Ppanels 24% x 18%". Private collection.
22'. Instaliation view.

Top: Alexis Smith, Calamity and Deadwood, 1988, mixed media, each of two

Bottom: Alexis Smith, Fool's Gold, 1982, mixed media, 11 x
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For Alexis Smith, in the beginning was the word,
a collection of characters with the power to signify.
And her investment in words has resulted in visual
verbal returns. For example, there's Jane. In 1985,
the allusionary power of these four letters in this
sequence led Smith to some 30 collages composed
around them. Jane: slang for a woman; a conveyor
of Hollywood allure—Jayne Mansfield, Jane Russell;
a popular myth, often paired with another—Tarzan
and Jane, Dick and Jane, Calamity Jane and Dead-
wood Dick; a resonance of the proper and liter-
ary-Jane Austen, Jane Bowles, Jane Eyre; a sym-
bol of the anonymous, the everywoman - Jane Doe.
In Smith's collages, a single word, sentence, or
phrase begets a matrix of potential connotations,
spinning webs of possibility between the imagina-
tion and the material world.

Smith's “Janes,” like her other collages, installa-
tions, graphics, and sculptures, are synoptic and
synaptic~her work has been described as a sort
of “synaptic Cubism.™ Their nervy layers of mean-
ing, definition, and dimension seem to snap crackle
and pop, eliciting progressively deeper understand-
ing from a viewer. Functioning as found mnemonic
devices, these combines of text and image and
sometimes object are the triggers of complex
responses, or, rather, are the volatile elements in
a chain reaction: the addition of each image or ob-
ject creates fission. This cause-and-effect relation-
ship recalls Jasper Johns' remark about taking an
object and doing something to it, then doing
something else to it, and so forth.
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These fed-up words, a quotation of the real-life
Calamity Jane, are screened in gold across the bot-
tom of an oversized still of actress Frances Farmer
playing the role of Calamity Jane in the film
Badlands of Dakota, 1941. Dressed in a fringed
jacket and cowboy hat, her pistol drawn, this
Hollywood Jane is ready for any Calamity. In com-
bination with other bits of imagery, including a
temperance edict from the Salvation Army that par-
tially obscures Farmer’s face, like a veil, the quote
becomes unstabilized and the fission begins, releas-
ing the energy of individual interpretations. These
interpretations are encouraged by certain clues. For
example, the viewer is reminded of Farmer’s one-
time standing as a symbol of Hollywood decadence
by the drug capsules attached to her gun-belt in
place of bullets; yet these shells evoke not only ex-
cess but also ammunition against the pain of

Farmer's life. The physical resemblance between the
capsules and bullets makes this switch formal as
well as symbolic. The confusion or mixture of
presences in the work—Farmer, Calamity Jane,
Smith, and other anonymous identities—are em-
phasized by the veiling of the face. A label from
a cheap bottle of Thunderbird wine, the gold back
of a playing card with the logo of a Thunderbird
car, the film still's cheap gold-vinyl frame~all these
elements drive the work to the place of its title, Hell
on Wheels. And the combination of words and im-
ages keeps [izzing; the name “Thunderbird," the car
logo, and the vinyl, for example, reinforce the idea
of the automobile as an archetypal American
metaphor for psychological movement, for both
driving and being driven—driving yoursell to
distraction, or driving yourself to drink.

Each of the collages in Smith's “Jane” series
presents a similarly absorbing puzzle-each is part
a trivia quiz, part a deconstruction of language
recalling Jacques Derrida. Imbricated with strata of
significance, each is time-consuming; that is to say,
the artist builds time into the works, so that they
offer more to the viewer who spends a while unrid-
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Alexis Smith, The Grand, 1983. Installation view at DeVos Hall,
Grand Center, Grand Rapids, Michigan. Photo: Grant Mudford;
courtesy of House & Garden.

dling them, or who returns for a subsequent
reading/viewing, “You can look at a painting, more
or less, without thinking about it, without being
aware of how much time you are spending,” Smith
says. “In my work, you're immediately faced with
a conscious choice. You read it or you don't read
it."? Smith is a ventriloquist writer and a ventrilo-
quist artist. She appropriates language and images,
dressing them up in juxtapositions for dramatic im-
pact and sending them into the world to perform
as her stand-ins. “It's a question of finding people
to say what you want to say,” she explains. Her
art is personal without being biographical, the
simulacrum of her many selves.
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So Jean Cocteau wrote in his diary, to be quoted
by Smith in her Beauty and the Beast, 1977. The
remark extends far beyond that piece alone in its
applications to her art. Smith’s earliest visual works
are books, which she started constructing in 1969
out of text, collage items, and bits of flotsam less
imagistic than symbolic. The sheets were kept in
loose-leal binders with elaborately decorated
covers, a return to and extension of the artist's
childhood hobby of collage. Smith attended the
University of California, Irvine, pursuing a half-
hearted ambition to become a French teacher. She
abandoned that goal when teachers in the newly
formed art department encouraged her to continue
her explorations of the book medium as a form of
art. Studying with artists Robert Irwin, Ed Moses,
Vija Celmins, and Bruce Nauman, Smith was
encouraged and attracted by their vision of the art
process. She graduated in 1970. Smith eventually
more or less jettisoned the practice of making fragile
one-of-a-kind books because they came to seem
to her a little precious and impractical, but that
work with text, image, and object is the founda-
tion of her art. In its furniture, its light, and other
accoutrements, her first installation, at the Pasadena
Art Museum in 1972, simulated the atmosphere of
a reading room. (For Smith, it particularly evoked
a Christian Science reading room.) On the walls,
in Plexiglas frames, were mounted typewritten
pages of text—chapter 14, “Picture-Writing," of
Longfellow's The Song of Hiawatha—collaged with
small geometric shapes of cutout paper. This in-
stallation is the earliest example of Smith's use of
appropriation as a method of renewing clichés, a
process, as she has remarked, with a conscious
place in her art:
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“By the shores of Gitche Gumee / By the shin-
ing Big-Sea-Water..." The words of The Song of
Hiawatha, the stufl of school poetry reading, are
etched into the American collective memory. As
such, they have featured in jokes, cartoons, paro-
dies—have become clichés. The passage Smith used
has to do with Hiawatha's invention of an alpha-
bet-a symbol of communication. The verses are
typed on green music paper; small paper circles,
crescents, and triangles, and photographs of such
things as hands upon a keyboard, are spaced along
the lines like musical notes, heightening the evoca-
tion of music created by the ground. The musical
setting makes the words sing with fresh meaning:

From his pouch he took his colors,
Took his paints of different colors,




On the smooth bark of a birch-tree
Painted many shapes and figures,
Wonderful and mystic figures,

And each figure had a meaning,

Each some word or thought suggested.

Although Smith's image vocabulary set her work
apart from Conceptual art as it was defined in those
years ol nascency, the two approaches can now be
seen to share certain parallel interests. Smith’s work
does have a place in Conceptual art as it is more
broadly understood today; in fact, it has a kind of
prescience for the current generation of Concep-
wal artists, who are sometimes referred to as post-
Conceptualists. In this, it is related to the late-'60s
and carly-'70s approach of John Baldessari and Ed-
ward Ruscha, who, of course, also live in Califor-
nia. The apprehension of society as mediated by
images seems to have been quite evident, as an
urgent subject for art, to artists in the Los Angeles
of the post-Pop '70s. The city was nearly naked of
museums and galleries; with few at-hand sources
for so-called “high culture,” these artists addressed
the available popular culture of films, advertising,
paperbacks, magazines, and billboards.
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This text from a breakthrough piece of Smith's,
Madame Butterfly, 1975, originally appeared in the
magazine Scientific American. In Madame Butterfly
it is juxtaposed with two old film stills, the scenes
cvoking creativity in science and in music respec-
tively. On successive sheets of pale-blue paper
Smith goes on to explore Puccini's opera, combin-
ing a program-note-like synopsis with visual
tokens: an origami butterlly, a Stars and Stripes
labeled “made in Japan,” and a blot of black
Japanesc ink resembling a butterfly. (The Rorschach
test is again a cliché of psychology in the movies.)

The kind of reduction of a plot or narrative to
the essential quip, quote, or rebus that Smith
perfected in Madame Butterfly paradoxically adds
rather than subtracts potential interpretations. The
process ol addition, of course, is furthered by the
text's juxtaposition with an image. Nancy Marmer,
analyzing Smith’s narrative collages from the early
'70s, wrote of this bond in them between picture
and word or lexia, as she calls it, after Roland
Barthes. The terms of that bond, she points out,
range {rom “images or objects that function cen-

tripetally, remaining extremely close to the words
of the text and giving no more than sensuous par-
ticularity to a key term or phrase, to those images
that are much less literal, that act centrifugally, ex-
panding outward from the narrative by surprising
associative leaps, complementing and extending the
text by metaphoric processes that find their
parallels in the structure of figurative language.” Or,
as Jean-Luc Godard has said (Smith quotes him in
her Cathay, 1981):
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After 1980, the internal associative gaps within
Smith's work were extended into the architectural
space around it, in the process gaining a dramatic
power and presence. Her contextualist concern
with the work's relationship to the so-called
“neutral” gallery space was organic to the work as
well as to the times, and was a by-product of the
artist’s readings of Robert Venturi's Complexity and
Contradiction in Architecture, 1966, to which she had
been introduced by the Los Angeles architect Coy
Howard, her longtime companion. Smith started
to multiply the layers of meaning even farther by
extending the themes of her collages into the con-
text of the architectural space. Raymond Chandler’s
Los Angeles, 1980, an installation in the Rosamund
Felsen Gallery, Los Angeles, included sawdust on
the floor and, on the walls, painted graphics that
reinforced the content of the collages. Smith had
in fact begun making “Chandlerisms,” works incor-
porating brief sentences by the writer of Los
Angeles thrillers, in 1978: “She sat in front of her
princess dresser trying to paint the suitcases out
from under her eyes.” “He looked about as unob-
trusive as a tarantula on a slice of angel food.” “I
sipped my drink. I like an effect as well as the next
fellow.” Golden State, 1980, includes a long passage
from Chandler's Little Sister:
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The Chandler installation of 1980, incorporating
many of these quips, was a leap forward from
Smith’s previous works. Previously her combina-
tions of image and text had been weighted toward
text; now they became specifically visual. And with
her appropriations from Chandler, Smith began to
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Alexis Smith, Bombshell, 1982, mixed media, 17% x 12%".
Private collection

show a preoccupation with the themes of lost in-
nocence and disillusionment, linked to the notion
of destiny. This development is manifested in
several pieces on being American. The sense of a
loss of innocence in Smith’s work may also be seen
as a disaffection with Moderism. At this juncture,
her collage work loses its reductivist, self-referential
tendency and leans more heavily on the world of
the culture at large. This direction can be called
“post-Modern,” in the sense that post-Modernism,
as Craig Owens writes, “neither brackets nor
suspends the referent but works instead to pro-
blematize the activity of reference."

The realization of this shift in Smith's art could
be seen in the ambitious installation Alexis Smith
Presents U.S.A., 1981, at the Holly Solomon Gallery,
New York. The installation combined song lyrics,
Burma Shave ads, and texts borrowed from the
writings of John Dos Passos, Thornton Wilder,
Nathanael West, and John Steinbeck. Dos Passos’
use of newspaper headlines, advertising slogans,
and biographical vignettes of historical personages
woven together with fiction in his trilogy U.S.A.
proved a model for Smith’s more critical use of ap-
propriation; and in its ability to summon memories,
leelings, and other functions of the mind and body,
her incorporation of images and objects from the
quotidian world echoes his use of the technique
of stream-of-consciousness. In her Newsreel, 1980,
Smith cites Dos Passos:
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One panel within the U.S.A. installation consisted
of the first line of Steinbeck's Cannery Row—"A
poem, a stink, a grating noise, a quality of light, a
tone, a habit, a nostalgia, a dream”-typed onto
brown paper tape and then mounted in sections
on a row of flattened cardboard boxes, generating
individual cells of meaning bound together by a
frame, and set against a wall-sized painting of a
town and city landscape. This panel of boxes, since
reused in a newer work, is a good example of
Smith's associative thought. The words “a poem,
a stink” overlap a box labeled for apples and one
for Clorox bleach. With them on the boxes are a
delicate peel of apple-green paint and a little circle
ol bandanna. The frayed red [abric of the bandan-
na echoes the shape of an apple, and also, perhaps,
in its wornness, evokes the ragged drifters of
Steinbeck’s books. “A grating noise, a quality of
light" crosses the boundary between a match
carton—the matches, of course, which must be
scratched along a rough surface to ignite, suggesting
both a grating noise and light—and a box labeled
“glass,"” for another kind of light, and another noise.
A small firecracker is set on the match carton, and
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a brassy tin-can lid on the “glass” box both glitters
with a third reference to light and alludes to the
canning factories of Cannery Row. “A tone, a habit”
is superimposed upon a Wrigley's chewing gum
box, for things getting chewed up, and a box for
books of matches—more matches, more books—
along with a crushed hair curler (a reference to the
prerequisite nagging wife, and her tone of habitual
complain®?) and a crushed Lucky Strike pack.
Smoking, of course, is a major romantic habit in
these books, and the cigarette label may recall the
un-Lucky workers in Cannery Row; the several
match references may be inspired by the possibility
of a“strike” in the book. “A nostalgia,” set on a box
for orange Crush (that sweet sticky soda pop of
childhood), is topped with another tin-can lid, this
one all orange with rust, as round and orange as
the California sun. The accumulating references to
“crush™ may suggest something of the labor men
are subjected to in Steinbeck's book. Finally the
words “a dream” are mounted on a carton for
Cracker Jacks, recalling the firecracker earlier in the
series, the “crackers” who worked for the dream,
and of course the prize, always disappointing, in
every box of that children’s confection. This is
topped by a crushed paper cocktail parasol-
protective covering in a state of disintegration.

The rest of the collages in U.S.A. were less phys-
ically ephemeral. Made of aluminum and card-
board, their integration with graphics applied
directly to the wall was more interwoven. This was
the first installation in which Smith employed col-
lages as compositional elements in a larger picture,
and doing so led her to consider the walls of a space
as potential canvas, easily altered to adapt a par-
ticular architectural context. The collages gained an
extra layer of meaning as motifs whose meaning
might contribute to and depend upon the place of
installation. Late last year in the Museum of Con-
temporary Art, Los Angeles, for instance, the boxes
relating to Cannery Row, shown in Alexis Smith
Presents U.S.A. against a background symbolizing
a transition of small-town into urban life, were
mounted upon a bright-orange, wall-sized, labellike
painting proclaiming “TOPLESS vegetables." The im-
age showed a conical toy, spinning in place like
a classroom globe. In this nostalgic context, Can-
nery Row attained new poignancy.

The move from Smith's internally directed col-
lages of the '70s toward an address ol the exterior
world has developed farther in her work of this
decade. Her wall graphics are olten reminiscent of
cinema posters, billboards, and WPA murals, so
they are naturally suited for public spaces. And
Smith’s public-art projects since 1980, including
sculpture at Art Park and participation in the
MacArthur Park art program in Los Angeles, are
notable. Conspicuous among them, perhaps, is The
Grand, 1983, a permanent installation, the renova-
tion of the three-story-high Keeler lobby of the



