like Topless Vegetables.

In an adjacent installation, Kelley's
allegorical drawings and paintings from his
1983 performance Monkey Island combines his
quasi-philosophical musings with dirty jokes
and scatalogical Americana. A rubber bladder

hangs from the ceiling, and simple blank ink
drawings of insects and monkeys conjure the
obscene, the transcendent, and the bizarre in a
matrix of visual and literal meaning.

Robert Therrien works at the more formal
end of the spectrum, creating sculpture and
paintings that radiate with an immanent
physical poetry. His vocabulary of forms in-
cludes church steeples and doors, minarets, or
shapes that symbolically allude to the human
presence. A blue straw boater, cast in bronze
and perched rakishly atop a white pillar, is a
particularly poignant piece.

With art like this, L.A. no longer looks like a
promising regional development but finds itself
sitting tall in the saddle of post-modernist con-
cerns. L.A.’s new breed of artists are informed,
tied to an international dialog, and conscious of
their place in art history. They find their
antecedents (and their peers) among European
and New York artists, not among their local
predecessors. The best and the brightest have
turned their backs on provincial West Coast
traditions.

Lari Pittman explained, ‘‘For myself, and
others I think, there is more of an historical and
sociological take on things, as opposed to simp-
ly taking information from the culture and leav-
ing it at that.”

These artists are bored by two decades of
concentration on the seductive Southern
California light, the funk heritage of
assemblage, and the fascination with un-
conventional materials whether it be molded
fiberglass, handmade paper, or tie-dyed gum-
wrappers. L.A. isn’t just emerging, it is growing
up.
pThis is not to dismiss L.A.’s rich heritage of
the 60s in the work of Bruce Nauman, Robert Ir-
win, Ed Moses, Ed Ruscha, Tony Berlant, Doug
Wheeler, Jim Turrell, Sam Francis, Richard
Diebenkorn, Charles Garabedian and Vija
Celmins, all of whom looked startlingly fresh at
MoCA'’s opening exhibition. But apart from
such talent, L.A. has often been rightly regarded
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