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Introduction
Dilemmas of Professional Culture

The art world [is] such a funny place because it[’s] like a big bal-
loon: You push real hard and it’s flexible and elastic and resilient; so
you push and push and push, and all of a sudden it goes—schwoo. It

takes you inside, and you can’t get out.
—Edward Kienholz

We are told that the art produced in the Bay Area is of nationwide
importance and interest. Sometimes we are even told that it has
international import. We, of course, think that itis all important just

because it is ours.
—Fred Martin, circa 1960

In a passionate, often angry article published in 1963 in Artforum, a new
journal dedicated to critical discussion of West Coast art, painter Fred
Martin expressed his outrage at the conception of art history embodied
in recent exhibition programs at the San Francisco Museum of Art, the
nation’s oldest modern art museum west of Manhattan.! He viewed the
priorities of the museum’s new director, George Culler, as fundamen-
tally hostile to the concerns motivating most contemporary work in the
San Francisco Bay Area. Juxtaposing two recent shows at the museum,
“Art of the Bay Area” and “Art of Brazil,” Martin questioned the muse-
um’s assumption that modern artists in all parts of the world could be
interesting only to the degree that they worked on problems highlighted
in Paris before 1940 or in New York afterward. The museum’s staff had
reinforced a division of the world into peripheries and centers. The
work of the Brazilian painters selected for the show fit comfortably into
metropolitan ideas of the tropics. The companion show revealed that a
similar process was well under way with California art, whose lively local
art scenes had only recently captured the attention of New York galleries
and museums. The museum favored work, Martin thought, that l'(‘]);l(‘k—
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Fven if his interests were only indirectly political, his faith in the

Hents,
ntion had long obscured allowed Mar-

powet ol art to reveal truths conve
(in (o make several telling observe
srnctures of power in U.S. society and the
il power upon other societies in the world. The
others soon extended with even greater vehemence to long-
mequalities within California’s art communities as artists who were
{emale, gay, or from communities of color insisted that their work was
cssential for the people of the United States to grasp how race, gender,
and sexuality had shaped the lives of everyone in the country.

In a previous book, I explored the role of modernist aesthetic ideas
scursive resource for criticizing mid-
d artists provided a range of
1d war, the Indochina wars,

wions about the relationship of art to
negative effects of U.S. cul-
questions he raised
standing

i California in providing a di
(wentieth-century U.S. society.? Poets an
images that influenced discussions of the co
(e environment, sexual politics, capital punishment, racism, and pov-

I return to the politics of modern art as it developed

crty. In this study,
within California to focus on a different question: how a growing ““arts

community” developed a professionalized identity along with institu-
1 structures that could set priorities and efficiently manage arts
nd publicity. Politics in this context is
within institutions and organizations

11O
(raining, production, exhibition, a
understood as an unending contest
over how best to ensure the resources needed to support a wide range
ol activities, only some of which artists do.
livery arts organization makes determinations about what questions it
views as most important for contemporary practice, which approaches
provide the most interesting departures, and consequently which artists
and movements it promotes at any given moment. In peripheral loca-
lions like California in the mid-twentieth century where resources were
ices frequently generated protests
against the inherent limitations of the criteria used, a challenge that
intensified as artists, curators, and critics from marginalized social
proups worked to break the barriers preventing their full participation
in the profession. Even if a goal of modern art practice has been to pro-
vide critical examinations of contemporary experience, the conditions
of institutional reproduction pointed in contrary directions. An alterna-
live history of modern art might therefore focus on the successive con-
(ests to force recognition for new bodies of work whose absence called
into question the very legitimacy of art as a distinctive form of knowl-
(‘(lge.
The growth of art as a force able to influence the public has depended

on the consolidation of defined knowledge practices into well-
organized, hierarchical institutions with the power to determine what
whose work best defines the

issues are most important to explore and

often exceptionally limited, cho
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advances made in any field. Martin Heidegger suggested that the mod-

ern era commenced with a concern to test received traditions against

accurate representation of the observed world.* A rigorous intellectual
discipline with standards for evaluating claims, assigning worth to a con-
tribution, and fixing “truth” had to develop if the images of the world
the modern sciences developed were to be trusted as more than fanciful
speculation. Yet the quest for truth required freedom as well as disci-
pline if inaccurate first principles were to be exposed as false and
replaced with images resting on more substantial truth claims. When
Immanuel Kant tried to define what distinguished modern thought, he
emphasized the autonomy that investigation had gained: “to use one’s
own understanding instead of being guided by others.”* Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel extended this line of thought to declare freedom of sub-
Jectivity as the defining feature of the modern world.®

During the development through the nineteenth century of what

would eventually be called “modern art,” artistic practice found its
niche as an autonomous form of knowledge by taking subjectivity as the
special domain of the arts. The visual arts shifted from representation of
already established beliefs and values to presenting the “truth” of the
world as a trace left on the human spirit.> Work as an expression of genu-
ine inner vision must, by definition, be arbitrary, but it also creates an
opportunity, if the means of communication are in fact becoming more
widely available, for a meeting of experiences, as if in dialogue. At the
end of the nineteenth century, aesthetic perspectives on subjective truth
paralleled findings emerging from the new science of psychology. Wil-
liam James argued that the study of how consciousness formed required

a pluralistic theory of truth. James turned to the etymological roots of
consciousness, literally “knowing with,” to picture thought operations

as relationships between the observer and observed that were fluid and

contingent. He noted that “Things are ‘with’ one another in many ways,
but nothing includes everything, or dominates over everything. The
word ‘and’ trails along after every sentence. Something always escapes.
- - - However much may be collected, however much may report itself as
present at any effective center or action, something else is self-governed
and absent and unreduced to unity.”?

James argued that irreducible pluralism marks the law of conscious-
ness. Not only would different observers see the same thing differently
depending on their backgrounds and purposes, but the same observer
might well have different perceptions at different times because, at every
stage ol a thought process, the mind is “a theater of simultaneous possi-
bilities.”™ Without a continuous sharing of a wide range of experiences,
any ol which arc inherently limited in some critical manner no matter
how rigorous the process by which they emerged, no truth could emerge
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(hat was sufficiently comprehensive enough to guide human actl(;)n .w1t;1
certainty that the end results would predlctal?ly be what people es1reld.
In the arts, testing the range of differences in how.aspects of tl:f Wzr :
might be perceived became the object for experimental stu y.‘ s (T
uéult, artists and critics could claim that the work of the a.rtlst wgs actu
ally a form of knowledge, not a technique for representation of ﬁmages
the validity of which was established elsewhere.. The form was the corz1
(ent, for the constructive process through which an.arF\Mork emergbel
revealed thought in action. Knowledge need not be limited Fo (;e.stathe
propositions the meaning of which had to be fixed, as required n 'e
sciences and engineering. This breakthrm'lgh, a common ft?aturehm
(wentieth-century avant-garde artistic practice, shattered the 1.dea t Zt
interpretative communities must involve a set of common meanings cfo t
ificd in a canon of accepted masterpieces. If members of a society in fac
had a common standard for looking at the world, t}.lere wquld be no
need for them to communicate with each other, as 1r.1teract10n wou.ltd
naturally proceed from full, transcendent communion. 'Clom.murll‘:e}s/
implies conflict of perspectives, an(.i therefore, comm_unlty a sfo ;lnvs(; ves
a practical need to reach out and include t'he experiences o those
do not understand. The arts became a practice in which th(? explota‘uon
of differences in the imagination of the world could be institutional-
o izati i 1 eums, galleries,
Arts organizations, whether located in schoo s, mus : g eries
periodicals, or elsewhere, form an interloclkmg set of .comp-hcate a:}ll
cxpensive activities whose practical dynamics at any given time Zet 1 e_
(erms of what types of work will be deemed most {nterestu?g and va u:i
able. Production and dissemination of art require con51stegcybg;}
|'vpr0ducibility. There will be variations ?lt e'Very step, but Predlcta tl hl;};
and planning predominate over improvisation to define a syste? "
can train students, mount exhibitions, sell work, and reflect on w1 a't ad
(he activity might signify. Materials have to be er)duced on aregularize :
hasis suitable for the object’s intended use. Design and Productlon pgr
sonnel have to be trained in specialized skills. For .objects to be pro-
duced at an efficient and regular rate timed to satisfy der.nand, most
activities must be standardized to take best advantage of equlpment tha;t
is often expensive and useful only for limitec.l tasks. These requirements
orow even more intense when innovation is a demand of the sy(sﬁem
:in('(' the personnel and the organizations must be able to handle a

greater range of possibilities while still meeting the deadlines teaching,
¢xhibition, and publication schedules impose. ‘ . N

Reproducibility is a key feature of what makes. an 1rn‘n'ova.t10n ?:tirr;n
thing that holds, something that can l)c.rcc_()gmzed As van)lfm’oxl on
\vml‘h\' of further development.'* For the individual craftsperson, this 1s
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a question ol economic and moral support that provides enough mate-
rial reward and psychic motivation to keep at it. For each generation
struggling to establish their own vision and leadership, reproducibility
involves setting forth a defined set of questions that can be worked on
over their lifetimes. Viewed from the point of view of reproducibility, an
individual work is only one element in a process of forming and develop-
ing that gives meaning to every minute of a life focused by an institution.
For entrepreneurs within the field, especially, the process, keeping the
game in perpetual motion, transcends any single result. Reproducibility
of the institution requires its being able to attract resources to be allo-
cated to individuals on a regular, predictable basis and mechanisms for
determining who gets those resources and for what projects.

Since producing objects involves the organization of considerable
resources, both labor and material, completed artwork presents a history
of socially expressed desires that depend upon the mundane require-
ments of keeping museums, galleries, and public space filled on a regu-
lar schedule. More valued objects receive more regular resources,
assisting continued production and flow into exhibition. The exclusion-
ary process based on what objects best fit the needs of exhibitors has
created a hierarchy of values, which in turn has demanded the invest-
ment of literary resources to justify and refine standards. That activity
developed into the fields of aesthetics, criticism, and art history, the
practitioners of which, however, on understanding the general terms of
their own labor can (and frequently do) step back from a primary focus
on fine art to consider a broader range of material production.

Effective activity fulfills a continuing flow of deadlines, filling both gal-
leries and printed material with relevant content. Replicable activity
requires principles that provide meaning to deeds that are often repeti-
tive. Wlad Godzich has noted, ‘“An institution is first and foremost a
guiding idea, the idea of some determined goal to be reached for the
common weal. . . . The members of the group are shaped by the guiding
idea they seek to implement and the procedures they apply.”!! The prin-
ciple of reproducibility extends as well to personnel, whose privileges,
whatever they might be given particular responsibilities and position,
are based on knowledge claims that are simultaneously intellectual and
technical.

Their ability to reproduce the validity of their collective expertise is an
important factor in the reproduction of social taste. Reception involves a
struggle for resources that will determine the ability of particular groups
to continue reproducing particular forms and the experiences they fos-
ter. Within this framework, the artist is a skilled craftsperson competent
in relevant production processes. His or her talent lies in achieving con-
sistent effects that are pleasing and desirable to others, first and fore-
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imost museum and gallery [eadership, collectors, and crities, all n/i ywlln')l,n.
st (-\|»|.1in why a |);l|li¢ ular artist’s wulk”ls W"()IIII the (‘H“_lll/\'l-’ y ‘l‘ll\'(‘
mvested. As George Kubler putit, “genius’ might be better (.< lmfl(. lls
1 unity of disposition and situation that .’l”()WS.I(H group I)m.(_“( vl y
vather than as an innate spiritual or l)xy('hol()gl(”.ll Slkl.l,(' nlllcu,n% l() a
remarkable individual '™ For a young artist l»() s!)c‘.l,k of her career 15ht())
speak of a potential in the process of unfolding. When she (or he

i i actuall
hecomes a mature artist, her career 1s bounded by what she' has d;tuh };
. F ) ¢ o
produced. A mature career 1s a sigh of the collective recognm}(l)n S 51
. . S . i
\chieved. To imagine its weight is to determine the value that o ;

. 2 . s s
not the painter herself, have found in the work. Professional ego begin

; e o
with the internalization of the judgment of others. Ir} a field suc? z;;zelrs
building on a long legacy of practice and theory, t.heJudgm.ent oho 1

who live long after one’s death looms as the ultimate arbiter, the only

power capable of reversing the decisions of on<'3’s contemporaries. .
The underlying habitual aspects of pI’OdlllCtIC.)Il an'd receptlon1 es >
lish relationships of content and form. Meaning 1s an 1mportapt elen:jein
in many art objects, but still only one of several subsysterrlls involve L
(abrication. Ideology takes material form only 'SCCOHdal"ll}.l as explici
\leas. The more important manifestations of social Value.s within art ire
often unthematized propositions about how to fit experiences tolget‘ Ier
into a structured sense of relationship that has b§en called a h?bltus. n
the Philosophical Investigations, Ludwig V‘Vlttgenstel.n noted thatd or }:;alrllsyé
though not all, communicative cases, ‘ th('e meaning of a word 1s 1.n ¢
in the language.”* In constructive activities, such as art, meani 1%16
inseparable from form and crafting and ther(? isno paraﬁ))}.lrase Eo:sis a;
Meaning is built into the structure of the object as an f)'JeCt’ t ahar,1 ’
something to be sensually experienced, though the ablhktly to exi v g(;) :
objects implies a whole way of living together because the prac 1[c o
prbduction, distribution, and reception are such that they cannot e
for a single occasion or situation.'* Objects reveal forms of (?xpr.essmri
that bid their users to see, to touch, to feel, and to occupy space 1r1;'sp<:
cific and replicable ways. The propositions rendered through objec i
provide an effect considerably different from systems of explanatlorT o
intellectual references. When objects are valued, thf.:y transform tkllg s}eln;
sory habits of the body and create ways for respo.ndmg to the world t 2;,
can function without being thought about consciously. For prof.essmna.s
(o be able to work on a regular basis, they must create a public t.hatt hls
itself as predictable and reproducible as CVGI,"Y other co‘mponer(;t mt OOS
process. The subjective repertoire, a “‘sense .of. §elf (sense un e1rsk t
as simultaneously meaning and feeling), that m.mated' publics Sfﬁ Sue
safeguards every other organizational. élement, including the subjectiv
repertoires of artists, curators, and critics.
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The problematic of how to organize modern (later “contemporary’)
arts institutions that can be self-sustaining has been a challenge in every
part of the world, although the specifics vary from place to place. Cali-
fornia has long been a hub of U.S. and global cultural life, but, curi-
ously, it has also been remarkably provincial and isolated. The state,
often proclaimed by its leaders to be as much a “nation” as a political
subdivision of the United States,'> provides an interesting, though cer-
tainly not unique, example of a provincial society developing cultural
ambitions that include the desire to become a center for the production
of art that captures the modern condition. California as a focus for this
investigation has the advantage of not being at the center of contempo-
rary art, even if during the twentieth century the state developed into an
important site for production and exhibition. It has historically been a
province, afflicted with underdeveloped cultural institutions typical for
societies colonized initially as resource-extraction zones, where fortunes
were made by exporting raw materials to other locations.

And yet it has long been more than that, for the state early developed
an exemplary commitment to higher education that proved important
to its development as one of the preeminent centers for scientific
research and new technology development in the world. An expansive
conception of education, together with the location of the motion pic-
ture industry in Hollywood in the 1910s, offered the conditions for
unusually rapid expansion of the fine arts, at least on the creative side.
Institutional support, however, lagged, creating an environment in
which artists had to form their own networks to support their ambitions.
Artists were often at odds with the state’s cultural institutions, and the
bitter criticisms found in the historical record were typically aimed at
stimulating development. With a history that combines features of both
core and periphery, California provides an unusual perspective for
studying the relationship of economic development, social opportunity,
and cultural expression, a perspective with implications for the future of
international cultural exchange. Does the rapid growth of art in Califor-
nia and a modicum of success on the international stage simply mean
that the leaders of another metropolitan center have successfully estab-
lished a place of privilege for themselves within an inherently hierarchi-
cal world? Or might the California story exemplify instead a step toward
the development of a more egalitarian world in which cultural activity
and authority are broadly dispersed in a global network linking commu-
nities wherever there are people who want to contribute?

The historical record suggests that the second possibility is utopian
rather than realistic. At least as the story has been told to date, modern
cultural innovation spread from a handful of centers to the rest of the
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world, Chapter | therefore precedes developments in California with
cvents in Paris, France, the most important center for new artistic ideas
and practices in the nineteenth century. I examine the broader implica-
tions of Freneh ideas on modern art through the writings of Hippolyte
e and Georges Clemenceau. In 1864, Taine helped launch curricu-
L reforms at the Ecole des Beaux Arts, the most prominent art academy
m the world at the time. His explanation of “modern” painting pro-
poscd that art was an autonomous form of knowledge with distinctive
contributions to make to contemporary society. Clemenceau further
developed these principles using the work of impressionist master
Claude Monet to define how experimental painting expressed the ethos
of modern democracy. In Chapter 2, I sketch the movement of these
ileas west to the United States. Artists throughout the country, includ-
g California, traveled to Paris to get a “scientific” education in mod-
ern art. By the beginning of the twentieth century, those ideas were
heing adapted to the U.S. educational system. If this was a national
development, the lack of a centralized art market or art press in the ﬁrst
decades of the twentieth century meant that painting in the United
States was still marked by strong regional schools, and the Americaniza-
tion of modern art followed different paths in different sections of the
country. The discussion of what may have been distinctive, though prob-
ably not unique, about the California modern tradition hinges around
the figure of Sam Rodia (1878-1965), architect and builder of the .Watts
l'owers. For many mid-twentieth-century artists living and working in .the
state, Rodia was the quintessential California modern artist, a position
that this book adopts although for dramatically different reasons. Given
that the story of modernism in the Americas is usually told as one of
(ransmission westward, the argument stresses that even if Rodia came to
the United States from across the Atlantic, he discovered the principles
of modern artistic expression as he engaged the life and values of his
new home, a factor not uncommon with other immigrant artists such as
Joseph Stella, Knud Merrild, or Willem de Kooning, but indisputable in
Rodia’s case given his absolute lack of formal art training. . .
Chapter 3 focuses on two important characteristics of California soci-
cty as it developed between 1850 and 1950: the state’s relatively high
number of residents enrolling in colleges and universities and the rela-
lively prominent place that women played in the development c.>f new
cultural institutions. Underlying the social experiments of “universal
higher education” and new conceptions of proper gender role.s were
cultural shifts that promoted ambitious ideas about culture and its role
in modern society. Chapter 4 explores the implications of the intersec-
tion of these developments in the early work of a mid-twentieth-century
abstract painter, Jay DeFeo (1929-1989). With ambitious ideas and
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unquestioned technical mastery, she developed an austere but spectacu-
lar sculptural style that attracted national ancd international attention. A
particularly talented product of the state’s commitment to widespread
university education, she began her career when the surest form of sup-
port for contemporary painters came from artist cooperative galleries,
which provided both community and sites for exhibition. The intellec-
tual independence coop galleries provided, however, locked artists into
a preprofessional situation and limited how effectively California artists
could perform on a national stage. As Chapter 5 argues, this disjunction
grew wider with the shift in attitudes and practices associated with the
“postmodern.” The continuing growth of art programs within higher
education however provided a stable alternative path to professionaliza-
tion. Humanistic education proved better able to support a broader
range of work than either local galleries, which were usually short-lived,
or the more prestigious system of publicity and commerce centered in
the museums and commercial galleries of Manhattan. Indeed the acad-
emy has been a foundational pillar of contemporary art as understood
today at the beginning of the twenty-first century. The growing depen-
dence of art on higher education is particularly clear in California
because the state has been the nation’s unquestioned leader in expand-
ing access to universities and colleges.

Chapter 6 discusses the development of the assemblage movement in
the state after 1945. Artists after World War 11 increasingly began to
think of artistic practice in terms of constructing objects rather than
image composition. In this regard, the example Sam Rodia provided
with his towers in Watts proved particularly attractive to many California-
based artists, and assemblage art, centered on the use of found objects,
either fabricated or natural, was widely practiced in the state from the
1940s to the 1980s as artists developed a newer postmodern understand-
ing of who they were and how their work could contribute to better
understanding contemporary life. The styles and subjects of assemblag-
ists were diverse, but critics at the time understood that work in the
genre shared a need to comment on life in the United States, to break
down boundaries between subject and object, reality and fantasy, life
and art, literature and the visual arts. Unlike comparable work in New
York, where objects incorporated into art had been selected more for
the formal possibilities they offered, assemblage in California was pri-
marily an art with content.

[ link this effort to expand expressive potential by expanding the
media appropriate to use for the production of art objects to one artist’s
campaign to go beyond the limitations of contemporary art practice that
had developed during a process of professionalization and institutional
growth. Chapter 7 reviews the work and ideas of Noah Purifoy (1917-
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90041, one of the most influential /'\lli(";m ,'\|.|u~|i(.‘.||| ;HS_(.”;-l)]I;l}-ijl:/i;l:::
live worked in the state. He served as luu?u.lnlg (ln.'(-(:l(‘n u l 1 ‘)()1(:—
lowers Arts Center, where he used his position to [()lllld]l/: 1(11 I,)‘(:nloré
and community-based approach to art (lm.l he thought _\\7/01;( t}):e ore
relevant to the needs of the African American community. 1n P

cus, he worked to define and refine the values he believed to 1};ave bf;:l;l_
the essence of Sam Rodia’s legacy. Purifoy devoted.muc.h of 1épro ©
sional life, including eleven years working at the California Arts do?n Ci
(0 establishing an institutional basis tha't could cor.nplfemint, .analz;sr?sein
cssary counter, the centering of professional practice 11'1 the visu v
art s(v-]mols, museums, and commercial galleries. HI.S career was n.lnstitu_
Ly a valiant effort to develop community-based art into a se.cur? 1d e
tional niche that could complement both coml?ler(:lal gfallerles l(in o
cational institutions and in the process redlrecF 2.1r.tlstsd bac t:)mit
challenge of addressing their work to 2 larger, un'm.lFlated .C(s(r)ntr}rll‘3 rZi
(hat is to a public that was not necessarily alreac.ly }nll.tlate in p
[cssional practice of art as a knowledge-k.)gsed d-1sc1p 1ne: . L ed
The ideals that Rodia, DeFeo, and Purifoy ar‘uculate(?l an bexe P e
proved (and remain) compelling to many arusts precisely t;:cau}festoo g
provided models for intellectual and mora.l mdepen.d.ence.d a}c1 oo
somewhat outside the trajectory of institutional re'almes an . t c;ls cthe
in effect offered a critique of how culture was b'emg organized in e
state during the twentieth century. Sam R0d1a' relied ﬁn Ii)]ropzrtvz’/itr;lghis
and willpower to reach out to strangers passing by his dorn with s
vision of a reconfigured city that must h'ave seemed won r;'us some
and simply weird to many others. Emerging out of the wo.r‘ 1ng;1(;)) £i -
(ion, he had no connection to the networks Qf m(?dern a;tlsts'w; trainign
have supported him, provided that an artist with no' orﬁat aditi(m%
could find a common language with those well Verse.d mlt e 1121 twemk
they wanted to join. Jay DeFeo entered the prgfessmna wor fartistsy
years later. She was quickly part of a netwf.o.rlf, or ‘‘community, . ;) table,
(riends, and critics, but the ad hoc ac.tlvmfzs c'ould noF pr'oV1t' ensS e
support. To survive, she had to professionalize into t}}e lnitltl:lll(éoue :
actually had resources, and she became a Feacher n af (1)1c t lﬁe.
Irom that basis, other aspects of her profesm'onal carecr fell o P < ,
and the ambitious ideas that had made }}er interesting as ar; emeigreg
artist were contained within a replicablc—f: snugltl;)n. Nohaeth}L:: CO(Z rsrl; iet e
- fessional world twenty years after Dekeo w e C¢
:::;1::1? to building a black arts movemept. He moved w1t}}111r011 ? laiES
multiracial network of artists, but the institutions he faced ha 1mh “
room for artists of his background or his concerns. He spent mu}(; o
his life striving for a more opeg and plura'h.zed progess.lfon gv;:ded ‘
capacity to sustain a broader variety of participants. Puritoy
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form ol social production that was alienating to him with alternative

ways ol working, not with criticism alone, not even primarily with criti-
cism. He understood that there had o be structures available for alter-
native ideas to provide patterns of reproducibility.

The democratization of cultural le
societies with well-defined beliefs in the superiority of patrons gifted
with good taste and of genius artists miraculously able to articulate
humanity’s highest ideals has depended upon an uneven but continu-
ous expansion of who is able to express their ideas about the world they
have inherited. The struggle to develop a public culture that promotes
communication rather than marginalization or division is today an
important aspect of much contemporary art. Chapter 8 examines cur-
rent interests in “borderlands” art and the role that plastic artists in
both Californias (U.S. and Mexican) have assumed in dissecting the dif-
ferent cultural meanings surrounding the international border dividing
societies that have been closely integrated for more than two centuries.
Border art provides an excellent, but in no way unique, example of how
intensification of formal techniques strengthened explicitly political
statements by artists who felt equally passionate about their craft and
about the world in which they lived.

With the border as with other issues, Californians relatively early expe-
rienced social realities that later became broadly typical of contempo-
rary life in most wealthy nations: expansion of higher education,
broader participation of women in social and cultural life, development
of a knowledge-based economy, relatively fluid social mobility accompa-
nied by the continuation of racial hierarchies, broad racial and cultural
diversity as a result of global labor migrations. Likewise, the dynamic lin-
king of inclusion and exclusion in the development of the state’s cul-
tural life provides an excellent example of unresolved tensions found
elsewhere as well. The success of California in overcoming its provincial
origins as a site for resource extraction suggests that a model of the
world divided between a few cosmopolitan centers surrounded by layers
of increasingly backward hinterlands might someday be replaced by one
in which talents and resources are widely dispersed across the world in
overlapping networks of shared concerns and projects. The outlines of
a culture consistent with that possible but still uncertain future might be
discerned in the struggles narrated in this book to expand the voices

and the visions able to contribute.

Older artists, who can remember the days when schools, museums,
and magazines all operated on a smaller, more intimate scale, often
speak nostalgically of when art was a “community,”
ple in museum galleries would be other artists and e
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viewing, and then (o employ the staff needed o make a visit comfort-
able, informative, efficient, and hopefully l,houghl—pmv()king.

The inclusive and exclusive sides of modern and contemporary art
practice have long existed in tension. The issues of whose work is exhib-
ited, what range of content is allowed, and what are acceptable frame-
works for discussing new work have a long and contentious history.
Those on the outside have had to challenge reigning standards by rais-
ing questions about who determines what is important about art, whose
aesthetic becomes normative, and whose interests have benefited finan-
cially, institutionally, and ideologically from that aesthetic. The intro-
duction of new participants into an institution has not changed these
basic questions but it has increased the perspectives included in the
debates and made the process of negotiating a range of outcomes both
more complicated and potentially more responsive to a broader range
of society.

Since economic and aesthetic issues are not separable, the examina-
tion in this book continuously moves between art, intellectual, and social
history in order to reveal the correlation of overlapping sets of social
relations and the subjective horizons they provided for artists respond-
ing to the complex set of opportunities and limitations they found as
they tried to craft work meaningful to others. The study does not pro-
vide a comprehensive account of major figures, movements, and tend-
encies in modern and contemporary art. The episodes presented allow
for a discussion of the historical relation of artists, the institutions that
support the practice of art, and the public. Following the course of
nearly 150 years, the chapters explore the intellectual and practical con-
ditions shaping the formation of artists’ goals for their work; contesting
ideas over art as a form of knowledge; the relationship between the
expansion of institutional support for visual art and efforts to purify
media of extraneous influences; factors promoting the pluralism that
has marked artistic practice since the 1970s; the emergence of new
media that overturned the Supremacy once given to image making as
the defining aspect of studio art; and the relationship of manual and
performative knowledge at play in the art objects themselves to the cog-
nitive knowledge that governs critical evaluation. An argument about
the larger implications of expanding the roles artists and their work
have played in modern U.S. life emerges from the juxtaposition of the
social, institutional, and subjective domains drawn from a history of mid-
twentieth—century cultural shifts, some of which took material form in

paintings, assemblage constructions, and performance art; others in the
decisions people made about the most intimate aspects of their lives;
and still others, perhaps the most important, in developing institutional
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tions of money and time from the state’s business and social leadership.
Deciding on the right balance of regional and more internationally rec-
ognized work has long been a subject for tense debate for all institutions
that have made contemporary art a regular part of their programming.
At times disputes over how best to balance the variety of responsibilities
has sundered boards of trustees with opposing priorities. The experi-
ence of the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art suggests that as the
stature of an organization grows, programming balance shifts away from
local experimentation toward work with recognized international value.
Local artists continue to echo Fred Martin’s complaint in 1963 that the
museum does not give high enough priority to them. However, given the
increased prestige that the museum has gained over the past four dec-
ades, when its curators do decide to mount an exhibit of a local artist, a
broader, more international professional public will take note of the
work. At the same time, dozens of other venues have opened that focus
on exhibition of different types of local work. Weak to nonexistent insti-
tutional infrastructure is no longer one of the many problems artists face
as they develop their careers.

The stories in the previous chapters suggest the difficulty of the proc-
ess by which artists in the state developed a distinctive regional culture
that inevitably reflected the ambiguities of their own social position. As
important as the growth of museums, schools, and government arts pro-
grams has been, the growth of a culture in which contemporary art occu-
pies a valued place is primarily the result of men and women imagining
that it would be a good thing, both personally and for others, it they
spent their lives practicing art. California cultural life took its particular
shape as members of marginalized groups staked their claim to interpret
modern life. They saw themselves helping develop a new type of art com-
munity that, like the University of California, the state’s preeminent cul-
tural institution, could be simultaneously democratic and rigorous.

Sam Rodia proved to be the quintessential California modern artist
because he provided an exemplary model for transcending the dual
challenge of personal marginality and regional provinciality. He created
a work that was original even though the resources available to support
his project were virtually nonexistent. Fach of his limitations, whether
of materials, real estate, finances, or his own education, passed through
his creative imagination to become a positive element strengthening his
statement. Because he had no fine arts training, preexisting standards
of excellence did not constrain him, nor did the widely shared desires
in the first half of the twentieth century to translate to the shores of Cali-
fornia phantasmagorical images of an idealized Mediterranean heritage.
He responded to the messy social conditions of his time with a single
site-specific work that he clearly hoped would attract the attention and
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approval ol others. Rodia provided a model for cultural production no
I(mg?"('r defined through a subordinate relationship to imaginary cultural
Fapltals whose distance always marked the inadequacy of one’s ()w'n
immediate situation.? ' |
As local arts communities grew rapidly after World War 11 and evi
denc.e of a distinctive regional culture gained the attention of national
an(.l {nternalional observers, the question still remained of how rc‘qionzll
activity connected to what artists in other parts of the world were doing
at the same time. If modern art was in fact a global movement aimed ;h
freeing §ensation and perception from social conventions, the new cul-
ture California artists developed needed to include an imaginary of both
present and past, of distant colleagues with whom one’s work was in dia-
logue.. This was the challenge that Jay DeFeo, product of an ambitim‘m
experiment in public education, undertook. She had to be “funky‘.‘
beca}lse .1Tnprovisatory use of rough-hewn materials expressed the ex-
pansive, if rough-and-tumble, society that had identified her as a woman
Whose talent ought to be nurtured instead of suppressed. The profes-
§10nal 'c.ll’ld subjective paths she and her peers followed inevitablf))/ wefj(-
1rr‘1‘pr0V1'seld, for there were simply no models to imitate. Her embrace of
a “classicizing” approach to composition and work method provided a
melzntal structure within which to think innovatively as well as a relation(—
sb1p to a shared heritage that might help make the model her genera-
tion was developing readable to people in other places and times. The
connection would be meaningful only to the degree that she could i)uild
upon the legacies she had inherited, to the degree that her work made
understanding of one’s heritage real and relevant for contemporary life
In the process, the large-scale ambitions that marked her work anidy thaL
of many of her peers provided a basis for becoming full professionals
whose intellectual and technical accomplishment ought to be of interest
to anyone anywhere in the world.

Li.ke .DeFeo, Noah Purifoy worked with both modern and classic aes-
thetics in mind, but as he struggled to develop the relevance of contem-
porary art for the African American community, he confronted the
question of how publics for art form and then are reproduced. If artists
were to work toward the utopian ideal that an emotionally aﬁd sensa-
tl(?nally intense physical experience can transform, or “refresh,” éo use
Hlpp?ly"te Taine’s terminology, how people look at their wor’]d their
work is important for the broadest possible public. However give,n that
com.ple>1< organizations need to manage resources in predic’table ways
arts institutions required much more limited publics whose appreciatiz)ln’
could predictably sustain both daily operations and a manageable level
of growth. The democratic ideals that had made Purifoy a professional
artist who imagined his craft probing the contradictions of conéempo—
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rary life were in conflict with the organizational needs ol his occupation.
As the institution of art consolidated, modern ideals of art practice as a
form of knowledge gave way Lo postmodern conceptions of art as self-
authorizing, self-justifying practices. Purifoy started with an assumption
that art practice could, and should, be conceived as a form of research,
but results could be applied to a much wider range of social situations
than had developed in contemporary museums or university art depart-
ments. To escape what he imagined as the golden cage of professional-
ism, he pursued a strategy of state-funded programs expanding the
range of sustainable-artist-public relations. His efforts were successful on
their own terms but could not overturn the hierarchy that assigned
lower worth and hence fewer resources to work produced in community-
based situations. He also discovered that he could not be both an arts
administrator and an artist. As an administrator, he could create new
conditions for the building of contemporary culture, but only as an artist
could he actually contribute to that culture.

Efforts on both sides of the U.S.-Mexican border to make art practice
an important part of the understanding of border life demonstrate that
the configuration of artist-public relations shapes what can be said effec-
tively, who artists reach, and how work is received and interpreted. For
practicing contemporary artists, regardless of the specific topics that
they address or the methods with which they work, the incomplete,
always contingent nature of professional autonomy remains a force driv-
ing improvisation and, on occasion, genuine innovation. The experi-
ences of the artists examined in this book remain instructive for the
different paths taken as the United States has developed a more diverse
and inclusive culture. Questions of access and inclusion remain
intensely contentious in part because participation in the professional
art world by women or people of color remains the most limited at the
most prestigious sites. The persistence of inequalities is particularly evi-
dent in one critical marker of success in the contemporary art world, the
sales price an artist’s work fetches, but their effects can be seen in other
indicators of professional recognition such as the prestige of the
museum where one exhibits or the ranking of the school where one
teaches.? Nonetheless, the ability to create work that can reach a broader
public and generate comment has widened dramatically. The pace of
inclusion quickened after the 1960s, but the process itself goes more
deeply into the past, suggesting that long-term trends are inclusive
rather than exclusionary even if each step has been the occasion of bit-
ter, often violent confrontation, as well as continuing frustration for
many of the people involved. Underlying the development of modern,
postmodern, and contemporary art has been a continuous battle of
those from groups long excluded from intellectual work to insist that
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their perspectives are indispensable in the shaping of a more equitable

and realistic common culture.
Inclusion of more diverse participants in arts practice has accompa
nied and deepened the development of a more critical, a more con

tested culture. Contemporary art presents the contradictions of the

contemporary world with a directness that would have surprised most
modernist painters, many of whom strove to create an algebra for the
translation of individual into intersubjective experience that could be
shared in a manner that put apparently contradictory sensations into
harmony with each other. Contemporary art has largely abandoned all
ideas of harmony and resolution. The work is often difficult to absorb
and grasp given the specialized practices and discourses that have devel-
oped around the construction and reception of aesthetic objects. Even
if contemporary art has become more inclusive and, to that degree, con-
sistent with the nation’s ostensible democratic ideals, the practice of art
has grown more complex and professionalized, more subject to formal
constraints governing what work is shown and how it is discussed. Art is,
and perhaps should remain, a discipline that works with forms, objects,
processes, and ideas that are often difficult for the uninitiated to com-
prehend. In compensation, the alienation from routine ways of discuss-
ing well-known problems may stimulate an entirely new way of looking
at a topic once a viewer has overcome the challenge of the unfamiliar.
There are no guarantees, and indeed most work probably fails, but that
is the gamble that both artist and public take. The question for society
has been whether anybody can be initiated who is willing to make the
effort.

The relationship of art to its potential publics remains a complicated
question in a society where education has become a central foundation
of privilege and power. The ability of a discipline to function as a social
force rests on the ability of its practitioners to assert the autonomy of
their work from the judgment of those external to the field. Work can-
not be overly accessible if its justification is to expose and challenge con-
ventional ways of perceiving and feeling. Estrangement generates a
particular creative approach that requires unusual levels of critical judg-
ment to absorb intelligently. Curators and critics have become the first,
and to some degree, core public for contemporary art precisely because
their training and work experience help them evaluate new work and
determine what should be brought to the attention of other, less
involved publics. They occupy a position comparable to peer reviewers
in the sciences. Their judgments have practical effects for what is shown
and discussed, as well as what is bought, but given the large number of
organizations involved in exhibiting and interpreting contemporary art,
the opinions curators and critics form are in no way homogeneous.
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Despite the impossibility ol a unanimous opinion on almost any ques
tion, the intensity of debate and discussion underscores the important

role of expertise in the current configuration of contemporary art.

Artists and others who think that an artwork could, or ought to, .com—
municate directly with a broader public must confront the paucity of
support available for alternative practices. In that sense, the?/ ﬁpd them-
selves in a position comparable to their predecessors in pr(‘)vmcml pla.ces
like California before the boom in the visual arts of the 1960s. Improvisa-
tory strategies developed for a cultural environment tha.t assumed‘valEe
lay elsewhere remain relevant to contemporary practice, even if the
“elsewhere” whose authority must be confronted has shifted to struc-
tures that are inherent to the professional standards that, in principle,
protect and expand the ability of all artists to work as freel?f -and as
deeply as they can. Aesthetic autonomy has been a precondition .for
being able to make statements about the contemporary world that are
not already predetermined by political ide'ology. Yet by th.e same token,
if free expression is a necessary precondi‘tlon for any a-rtlst to make an
original contribution, every generation of emergent artists confronts .an
inherent, existential challenge of learning how to bre.ak away from the
institutional requirements particular to their own historical moment
without losing the intellectual autonomy that .makes what the}_/ do poten-
tially interesting to many, many others looking for alt'ernau?/e ways ?f
feeling that can replace complex, often in.tractable realities with experi-
ences powerful enough to put ideas back into play.



