
 
Art Basel: Mirrors, Mirrors on the Walls 
By KELLY CROW and MARY M. LANE 

Art Basel 

Anish Kapoor's 'Untitled,' left, and Doug Aitken's 'MORE (shattered pour),' both of 2013, at the Regen Projects gallery outpost at Art 

Basel. 

Contemporary artists are getting reflective. 

Earlier this week, mirrored objects—from silvery faux fireplaces and staircases to looking-glass panels 

smashed into kaleidoscopic fragments—were selling big at Art Basel, the Swiss contemporary art fair 

that closes Sunday. 

During the fair's VIP preview on Tuesday, New York's 303 Gallery sold two versions of Doug Aitken's 

$250,000 "Movie," in which the artist used foam clad in reflective glass to spell out the word in giant 

letters. For the same price, Los Angeles-based Regen Projects sold a similar piece by the same artist 

that spells out the word "More." At Lisson Gallery, Anish Kapoor's 6-foot-tall stainless steel bowl, 

"Parabolic Twist," has been stretching viewers into funhouse-mirror shapes. It is priced to sell for 

around $1.1 million. (The British sculptor is an old hand at using mirrorlike surfaces.) 

Virginia Overton coated a sheet of plexiglass in acrylic-mirrored paint and then covered the surface with 

scratches that appear to glow. That's because the artist, born in Nashville, Tenn., framed this 8-foot-

wide glass sheet atop a light box outfitted with fluorescent tubes. Mitchell-Innes & Nash sold it for 

around $50,000 during fair previews on Wednesday. 
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Artists have long experimented with mirrors in their work—from the room-reflecting convex hanging in 

Jan van Eyck's iconic 1434 "Arnolfini Portrait" to the see-me-twice hand mirrors wielded by sitters in 

Salvador Dalí's surreal portraits. 

The material itself has morphed from a Renaissance-era status symbol into a hardware-store staple 

chopped up by midcentury artists like Christian Megert, a Swiss member of the Zero Group, who sought 

to make art from everyday materials like nails and eggshells. During previews on Tuesday, London's 

Mayor Gallery sold a rotating "Mirror Object" assemblage (1966) by Mr. Megert for $23,300. 

Today's rising stars in the art world appear to be using mirrors primarily because they reflect the image 

of the observer—a useful tool for conceptual artists seeking to implicate viewers in their politically 

potent pieces. 

In New York dealer Gavin Brown's fair booth, Rirkrit Tiravanija showed for the first time a series of 

mirrored wall panels covered in protest slogans like "Less Oil More Courage" and "The Days of This 

Society Is Numbered." The gallery said that several sold during the fair's opening hours but declined to 

divulge prices. 

Artists today also often enlist mirrors as a way to play off the vanity of collectors who seek pieces that 

literally reflect themselves, said Swiss painter Arnold Helbling, who doesn't use mirrors in his own work. 

Zurich lawyer and collector Klaus Neff agreed, saying, "When people see something they love, they 

often want to see themselves in it." 

Berlin dealer Eva Scherr conceded that "narcissism often plays a role" in the appeal of pieces like 

Jonathan Monk's "Paul Together Alone with Each Other," a 2012 installation that features a scraggly-

haired puppet of a man in a suit sitting on a crate and staring into a door-size mirror. The installation 

sold for $60,000. 

Besides mirrored pieces, collectors are buying plenty more at this fair—lending a solid, reassuring 

atmosphere, with pieces under $1 million selling at a brisker pace than the few masterpieces priced at 

$10 million-plus. Collectors spotted during the VIP preview on Tuesday included Kanye West, financiers 

Leon Black and Donald Marron, and Russian philanthropist-socialite Dasha Zhukova. 

Lawyer Kurt Büsser of Wiesbaden, Germany, and his wife, Maria, came to the fair on Wednesday in 

hopes of taking home a piece by Terry Fox, a Seattle-born artist whose wordplay installations have 

been gaining favor since he died a few years ago in the German city of Cologne. The couple's pick from 

Fox's one-man show at Galerie Löhrl? The artist's $12,600 oval mirror from 1989 entitled "The Eye Is 

Not the Only Thing that Burns the Mind." 

Mr. Büsser said he likes the idea that he will be able to see his own face in the reflection of a mirror 

that's already oxidizing, both changing over time: "I like that the edges of it look like they've been eaten 

apart by baby mice." 



 

 

ART REVIEW 

West Coast Art (Not Laid-Back) 
A California ‘State of Mind,’ Circa 1970, at Bronx Museum 

 

State of Mind Barbara T. Smith’s “Field Piece,” in this show at the Bronx Museum of the Arts.     Ozier Muhammad/The New York Times 

By HOLLAND COTTER 

Published: July 11, 2013 

 

If you’re even just a little weary of the well-made, no-risk, eye-on-fashion fare in so many Manhattan summer group 

shows, consider a trip to the Bronx Museum of the Arts, where the exhibition “State of Mind: New California Art Circa 

1970” has breezed in from the West Coast, bringing with it a tonic of gawky rawness and moral purpose. 

California in the 1970s was one of the weirder spots on the planet, home to radical strains of politics on both the right and 

left. It was a hub of the nation’s defense industry and a feeder for the Vietnam War, to which disproportionate numbers of 

Latinos and blacks were consigned. Teachers at the state’s universities were required to take loyalty oaths. Dissidents and 

deviants of various stripes were under the gun. 

At the same time, the country’s most powerful countercultures were born or nurtured there: from the Beats in the 1950s, 

to the campus Free Speech movement of the early 1960s, to the hippies and Black Panthers later in the decade. Berkeley 

held one of the first big antiwar protests in 1965. The Watts uprising in South Central Los Angeles happened the same 

year. So did the first farm labor strikes in what would become the Chicano movement. 
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What did California art have to do with any of this? A lot. True, you wouldn’t guess this from most history books, which 

have confined 1960s California art to the high-polish, mostly abstract paintings and sculptures produced by a bunch of 

guys for the Ferus Gallery, in Los Angeles. 

But well before that gallery closed in 1966, a new kind of art — Conceptual art — emerged, which, loosely defined, valued 

ideas and actions over things. The California version emphasized a commitment to politics a focus on nature and the body, 

and a tendency to prefer zaniness to braininess. 

How this West Coast art developed makes for a fascinating and moving story, though it’s hard to put across in a museum. 

Much of the work was done in an ad hoc, performance-based mode. It survives, if it survives at all, in funky photographs 

and videos and bits of ephemera that require some explaining. And if you want explanations, you have to read labels. 

Fortunately, in this case, that’s a pleasure. 

The curators — Constance M. Lewallen of the Berkeley Art Museum and Karen Moss of the Orange County Museum of Art 

in Newport Beach — have written short, elucidating comments for almost everything here, about 150 items. Not only do 

their words bring individual images to life; but they also add up to an absorbing narrative of a place and an era. 

In New York, the political content of Conceptual art could be elusive. In California, it was, as often as not, front and center. 

Environmentalism was a major issue. In 1969 three young artists — Joe Hawley, Mel Henderson and Alfred Young — used 

biodegradable dyes to spell “oil” in giant letters on the waters of San Francisco Bay, calling attention to a massive crude-oil 

spill then devastating the coastline. 

Other artists took a quiet approach to environmentalism. Over several years beginning in the 1970s, Helen Mayer 

Harrison and Newton Harrison, a married couple and teachers at the University of California, Santa Cruz, traveled widely 

compiling data on global sustainability. They then painstakingly recorded their findings in a grand, handwritten and 

painted volume called “The Book of the Lagoons,” which sits in this exhibition’s first gallery, its pages waiting to be turned. 

A number of Bay Area artists — Mr. Henderson was one — were involved, as performers or aggressive documenters, in the 

antiwar movement. In Los Angeles, black and Latino artists targeted racism. The Conceptual art collective Asco — Harry 

Gamboa Jr., Willie Herrón III, Gronk (Glugio Nicandro) and Patssi Valdez were its primary members — staged elaborate, 

costumed guerrilla performances, the equivalent of living murals on downtown streets and freeway medians. Even in 

photographs, their visual impact comes through. 

And California Conceptualism was particularly rich in experimental art by women. Starting in 1970, Bonnie Sherk, an East 

Coast transplant, took on a series of low-paying real-life jobs — waitress, short-order cook — tacitly treating each as an 

extended study about labor and female identity. Two years later, Linda Mary Montano gave identity an interspecies twist. 

Dressed in feathered wings and a high school prom gown, she took to the San Francisco streets as Chicken Woman, a 

character at once human and animal, clown and angel, transcendental and absurd. 

The human body keeps turning up — vulnerable, gross, distressed, embattled — in the West Coast Conceptualism, and 

sometimes in an atmosphere of stress or danger. The danger was real when Chris Burden had a friend shoot him in the 



arm with a rifle, but subtler in a 1973 performance by Barbara T. Smith, in which the artist, nude and alone, received 

visitors one by one, inviting interaction, no prohibitions imposed. 

By contrast, the sight of the Dutch-born artist Bas Jan Ader rolling off a bungalow roof in a 1970 video has the goofy air of 

a Buster Keaton stunt. It’s a reminder of a wide comedic streak in California Conceptualism, though in this case there’s a 

dark flip side. Ader’s courting of risk as art led him, in 1975, to set out across the Atlantic in a small boat. He vanished at 

some point en route. He was 33. 

The cinematic flavor of his brief career, with its mysterious fade, has made him a romantic hero. Other artists may have 

been inspired by California’s movie industry to create stagelike installations. In 1973 the filmmaker and digital art pioneer 

Lynn Hershman transformed a room in a San Francisco transient hotel into an environment dramatizing the lives of two 

fictional women. So detailed were the results, right down to two wigged mannequins lying in the bed, that a tenant called 

the police, and the work had to be dismantled. 

Two years earlier, in Hollywood, Allen Ruppersberg opened a hotel as a short-term art project. Of its several rentable 

rooms, one was furnished with cutout figures of Mr. Ruppersberg in various guises: biker, cowboy, freak. From a New 

York perspective, the project’s wacky humor might have been viewed as a California thing. So might the spiritual content 

of the deeply serious “Levitation,” a 1970 performance by Terry Fox (1943-2008), in which the artist, who had Hodgkin’s 

disease, lay for hours on a mound of earth trying to will himself into an out-of-body state. 

Now, after decades of AIDS, “Levitation” makes perfect sense anywhere. So, in more global-minded American culture, 

does the witty, Zen-tinged art of Paul Kos, Fox’s Bay Area colleague and friend, who finesses Conceptualism’s art-as-

process ethic by placing eight boom microphones around a block of ice for a piece called “The Sound of Ice Melting.” 

Finally, the artist Tom Marioni, a catalytic figure in San Francisco in the 1960s and ’70s and the creator of the Museum of 

Conceptual Art, brings us from past into present. His signature work, a participatory bash called “The Act of Drinking Beer 

With Friends Is the Highest Form of Art,” which had its debut in 1970 and is regularly revived, is basically an example of 

the trend to turn social interactions into art — “relational aesthetics” before the fact. 

In a good, terse essay in the catalog, the art historian Julia Bryan-Wilson points to several younger artists — Ryan 

Trecartin, Kalup Linzy, Sharon Hayes — who, Californians or not, seem heirs to a West Coast Conceptualist groove. I 

would add others to the mix, like Tania Bruguera, Paul Chan and Rick Lowe. And, of course, California is constantly 

producing fresh candidates of its own. 

A single profile is hard to define, but you can point to shared links: an investment in social agency, a focus on mercurial 

identity, an appetite for ideas and an appetite for art that has reasons for existing beyond itself. Their work is meant to 

wake us up. So is the circa 1970 art in “State of Mind.” If we’re willing to do some looking, reading and thinking, it can. 

“State of Mind: New California Art Circa 1970” runs through Sept. 8 at the Bronx Museum of the Arts, 1040 Grand 

Concourse, at 165th Street, Morrisania; (718) 681-6000, bronxmuseum.org. 

 



 
 
 

 
CONSTANCE LEWALLEN with Phong Bui 
JULY 15TH, 2013 

State of Mind: New California Art circa 1970, curated by Constance Lewallen and Karen Moss and co-organized by 

the Orange County Museum of Art (OCMA) and the University of California, Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film 

Archive (BAM/PFA), was first presented at the OCMA in the fall of 2011 as part of the Getty Research Institute’s 

initiative Pacific Standard Time. It subsequently traveled to BAM/PFA and has been touring the United States under 

the auspices of the Independent Curators International. Right after the festive opening reception of the exhibit at the 

Bronx Museum of the Arts (June 20–September 8, 2013), Lewallen paid a visit to theRail’s headquarters to talk with 

publisher Phong Bui about the genesis of the exhibit, and more. 

 

Portrait of Constance Lewallen. Pencil on paper by Phong Bui. 

Phong Bui (Rail): This exhibit seems timely in that while showing a real breadth, and the consistency of various 

sorts of conceptual thinking, it’s in fact very useful in terms of ways in which an artist could reinvent their congenial 

mediums to express social, political, as well as artistic concerns.  

 

Constance Lewallen: Well, what might be refreshing to general viewers who see the show, especially young artists, 

is the focus on the late ’60s and early ’70s before art was about the market. There was a collective and pervasive sense 

of freedom, especially in California, partly because there really was no infrastructure, or much of any kind of critical 

response, which in some ways worked to the artists’ advantage. They had freedom to do what they wanted, to be 

playful and inventive with new materials and mediums. Karen Moss, my co-curator, and I hope that’s what comes 

through in the exhibition. 
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Rail: Certainly. I think the show would attract particularly all artists, young and old, that good art doesn’t need to 

rely on high production. 

Lewallen: Bruce Nauman said in an interview that once an artist complained to him that he couldn’t do something 

because he didn’t have enough money, and Bruce said, and I am paraphrasing, “Then just do it some other way.” In 

other words, money shouldn’t affect what you do as an artist. If you look at Nauman’s early work it couldn’t be more 

pared down.  

 

Rail: Like walking in a taped square in the studio [“Walking in an Exaggerated Manner around the Perimeter of a 

Square,” (1967 – 68)]. 

 

Lewallen: The costs were practically nothing apart from the film and having it developed afterward. Nauman 

borrowed or rented the camera for very little from the San Francisco Art Institute (SFAI) where he was teaching. This 

was before the availability of portable video equipment. He simply set up the camera and enacted various exercises 

that were about movement, like, he said, doing dances without being a dancer. More importantly, it’s about setting a 

task then carrying it through to its conclusion. William Kentridge, whose work I admire enormously but never had 

thought of in terms of Nauman, said in a lecture he gave some years ago at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 

that he was inspired by Nauman’s studio films. First, I thought perhaps the low-cost aesthetic appealed to him, but 

then I realized in a broader sense that Nauman gave permission to artists by insisting that whatever you do in your 

studio, that’s your art.  

 

Rail: Not to mention that a work of art is the mere product of where it’s made, which inevitably evokes the spirit of 

that locale. We’re again reminded by Maurice Vlaminck’s witty remark, “Intelligence is international, stupidity is 

national, and art is local.” Let’s talk about Clyfford Still, who, as you mention in the conclusion of your essay for the 

catalogue, taught at SFAI from ’46 to ’50. 

“There was a collective and pervasive sense of freedom, especially in California, partly because there really was no 

infrastructure, or much of any kind of critical response, which in some ways worked to the artists’ advantage.” 

Lewallen: He had a huge influence on the Bay Area, because of his fierce stand against commercialism and his 

romantic view of the artist. The fact that he took it to such an extreme made a long-lasting impression, not just on his 

students. It’s not true any more, but for quite a long time Still’s legacy was very present.  

Rail: Where and how do artists congregate in California? 

 

Lewallen: In California, art schools were the communities that brought artists together—California Institute of the 

Arts (CalArts) in Southern California; SFAI in San Francisco, University of California, San Diego (U.C.S.D.), 

University of California, Davis (U.C. Davis), and so on. Paul Kos, for example, had not only been a student but also a 

longtime teacher at SFAI. Howard Fried was a student there as well. And in Los Angeles, both Ed Ruscha and Allen 

Ruppersberg went to the Chouinard Art Institute (now CalArts) where in foundational courses they learned the skills 

that you would need to be an illustrator or a graphic designer. Ruscha, under the pen name “Eddie Russia,” for 



example, did work as a layout designer forArtforum (1965 – 69). Similarly, Ruppersberg is an excellent draftsman. 

And then, of course, John Baldessari established the first post-studio department in 1970 at CalArts, a radical thing 

to do at that time—the idea was that you did not need a studio if you’re weren’t making painting or sculpture. You 

could make your work in the street, in a field, on a typewriter, with a camera, and so on. 

 

Rail: Like Baldessari’s “California Map Project” (1969), which is included in this show, made in the same year he 

gave up painting. 

 

Lewallen: Exactly. Paul McCarthy, who graduated SFAI with a BFA and moved to L.A. to go to University of 

Southern California (USC), also gave up painting and began making conceptual works—video, film, sculpture, 

installation, and photography. His “May 1, 1971” in State of Mind is a slide projection work, a photographic record of 

what the street looked like outside of his window in 25 takes. But in general, whatever McCarthy does seems always 

to have a painterly quality to it. 

 

Rail: I absolutely agree. Even in his recent and large bronzes and black walnut sculptures in his last two 

simultaneous shows at Hauser & Wirth. 

 

Lewallen: And Karen and I liked juxtaposing McCarthy’s slide piece with Ed Ruscha’s “Every Building on Sunset 

Strip” (1966), because they’re both about the street, which served as both subject and site for many artists and is, 

therefore, one of the themes in the show. I should mention here that in order to emphasize the correspondences 

among artists throughout the state, we organized the show according to themes such as politics, public and private 

space, the street, etc. 

 

Rail: And the street was a pronounced characteristic of both L.A. and, especially, San Francisco’s conceptual art—

especially performance—where in New York you don’t usually associate the street with the performing art scene 

except for Tehching Hsieh’s third performance of his six one-year performances where he walked on the street 

without entering buildings for one whole year, 1981 – 1982, later than the time period of your show. More typical was 

Vito Acconci’s “Seedbed,” performed in 1972 at the Sonnabend Gallery in New York. 

 

Lewallen: Acconci also did performance in the streets in New York. In fact, he had much in common with Bay Area 

performance artists and was often invited to participate in events at Tom Marioni’s Museum of Conceptual Art 

(MOCA). But, yes, East Coast performance often took place in a gallery or for the camera, which, of course, was also 

true in California. However, many Bay Area artists such as Bonnie Sherk and Linda Mary Montano preferred the 

street. In her “Sitting Still” series (1970), Sherk sat in an armchair on the walkway of the Golden Gate Bridge and on a 

variety of street corners partly because she wanted to reach a wide, non-art audience. Also, there were very few 

venues that would show women artists during that time. Linda Mary Montano did one of her “Chicken Dances” 

(1972) in front of the Reese Palley Gallery, which was one of the few galleries in San Francisco that did show radical 

art. She said, “This is as close as I was ever going to get to showing in this gallery.” There’s a lot of humor and 

absurdity in her work and many of her contemporaries, which is a West Coast characteristic. Artists in New York felt 



that if a work was humorous it wasn’t serious, failing to see that an artist could be humorous and serious 

simultaneously. 

 

Bonnie Sherk: Portable Park II, 1970; performance documentation: Sherk with Caltrans officials and cows at the Highway 101 Mission/Van 
Ness off-ramp, San Francisco; courtesy of the artist. 

Rail: You mean like Baldessari singing Sol LeWitt’s “Sentences on Conceptual Art”? 

 

Lewallen: Yes. He admired Sol LeWitt. It wasn’t supposed to a critique, but rather a humorous homage. Baldessari, 

like his East Coast peers, was interested in language and systems, albeit often laced with humor. Another West Coast 

artist who based his work on linguistic systems is Charles Gaines, but it wasn’t the pervasive mode. Of course, artists 

like William T. Wiley who precedes this group of artists by a few years, and Bruce Nauman and Paul Kos were using 

language in the form of wordplay. 

 

Rail: In a much different way than, say, Joseph Kosuth, Mel Bochner, Lawrence Weiner. 

 

Lewallen: Yes, in the same way some of the artists who were working with the body were looking more to Europe 

than to the East Coast. One can see the influence of the Viennese Actionists, or Joseph Beuys. Terry Fox, who was an 

important artist in the Bay Area for about ten years, from ’68 to ’78, had spent time in Europe, revered Joseph Beuys 

and even did a performance with Beuys in 1971 at the Düsseldorf Art Academy called “Isolation Unit.” He introduced 

Beuys to artists in the Bay Area. People didn’t know about Joseph Beuys at that point—very little if at all. So there 

was a European connection—jumping over New York. 

 

Rail: I was curious about Bas Jan Ader’s three-part piece, “In Search of the Miraculous,” the second part of which 

involved his crossing the Atlantic Ocean in a small boat to reach Holland, his native country. Sadly, he was lost at sea. 

In titling the series “In Search of the Miraculous,” he was referring to P.D. Ouspensky’s famous book of the same title 

there seems to be a mystical aspect to his work. 

 

Lewallen: Yes. And a romantic spirit for sure. There’s a kind of poignancy, not only because of the way he died—
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which is tragic—but the way in which his philosophical interest is manifest in everything he did. His filmed 

performances are humorous and at the same time deeply melancholic. There’s a new book on Jan Ader by Alexander 

Dumbadze (Bas Jan Ader: Death is Elsewhere), which is especially compelling in its account of his family 

background. Both his father, a minister, and mother sheltered Jews during World War II for which his father was 

executed at the very end of the war. Also, his father once biked from Holland to Palestine—perhaps there was an 

inner calling that was lurking in Ader’s psyche. Claire Copley was the gallerist in L.A. who showed Ader’s work, along 

with other European conceptual artists like Daniel Buren.  

 

Rail: In my last conversation with Jock Reynolds he talked about his teacher at University of California Santa Cruz, 

Gurdon Woods. 

 

Lewallen: Who later became the director of the San Francisco Art Institute.  

 

Rail: Exactly. It was Woods, between 1968 and 1969, who applied and got a large grant from Carnegie Foundation, 

which enabled him to invite many Fluxus artists to come to the school such as Robert Watts, George Maciunas, John 

Cage, and Merce Cunningham. What about Allan Kaprow, who moved to California and taught at California Institute 

of Arts, before it was called CalArts, in 1969? 

 

Lewallen: And he also taught at U.C.S.D. (1974 – 1993). And, yes, he definitely was an important influence both as 

an artist and as a teacher. We have one of his works in the show called “Pose, March 22, 1969” in which he instructed 

students in the Berkeley public schools to carry chairs throughout the city and sit, which Karen Moss describes more 

fully in the State of Mind catalog. Kaprow opened many doors to artists who either had seen his work or studied with 

him. His presence in California was enormously important.  

 

Rail: So there was Kaprow on one hand and Nauman on the other.  

 

Lewallen: Well, the idea of the show from the beginning was to encompass the entire state, north and south. 

Nauman is the only artist in the show who spent an equal period of time in both. He was a graduate student 

at U.C. Davis, which is north and east of San Francisco, from ’64 to ’66. He then moved down to San Francisco, 

rented a storefront studio in the Mission District, and taught part-time at SFAI. Nauman’s friends were older artists 

who taught at Davis like William T. Wiley and Bill Allen. Nauman taught early morning classes at the SFAI, and 

never really integrated himself into the school or the budding conceptual scene in San Francisco. Although they 

didn’t know him personally, because just as they were coming into the scene when Nauman moved to Pasadena, 

young Bay Area conceptual artists were aware of his presence. His 1969 exhibition of his film works at the Reese 

Palley Gallery was very influential on artists like Howard Fried, Paul Kos, and Terry Fox. Nauman stayed in Southern 

California throughout the ’70s and then he moved to the Southwest. His most important teacher was Wiley who was 

only three years older. Wiley saw something in Nauman when others at Davis did not understand what he was doing. 

For a class assignment he would, for example, take a plank of wood and lean it against a wall, or turn on a fan. Wiley 

would say, “Great! Terrific! I like your spirit of experimentation.” 



 

Rail: Or fundamental inquiry and play. 

 

Robert Kinmont, “8 Natural Handstands,” 1969/2009 (detail). Nine black-and-white photographs; courtesy of Alexander and Bonin, New York. 
Photo: Bill Orcutt. 

Lewallen: Exactly. As I said before, Karen and I decided to create a structure that would allow us to show that 

artists throughout the state shared certain characteristics. However, there were differences—to say there weren’t 

would not be right. It’s pretty obvious that in Southern California there was a strong interest in popular culture and 

Hollywood, which you can see in the works of Ruscha, Bill Leavitt, and Ruppersberg, for example. Whereas Northern 

Californians were more invested in body art. An exception was Chris Burden who had an affinity with artists in the 

north. In fact, he came up to San Francisco and did several performances, including “Fire Roll” (1973) where he set 

fire to a pair of pants and then rolled on the ground until he extinguished the fire. There was a lot more live 

performance going on in Northern California than there was in Southern California. Many people have told me that 

during the ’70s on any given night you could attend a performance somewhere—whether it be at the SFAI, orMCA, or 

at the Berkeley Art Museum (one of the few museums anywhere that presented performance from the start), or in 

one of the other 15 or so alternative spaces, which were getting financial support from the National Endowment for 

the Arts (NEA).  

 

Rail: Jim Melchert, one of the participating artists in the show, was the director of the Visual Arts Program at 

the NEA (1977 – 1981). 

 

Lewallen: He later became the director of the American Academy in Rome for four years (1984 – 1988). Melchert is 

an amazing man—he has contributed in more ways than just through his own art. He’s been a great inspiration to 

many artists; in fact some of the artists in the show, Paul Cotton (now Adam II) and Stephen Laub, and later Theresa 

Hak Kyung Cha, were his students. Charles Simonds, a New York artist who did his undergraduate work at Berkeley, 

was his student and credits Melchert with showing him that clay, as a medium, was a viable fine art material. 
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Rail: That makes great sense.  

 

Lewallen: As you know, Melchert started out as a ceramic artist (and currently works with tiles) but in the ’70s he 

became very interested in performance and other alternative modes.  

 

Rail: What about the political climax that may have affected the differences in how artists made works in L.A. as 

opposed to those in San Francisco? 

 

Lewallen: When we mention Southern California we’re not just talking aboutL.A. but also San Diego, 

specifically U.C.S.D. where, you know, Martha Rosler, Fred Lonidier, and Allan Sekula were students, and Helen 

Mayer Harrison and Newton Harrison, David and Eleanor Antin taught. It’s ironic, because San Diego is a 

conservative city, very military-oriented, full of wealthy retirees, and so on, butU.C.S.D. and the Salk Institute 

combined were the center of a huge amount of political, Marxist intellectual activity. Sekula’s piece, “Untitled Slide 

Sequence” (1972), which is in the show, was his first major work. It is composed of 25 projected black-and-white 

slides showing workers leaving a factory. Ever since then Sekula’s work has been centered on labor issues. The same 

thing can be said of Lonidier’s work, though his piece in the show, “29 Arrests” (1972), documents young war 

protesters getting arrested. In the Bay Area, Sam’s Café, a collaborative of three artists, Terri Keyser, Marc Keyser, 

and David Shire, two of whom were students at Berkeley, made a lot of provocative art works using the strategies of 

civil disobedience, as did Joe Hawley, Mel Henderson, and Alfred Young who staged spectacular street performances, 

as well as, “Oil” (September 1969), when they spelled out the word “oil” in non-toxic blue dye on the bay outside the 

Chevron Refinery in Richmond in anticipation of a huge oil spill in January 1971 near the Golden Gate Bridge. Most 

of the artists who made direct social/political works were either in San Diego or San Francisco. The Los Angeles-

based Chicano collective Asco was an exception. There were many more artists who were very involved in anti-war 

and Civil Rights activities throughout the state, but they didn’t necessarily reveal those concerns in their work. That 

was true in New York, too.  

 

Rail: Right. Like Carl Andre, for instance, was an active member of Art Worker’s Coalition (AWC), but you don’t see 

that political aspect in his work whatsoever. 
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Martha Rosler, â€œFirst Lady (Pat Nixon),â€• 1972. From the series Bringing the War Home: House Beautiful, 1967â€“72; photomontage; 
20 &Atilde;— 24â€•. Courtesy of the artist, Brooklyn, New York, and Mitchell-Innes 
and Nash Gallery, New York. 

Lewallen: However, with the rise of feminism, and the First Feminist Art Program in Fresno, which was started by 

Judy Chicago in 1970, and then moved to CalArts, we see women throughout the state—Barbara Smith, Suzanne 

Lacy, Susan Mogul, Ilene Segalove, Lynn Hershman, Martha Rosler—making work that deals with feminist issues. 

 

Rail: Exactly. Just to follow up on another side of Nauman’s work, in addition to his use of the body both as subject 

and object, ways in which he could explore its sculptural potentials and limits, as well as means of self-understanding 

and transformation, I mean the projected psychological and perceptual space that alter viewers’ perception like the 

“Yellow Room (Triangular)” (1973) you have included in the show. 

 

Lewallen: Right after the remarkable body of work that he made as a student and the few years after, essentially 

with no material resources, Nauman began to make architectural, perceptual pieces, which like most of his work 

cause discomfort or disorientation. Longtime CalArts professor Michael Asher, who sadly died just a few months ago 

in October, also made works in relationship to architecture. Asher adhered to the basic idea of conceptualism in his 

nearly complete rejection of the object. His works were inextricably tied to the site and situation, as when he removed 

all of the windows at the Clocktower Gallery in New York so that you experienced the rain and the wind, or a series of 

forced air pieces from late ’60s. Only one of these, the “Column of Air” (1966 – 67), can be reproduced, which we did 

when State of Mind was presented at the Berkeley Art Museum. The idea was to create a column of air that viewers 

could, but were not forced, to walk through, making them suddenly aware of the environment. It sounds simple, but 

it’s a very difficult piece to engineer. The Asher piece we have in the Bronx, “No Title” (1965-67), one of Asher’s few 

objects, is a rounded corner square of pink Plexiglass adhered to the wall in such a way that it appears to be 

embedded in the wall, making viewers aware of the surrounding architecture. Michael never had a gallery, having 

virtually nothing to sell. I mean, what other artist can you say that of? 

 

Rail: Stephen Kaltenbach is an amazing discovery for those who are not familiar with his work! 

 

Lewallen: I agree. Kaltenbach was a graduate student at U.C. Davis, a year behind Nauman. He moved to New York 

in 1967, taught at the School of Visual Arts, and made provocative conceptual works like his “Artforum Ads,” which 

we have in the show. He placed anonymous ads with texts like “Perpetrate a Hoax” and “Become a Legend” in a year’s 

worth of the publication, from November ’68 to December ’69. Kaltenbach was especially interested in creating 

anonymous artworks that weren’t necessarily recognized as art. He also designed room installations even before 

Nauman. Two were built in 1969, but none after until we built “Peaked Floor Room Construction” (1967) in State of 

Mind when it was installed at the OCMA (its first venue) and again when it moved to Berkeley. Unfortunately, there 

hasn’t been enough space in any of the subsequent venues, including the Bronx, to build a room. For various reasons 

Kaltenbach left New York after only a few years, went back to Northern California, and taught for decades at 

Sacramento State, all the while continuing to make art. He contributed a piece called “Kiss” (1969) for the landmark 

show When Attitudes Become Formin Bern, Switzerland, in which he instructed Harald Szeemann, the curator, to 

have a stamp made in the form of lips and to stamp lip prints all around the city. He told me he doesn’t really know if 

it ever was done. Kaltenbach was also included in the 9 at Leo Castelli at the Castelli Warehouse in 1968 along with 



Nauman, Alan Saret, Keith Sonnier, Bill Bollinger, Eva Hesse, Giovanni Anselmo, and Gilberto Zorio. Szeemann saw 

that show when he was researching Attitudesand included every piece. Szeemann listened to what artists were telling 

him. 

 

Rail: Every curator should embrace that practice. Anyway, how would you re-evaluate Tom Marioni as an artist and 

his MOCA? 

 

Lewallen: Marioni was important for his own work and activities he organized at his museum, which doubled as his 

studio. Marioni always had terrific ideas, which inspired great work. For example, he came up with what might have 

been the first sound show anywhere called Sound Sculpture As, in which Paul Kos’s “The Sound of Ice Melting” 

(1970) was included. 

 

Rail: [Laughs.] It’s a ridiculously brilliant piece, which I first saw at Nyehaus Gallery with you and Bill Berkson last 

year, in fact.  

 

Lewallen: Right. Some people think they hear that sound. [Laughter.] It’s called power of suggestion. But the 

microphones you see are live; otherwise, it wouldn’t be as effective. He also conceived All Night Sculptures, where 

Barbara Smith did her “Feed Me” performance in 1973. Marioni also premiered Avalanche magazine publisher 

Willoughby Sharp’s Body Works (1970) a video anthology of body-oriented performance, which Marioni claims was 

the first video art exhibition and first body art show. Marioni instituted weekly video screenings, “Free Beer,” in a bar 

below his museum. Every Wednesday night everyone was welcome to come, watch videos, and drink free beer.  

 

Rail: I really am responsive to some of his statements about art as social activity. 



 

Sam’s Café, “Terri Keyser, Marc Keyser, and David Shire, Is America Disposable?, 1970. Poster: offset lithography on paper; 30 × 20”. 

Lewallen: This was way before relational aesthetics or social practice. His first piece of that kind, Marioni’s, “The 

Act of Drinking Beer with Friends is the Highest Form of Art” was presented at the Oakland Museum of California in 

1970. The night before the show opened, he invited friends to come to the museum and have a party. The show then 

consisted of the debris from that party, emphasizing that the art was the social activity and the exhibition merely a 

record of what transpired. Now the art world is finally giving him credit for being one of the forerunners of socially 

engaged art.  

 

Rail: Like equivalent to Beuys, minus objects.  

 

Lewallen: Yes—Beuys was, like I said, important in the Bay Area, because of Terry Fox. I should also mention how 

important Willoughby Sharp was as a frequent visitor to the Bay Area. He was democratic in his attitude about what 

he included in the Avalanche. Long interviews with Nauman, Fox and Fried, for example, were published alongside 

those by major East Coast and Europeans artists, and the magazine reported on conceptual activities 

internationally.Avalanche was, therefore, one of the few ways artists internationally could learn of likeminded 

peers—artists didn’t travel like they do today.  

 

Rail: Don’t you also think the work of Douglas Huebler should be re-examined? 

 

Lewallen: Absolutely. Huebler started his career in Massachusetts making image/text work that was very much in 

tune with what other artists were doing on the East Coast. In 1976, he was invited to teach at CalArts, bringing with 

him ideas and information from the East Coast. Like Baldessari and Asher, he had a big influence as a teacher and 
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artist. One of the reasons why his work hasn’t been as visible as it should is that he hasn’t had gallery representation 

in a long time. But now that Paula Cooper is representing his estate, people will have the opportunity to re-evaluate 

his work. 

 

Paul McCarthy, “Face Painting Floor, White Line,” 1872, from Black and White Tapes, 1970-75. Video: black and white; sound; 32.50 min. 

Rail: Like with Ant Farm.  

 

Lewallen: Well, most everyone knows of the “Cadillac Ranch” (1974), where 10 Cadillacs are partly buried nose 

down into the earth on a ranch in Amarillo, Texas, although they might not know that it is by Ant Farm. Ant Farm 

was group of artists and architects founded by Chip Lord and Doug Michels, and soon joined by Curtis Schreier and 

Hudson Marquez. They designed and promoted giant inflatable structures as a form of alternative architecture. They 

also were pioneer video artists who did some amazing early videos like “Media Burn” (1975) and “The Eternal Frame” 

(1975). They teamed up with T.R. Uthco in “The Eternal Frame,” another Bay Area collaborative comprised of Doug 

Hall, Jody Procter, and Diane Andrews Hall. Collective artmaking, common now, was another innovation of the 

period, especially in Northern California. Since their retrospective that I curated in 2004, Ant Farm has been 

increasingly recognized for their innovative work, and Lord continues to do his own work in video and photography. 

 

Rail: I love what Marsden Hartley wrote in his essay What’s American Art: “The creative spirit is at home wherever 

that spirit finds its breath to draw. It is neither international or national.”  

 

Lewallen: True. We think the show will convey certain particular yet familiar kinds of energy, expansiveness, and 

experimentation, ways that humor and intelligence could coexist in every form of art, in every discipline. 

http://www.brooklynrail.org/article_image/image/11559/lewallen-web6.jpg



























	2013_fox_wall street journal_crow and lane
	2013_fox_nytimes_cotter
	2013_fox_brooklyn rail_bui
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-1
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-2
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-3
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-4
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-5
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-6
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-7
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-8
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-9
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-10
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-11
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-12
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-13
	2003_fox_constructions_seegers-14

	1999_fox_the sound projector_pinsent
	1994_fox_latimes_knight
	1994_fox_latimes_knight-1
	1994_fox_latimes_knight-2
	1994_fox_latimes_knight-3
	1994_fox_latimes_knight-4

	1994_fox_artweek_woodard
	1994_fox_artweek_woodard-1
	1994_fox_artweek_woodard-2

	1994_fox_artweek_leddy
	1994_fox_artweek_leddy-1
	1994_fox_artweek_leddy-2

	1994_fox_artweek_greenstein
	1994_fox_art issues_duncan
	1993_fox_artforum_neff
	1993_fox_aia_seidel
	1993_fox_aia_seidel-1
	1993_fox_aia_seidel-2

	1992_fox_philadelphia inquirer_sozanski
	1989_fox_new yorker
	1989_fox_new yorker-1
	1989_fox_new yorker-2

	1984_fox_arts_handy
	1984_fox_artforum_linker

