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Perin Mahler
Paint it Black, 2017 / oil on canvas / 43 x 53 inches
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Ed Ruscha settled in Los Angeles in 1956, 
back then the fastest growing city in the 
US, with a thousand people arriving daily. 
Coming from Oklahoma, for Ruscha, the fa-
mous Hollywood sign in the hills had been 
a fantasy that, along with the movies, the 
palm trees, and car culture, formed a col-
lage in his mind describing the attraction of 
California. Once in LA, the clichés found a 
way into his work and changed meaning. He 
focused on the visual possibilities and am-
biguities of language. When he established 
a studio on Western Avenue he could see 
the Hollywood sign every day, it became an 
indicator as to how clear the weather was, 
or how much smog was in the air. About 
the Hollywood sign showing up in multiple 
works, he said it referred to ‘this image of 
something fake up here being held up with 
sticks’. Ruscha belongs with Dennis Hopper, 
John Baldessari, Edward Kienholz, Robert 
Irwin and others, to a generation of Los 
Angeles artists that emerged in the Fifties 
and Sixties, and later on found their spot on 
the international map. They all showed at 
the Ferus Gallery on La Cienega Boulevard, 
that existed from 1957 until 1966, one of the 
rare spots of avant-garde in what used to be 
a quite conservative county. 

For a city of its size, Los Angeles long had 
a relatively small art community. It was for 
artists not a particular attractive place to 
sell and become visible; there was hardly 
any infrastructure. ‘I always hated the term 
LA- artist,’ Baldessari said – it did not bring 
him any good. ‘You might have a reputation 
in LA, but you are small potatoes compared 
to NY.’ For some artists though, this was the 
attraction of the city. Sculptor Liz Larner, 
born in Sacramento, CA, in 1960, remarked 
in a Art21 documentary on LA that you can 
operate under the radar in the city, and this 
kept her from going to New York after finish-
ing art school: ‘It was a slower pace, it was 
easier to do things here; I wanted to exper-
iment and explore.’ Over recent years this 
situation seems to be changing, with more 
artists coming to the city, and the number of 
galleries rising. 

In 2016, Monika Sprüth and Philomene 
Magers opened a branch of their gallery in 
LA: ‘The decision to open a gallery in Los 
Angeles grew over many years, whilst trav-
eling to LA and experiencing the city with 
our artists who live and work there. John 
Baldessari and Barbara Kruger were the 
major figures in these years to us, as well 
as Ed Ruscha and Sterling Ruby. LA has al-
ways been a cultural city with its world-class 
museums and private collections – and not 
to forget the film industry. The academies 
with their prestigious teachers have always 
played an important role for many young 
people, which contribute to the cultural 
atmosphere. LA becoming an artist’s city 
seems to be a logical development. We are 
very close with our artists and it felt natural 
to be in the same city.’
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It may happily wear the mantles of city of dreams and city of angels, but Los Angeles’ 
reputation as a city of art has been a more difficult journey. The hurrahs of Hollywood 
have sometimes played a leading or supporting role, but it’s not the only show in town, 
and over the last fifty years or so it has embraced pop and conceptual art, and is a 
beacon for figurative painting. So what do the city’s artistic protagonists make of recent 
developments and how does Trump-time feel?     

TEXT JURRIAAN BENSCHOP

Ed Ruscha
Gasoline Stations, 1962/89

Gelatin silver prints, mounted on board, in ten parts
49.5 x 58.4 cm

19 1/2 x 23 inches
Copyright Ed Ruscha

Courtesy of the artist and Sprüth Magers

Robert Irwin
Installation view, Sprüth Magers, Los Angeles, 23 
January - 21 April, 2018
Courtesy of the artist and Sprüth Magers
Photo: Robert Wedemeyer

John Baldessari
Maybe That is The Simplest Way..., 2015
Varnished inkjet print on canvas with 
acrylic paint
137,5 x 182,6 x 4,1 cm
© John Baldessari
Courtesy of the artist, Marian Goodman 
Gallery and Sprüth Magers 



Yet not everybody is equally pleased with 
the development: ‘I actually have no idea 
why LA is developing as an "art city”,’ art-
ist Diana Thater says. She moved to LA in 
1988 to go to art school: ‘Los Angeles has 
the best art schools in the country. I found 
myself in a small new MFA programme at 
the Art Centre in Pasadena, and my teach-
ers were brilliant and all actively involved in 
the community. They were my introduction 
to LA and, because of them, I never left and 
I have taught for the last 25 years at the Art 
Centre.’ About the recent changes, she says: 
‘Frankly, I would have thought that LA was 
much more of an art city when it had a clos-
er-knit community of artists who had zero 
interest in becoming celebrities. Now we 
have this huge influx of artists from every-
where, and they come here knowing nothing 
about the city or the history of its small, 
dedicated art community.’

For Brian D. Butler, the market is not the 
defining factor if you want to characterise 
the Los Angeles art scene, or at least, it 
shouldn’t be. He opened his gallery 1301PE 
in 1992 and has an international programme, 
with artists such as Jessica Stockholder, 
Kirsten Everberg, Paul Winstanley, Judy 
Ledgerwood and Thater. ‘Artists based in 
Los Angeles have for more than half a cen-
tury been changing the conversation of the 

canon. Historically, Los Angeles artists had 
to show in Europe to gain a reputation, as 
New York (the gatekeeper) was not inter-
ested in art from the West Coast. In recent 
years you see a shift in the arts across the 
board from creative to financial. The market 
(meaning the one reported and celebrated 
in the media) is now global in its aesthetics. 
So how does that affect Los Angeles and its 
evolution? When there was a small market 
and expectation of getting rich was low, art-
ists made what they wanted because they 
would be judged not by the market but by 
their peers. Now if you have the market be-
hind you, we believe this is the validation for 
success.’

The Ferus Gallery, in the Sixties, had a 
strong interest in pop and conceptual art. 
It brought Andy Warhol for his first show to 
LA. ‘Isn’t that where Hollywood is?’ Warhol 
asked, and accepted the invitation. Ferus 
co-founder Walter Hopps, later became 
the director of the Pasadena Art Museum, 
where he invited Marcel Duchamp for his 
first American retrospective in 1963. The 
Museum also presented one of the earliest 
exhibitions of pop art in 1962 under the fac-
tual title New Painting of Common Objects, 
which included the work of Ruscha. These 
kinds of exhibitions changed the conversa-
tion and made the Museum into an impor-
tant place for contemporary art. Nowadays 
it is called the Norton Simon Museum and 
it seems more like an important museum 
for art of the 20th century and before, with 
some great Rembrandts on show. 

Artist and Kerus co-founder Ed Kienholz 
wanted in his work to point to the ugly truth, 
responding to events like the Watts riots in 
Los Angeles in 1965, which were sparked 
by police racism. Kerus was raw, male and 
macho, and vetoed certain artists, such as 
Richard Diebenkorn, because he was doing 
figurative painting. Diebenkorn later be-
came an important face of Los Angeles art 
with his Ocean Park Series, and he was not 
the only artist who was attracted to the 
light in the city and its proximity to sea and 
nature.

Interestingly enough, nowadays the number 
of artists with a representational approach 
in Los Angeles is high. I haven’t seen a city 
where painters define themselves so much 
over ‘being figurative’, even if that hard-
ly binds them together in a stylistic sense. 
According to Ruth Weisberg, a painter and 
professor at the USC Roski School of Art 
and Design, the reason is exactly because 
pop and conceptual art had been dominant 
in the city, pushing painters out of the spec-
trum for some decades. It did not affect her 
approach and choice of subjects though. 
As an artist she was formed by both a great 
respect for art history, as well as memories 
of meetings with Holocaust survivors when 
she was a teenager in Chicago. Through her 
family she got to meet with artists and archi-
tects who fled the Bauhaus to the US, after 
the Nazis had taken over. I met Weisberg 
by potluck at the house of Jon Swihart and 
Kimberly Merrill in Santa Monica. Since 
2003 they have invited nearly 150 artists to 
talk about their work, and it has become a 
hot spot for figurative painters. The weath-
er allows the well-attended lectures to take 
place in the garden. Alongside Weisberg, 
among the artists who presented their work 
are Marc Trujillo and Perin Mahler. 

Trujillo transforms his love-hate relationship 
with American consumer culture into precise 
paintings, showcasing ‘places where every-
body comes, but nobody wants to stay’, such 
as fast food restaurants, petrol stations and 
retail stores. Also, close-up images of com-
fort food show up in his work. Mahler depicts 
in several works the act of painting, as well as 
the challenges of family life. He also made a 
series of still lifes showcasing blister packs, 
drawing the shiny emptiness of contempo-
rary consumer life into his work. ‘One should 
distinguish between types of figurative paint-
ings,’ he says. ‘I am not interested in nostal-
gic painting that acts like the 20th century 
did not take place.’ The quality of painters 
like Mahler and Trujillo resides in an ironic 
distance to their motifs, an abstract, investi-
gative eye on American life, even if they take 
the technical execution as a highly serious 
matter. Ironic realism if you will. 
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Marc Trujillo
Cheetos, 2014

Oil on linen 
16 x 20 inches

Ruth Weisberg
Threshold, 2004
Oil and mixed media on 
unstretched canvas
74 x 60 inches
Courtesy of Jack Rutberg Fine 
Arts, Los Angeles
 

Diana Thater
Delphine, 1999
4 Video projectors, 5 DVD players, 5 DVDs, 9 video monitors, 
1 synchronizer, Lee filters and existing architecture
Dimensions variable
Installation view: The Sympathetic Imagination, 2015-16
Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA), Los Angeles, CA. 
Photo: Fredrik Nilsen
Courtesy of the artist and 1301PE, Los Angeles

Perin Mahler
Blister Pack VII, 2005
Oil on panel 
12 x 14 inches68



Another reason that figurative painting flour-
ishes in LA might be the demands of the in-
dustry. The presence of Hollywood, and also 
the game- and internet industry, gives young 
artists who graduate a perspective. This could 
also explain the high number of art schools 
in LA. It is a production city, where creative 
potential is needed, also for commercial ends. 
The relation between art and Hollywood seems 
ambiguous. Brian D. Butler: ‘Hollywood or ac-
cess to the industry has affected some practic-
es, but the aerospace industry also had a major 
effect too. I don’t believe that “Hollywood” is 
an essential draw for artist and galleries. In 
fact, I think “Hollywood” is antithetical to the 
spirit of the artist.’

Thater is interested in how people relate to 
nature, and she transforms this interest into 
spatial installations with movie projections, 
aiming at enabling the viewer to experience 
nature. ‘How do we think about the natural 
world in a way that does not destroy it?’ is a 
central question to her work. LA offers her 
a good infrastructure for production, but 
to shoot her material she usually travels to 
distant places. For one project she went to 
Chernobyl to find how life returned after the 
nuclear melt down. 

In the meantime, being based in Los Angeles 
has become relevant as a political fact. Last 
year’s manifestation, Pacific Standard Time: 
LA/LA, highlighted the many relationships 
between Latin America and Los Angeles, 
among others with a solo exhibition of 
Brazilian artist Anna Maria Maiolino in the 
Museum of Contemporary Art. The timing, 
with a government looking to slander immi-
grants, seemed apt. 

‘Since the current political situation arose, 
I have identified myself when travelling 
abroad as a “Californian”,’ Thater says. ‘I 
find that California is becoming recognised 
as a centre of resistance to the current US 
government and its policies, and I am proud 
to be part of that resistance. It has become 
more urgent that I speak out through my 
work about the waning of nature and the 
extinction of species and landscapes. It was 
vital before 2017 and is even more vital now. 
When things are darkest it becomes impera-
tive to become a fully-engaged artist as well 
as a fully-engaged citizen.’
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Diana Thater, A Runaway World, 
Guggenheim Bilbao, 12 July - 21 October,  
guggenheim-bilbao.eus

Robert Irwin, Sprüth Magers Los Angeles, 
until 21 April, spruethmagers.com

1301PE.COM
MARCTRUJILLO.COM

PERINMAHLER.ART

Diana Thater, knots + surfaces, 2001
5 video projectors, 16 video monitors, 6 DVD players, 6 DVDs, 1 distri-
bution amplifier, Lee filters and existing architecture
Installation view, Diana Thater, The Sympathetic Imagination, 2015-16, 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA), Los Angeles, CA
Photo: Fredrik Nilsen
Courtesy the artist and 1301PE, Los Angeles

Installation view of Anna Maria Maiolino, 2017 
at MOCA Grand Avenue
Courtesy of The Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Los Angeles 
Photo: Brian Forrest
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