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n the recent ilm .
n riche couple played by Berte Midler and
# Danny DeVitolivejna caricature of a Beverly’;
Hills mansion. It's enormous and garish and -

H southern California’ postmodern furniture;
= B vith its wacky geometry and Dayy-Glo uphol-
<, . stery in oyerbright rooms. ik ‘

2% The film was a reminder that Los Angeles is the home of loony
.12 furniture designed by artists and architects. " The West Coast's

L{hluhless éeopié, “l:he [iouvc;é'u ‘.

has too much of everything, especially the_ . around the country, a sign of our rampant postmodernism, But
' " the questions were asked first in southern California before the
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easygoing acceptance of the new and the different encourages its

artists to ignore the rraditional distinctions between art and craft, T4
function and dysfunction, high and low culture. These days, of " "5

course, these distinctions are being questioned everywhere /"

term postmodernism existed, and, as the pictures on these pages
show, the answers continue to be various. Indeed, it now may be
said that Los Angeles's distance from history and tradition, so
long perceived as a liability, seems to have finally created a com-

CONNOISSEUR

g Y
'n:lmummm_
: s >

: %,

001

@ 27

ES

B b ¥ 5"
4

-

r
SN



2 i

e D a——

munity where the only laws and the “only
limits are those that are sév by your imagination,

"Here are the basic appruaches, at least, of seven of Los
Angeles’s freest spirits.

. 1. Peter Shire: His Picasso-like energy and inventjveness have **
- established him as the |eader of the pack. Shire is one of the few

Americans ta exhibit with the Memphis group, in Milan. Yet, he
is inspired less by the ltalian designer Ettore Sottsass than by the
Chicano low riders and brightly painted houses in his Hlspamc
ncsghborhood of Echo Park, in East Los. Angeles,

FEBRUARY 1987

£ -S}{i;e-. who is ﬂ\irty-nine, is a graduate of L.A.'s Chouinard

" Art ' Institute, where he first won attention as a ceramist. His

unconventional, cubistic teapots functioned more as art than as
pottery. Attacking conventional expectations generated by mod-
ernism, i.e., that sculpture is sculpture, furniture is furniture, and
ne'er the twain shall meet, Shire began making furniture that
could be mistaken for sculpture. He delights in such contradictory
materials as fiberglass and bronze, rubber and steel, and gleefully
uses tropical hues like fuchsia, chartreuse, and tangerine. His
work melded art-historical styles of the past with his own
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design and paved the way for scores of followers.

2.]im Isermann: He is one of what seems to be an entire school of
artists who have assigned a function to sculpture or created furni-
ture that appears to deny its own utility. Jim Isermann, who lives
in the seedy neighborhood of Hollywood, is inspired by furniture
designs from the 1950s and 1960s. He was born thirty-one years
ago and grew up in Wisconsin but admired the optimistic and
forward-looking attitude of the atomic age, of Disneyland and
“The Jetsons.” InL. A., he found this aesthetic to be everywhere,
in coffee shops, bowling alleys, and thrift shops.

Asa student at the radical art school the California Institute of

the Arts, in Valencia, Isermann was creating installations of fur-
niture based on-designs from the rich years after the Second
World War. His phosphorescent hanging lamps, amoeboid coffee
tables, and voluptuous TV cabinets allude to America’s most
hopeful, if naive, era. Isermann hopes to jog our collective mem-
ory and rekindle our appreciation for such styles. (Since 1979,
when he began making furniture, interest in the period has
swelled considerably, ) He wants his furniture to be used yet, like
Shire, considers it art. Since it was the surrealist paintings of Jean
Arp and Yves Tanguy that partly inspired the biomorphic furni-
ture of the fifties and sixties, Isermann closes the cycle by return-
ing his furniture to the realm of art,
3. Jon Bok: Hundreds of hubcaps, flattened beer cans, are
attached to the front of his bungalow in the Silver Lake area. Bok,
twenty-seven years old, sees himself as a folk artist and has col-
laged his home with such stuff, reminiscent of the work of the folk
artist Sanford Darling. He modestly collects Mexican and Appa-
lachian folk art. Hence, Bok is proud of the fact that his only art
training was at high school in his native Connecticut and that he
didn’t attend college. ) :

He began making furniture as a form of therapy, after his sight

suddenly started to fail last year. During those months, Bok made
small crosses and sculptures, hoping to develop dexterity and
coordination with his hands. When he regained his sight, after
seeing a “psychic healer,” he adopted furniture making as an
occupation. Chairs, chests, lamps, and tool chests are cobbled
together from cast-off chunks of wood, leftover paint, and found
elements like tin cans, bottle caps, padlocks, and hubcaps. The
results are ingratiatingly homely, as if they had been lifted from
some barrio cantina. '
4. Robert Wilhite: When he graduated from the University of
California at Irvine, in 1970, he began making musical instru-
ments, props, and furniture for the performance art of the late
Guy de Cointet. Fascinated by their sculptural appearance, he
concentrated his efforts on furniture crafted of such fine woods as
maple, ebony, rosewood, and the purplish, exotic bubinga.
Despite their luxurious surfaces, Wilhite is intent upon twisting
the tradition of furniture design, extracting eccentric and con-
frontational shapes. An elegant rosewood table is perched on
large red acrylic ball feet; the seat of a sophisticated chair tilts at
an odd angle. They are improbably comfortable,

Wilhite, now forty years old, combines the linear qualities of
constructivist sculpture with the heritage of the southern Califor-
nia arts-and-crafts movement. If that sounds like a strange com-
bination, it’s because Wilhite is another of those who are primari-
ly intrigued with stretching the confines of a definition.
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