YOU MAY NOT HAVE HEARD

OF THEM,

BUT THESE YOUNG L.A. ARTISTS

ARE WHIPPING UP
THE LOCAL ART SCENE.

BUY NOW,
ASK LATER

By George Melrod
PORTRAITS B Y PATRIK
WHATEVER ART LOOKS LIKE IN S )
THE 21ST CENTURY, IT’S A GOOD _
guess that L.A. will have something L)
to do with it. From the pre-pop days R G50
of the Ferus Gallery to the grandiose P s
-

Getty of today, the city has long
played a vital role in shaping Ameri-
ca’s cultural landscape. And in the - e
past decade, Southern California has
become a breeding ground for artists.
Nurtured by an exceptional teaching
community encompassing many of the region’s most prominent names, not to men-
tion a gallery system eagerly seeking new ones, the artistic ecosystem is teeming. At
the forefront of this push are the Art Center College of Design, the California Institute
of the Arts (CalArts), Claremont College, Otis College of Art and Design and, espe-
cially, UCLA, whose all-star grad school has become so trendy one half expects to
find Britney Spears there conducting seminars on video art. The increased relevance
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and visibility of local museums doesn’t hurt, either, M . ra
i YCA’S 1992 “Helter Skelter” show to be 4 watershed in defining th
S,dc‘r‘ M d ;m?ﬂic of the L.A. art scene. And that image has had 4 ripple e
ﬁ:;stss] ‘;_ion}; around the country eager to plug into that zeitgeiss,

There are those who believe, however, that in tl?e rus
are thrust into the spotlight too soon and turned
their craft. And while anecdotes of de
Next Hot Artist are exaggerated, th

any critics, curators and artists still con-

€ sometimes trans-
ffect, attracting stu-

alers tripping oyer cach other

ey’re not entirely ungrye,
In such a hothouse atmosphere, critics might be duly

g Into the hype. But
there are artists in L.A. who are ]egitimately making waves and who, in. part because of the
inbred posture of the art worl(_i, are not nearly as wel| knowr} to the public a5 they should be,

None of the artists under dlscussml? here represe:}t any dlsFlllct schools.or movements; as
Paul Schimmel, chief curator at MOCA, obsﬁerves, This era is the era of individya|
plishment rather than collectlvg movements.” Although ‘shared th'emes. are
their work—particularly thc. dlalogue b.etweelj abstraction and pictoria] 1,
covering oddness in the famlhgr (and vice versa)—each draws from
spectrum of sources and experience from the vast postmodern smorg;
; 'y culture.

Cengel:/e,uthen, are five young artists who are
known as the L.A. art scene.

KEVIN APPEL e
SOME PAINTERS LOOK TO THE l)r.\’vl FOR lNS].’[R loo
;i()cs both. His starkly handsome, rlgorouslyl designed ¢ ases point in bogh
plying a futuristic computer-era g]os‘s to th@ 1d‘eals and f()ll'l
his June show “House” at Angles Gallery in Slanta Momc.a.,
via L()lﬂpﬂtﬂl‘ imaging, then cr.eated vast, gn‘gu a{r'c011lpf)s1t1 .
spaces. With its sharp yet ﬂowu}g geometries and impersong
seems to draw at once fr()n'? Piet Mondrian, Rl“ch
sustaining an ethereal qgallty that cch?fs. Ehe L
Merging nature and artifice through an (.Ll:l(_ gie?n
smoothly chilly as a cut-glass bowl ‘of lime sorbet,

But if his paintings are c:ool to a fault, A : he Brglss —
out, with many works gomng to top C'(‘)H?thl)l 51- ‘Thaft lslaTe month, he won the thipq annug|
Citibank Emerging Artist Award, vv%llﬁh n}]c uc ts‘[a ZI s‘l(l)vsf and catalog 5¢ MOCA (the ey.
hibit runs through Januar‘y 2). MOCAs Sc 1111Tntd3 W 1'o zie ccted Appel fro.m alist of finalists,
describes his paintings as 'Comphcafed’.a;n,@dn lng% d]n\ quietly unre]entlpg, What | find in-
teresting about his lo_okmg back is t mt it mi 1.101.1§ (1)‘ t }c{w?rmth, humanlty Or romanticigy,
usually associated with 11()stzllgla. Hls nostalgia is devoid ¢ human reference, [ looks inyit.
ing, but there’s no way 1o get into 1t i N |

The 31-year-old UCLA grz}duatg u)ncc’ es the teet 1 behind hig unsentimeng,| vision,
idealism is stripped away a b_lt. [ thmli er rf: rll htflib!t more savyy NOW; we’re not nec
ily thinking modernism Is going to-llefliun "3 )ttule‘. 3

Appel’s attraction to indigenous mo ‘ers,lln 1% 1mn
and an interior designer mothe.r, he grew (Lilp huj a glass ho
Richard would take him on dl.‘lV‘CS z?rom.l t‘ e uty,dpomt
tures. In contrast, Appel’s studio is vintage Raymon
in the heart of Hollywood.

accom-
clearly evident in
arrative, and djs-
a diverse, idiosyncratic

asbord that i late-20th-

lending shape to that funky, sprawling entiry

s of the virtya]

1 architectyry] logic, Appel’s work

ard Neutra and Buckm

ight and Space” sty jeq of James Turrell,
kaleldoscope, his critiques of Utopia are gg

ppel himself i suddenly hot, T

“The
essar-
ate. The son of an architect father
use on the \X/estside, and hig father
Mg out distinctiye modernjgg Struc-
Chandler, tucked inge |
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.1 Jeas
When discussing D1 lxiflistf
and inspirations, Al?fjh ood:
fully recalls his chle < subr
“My parents’ hous here
merged in a canyon, ® he 52y
green all arourlf1 I of day)
“At certain Umesdanciﬂg
when the lights are ing’s
off the foliage, every"
got a green cast.”
That same dﬁ}ﬂc ra
ture and artifice i$ grli,vof 5
the dynamism (_’f hls'}igencea
For all their digital {h pla
it is in their shifting mjc'e o f
of interior and ext(leO’ )
surface, texture an jive. 70
that they truly come 2
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MEADOWS

«As clean as they look, there’s a lot of battle. You get

ation for me,” he says.
sure comes in. That’s why you’re doing it.”

point of fascin
hat’s where the plea

to the painting—t

JASON MEADOW ]

LEANING OVER A WORK'I‘ABI,I’, STREWN WITE
s of works as-yet uncreated, ]
a disjointed picket fence; another
er. A third suggests an aluminum ladder on peyote.

1 SNAPSHOTS of his recent sculptures and
computer rendering ason Meadows contemplates his oeuvre.
One piece resembles looks like a cross between a seating unit
and a tacky chandeli )

o
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In fact, one can discover familiar objects in almost all of Meadows’s pleasingly rough-hewn
works—it’s just that they’ve usually been twisted inside out or upside down. “It’s a do-it-your-
self kind of thing,” explains the tall, thoughtful, shaggy-haired artist amid the casual clutter
of sculptural scraps in his storefront studio in Highland Park. “There’s always something peo-
ple can relate to; you can still sort of recognize the sum of its parts. It’s about something los-
ing its function.” He turns to the deconstructed ladder. “It’s about losing and gaining its essence
of ladder, its ladderness.”

Raised in the Midwest (one of his earliest childhood memories is clambering over a Robert
Indiana LOVE sculpture), Meadows moved to L.A. from Chicago and enrolled in UCLA’s

LAURA OWENS IN FRONT OF HER Untitled

vaunted sculpture depart-
ment, where he studied under
such notorious “Helter Skel-
ter” veterans as Charles Ray
and Paul McCarthy. At 27,
he’s now—along with Evan
Holloway and Liz Craft—
one of that department’s most
visible young graduates. His

(Bee#2), 1998
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YWENS'S

Untitled, 1998

OWENS’S Untitled, 1999

work draws from a range of
20th-century sources, includ-
ing constructivism, pop art
and, especially, minimalism.
But while they may be spare,
Meadows’s pieces are mis-
chievous rather than bom-
bastic. One striking example,
done in collaboration with
L.A. sculptor Jorge Pardo, is
an homage to Constantin
Brancusi’s famous Endless
Column, made from plywood
struts and yellow wooden disks
held in place with latex tub-
ing. Like many of Meadows’s
works, the piece makes a
virtue out of repetition, trans-
forming raw materials into
clegant motifs. “I prefer not
_to be literal about things. I
_ figure the best thing that I do
“is look at the way someone
“takes a musical idea and try
o make an analogue, with
icadence, rhythm, patterns,
setting one rhythm against
another—like a deejay.”

It’s apt that Meadows
hould describe his sculpture
in terms of music: Next to
art, it’s his passion. When not
sing music as an analogue
o design his art, he uses his
-omputer to assemble “sound”
‘ollages. But he’s also big on
vhat he calls “active listen-
ng” (to hard-core rock, elec-
ronic music and hip-hop—
is current favorite is Kool

Keith), studying how the music is constructed.

Among Meadows’s admirers is Dean Valentine, president and CEO of the UPN Network.
One of L.A.’s foremost contemporary art collectors, Valentine purchased the sculptor’s 1997
installation at the now-defunct L.A. gallery Room 702 (the highlight being a picnic table flipped
upside down at an awkward angle atop a custom display mount, like an exotic beetle plucked
from a backyard). Valentine regards Meadows’s work as “very lovely, very playful and very,
very intelligent. He has a great sense of humor and storytelling, along with this impeccable
formal control.”

So far, Meadows has been seen mainly in snatches. This spring, he has two solo shows—
one at Marc Foxx in L.A. and another in Milan. If his previous work is any indication, one
should expect his new pieces to be rugged, rhythmic and drolly subversive. “I'm interested in
things not being so fixed,” Meadows says, spinning the thought into another musical metaphor:
“It’s like punk rock: urgent but not overproduced.”

LAURA OWENS

TOO MUCH ATTENTION ISN’T THE SORT OF PROBLEM most artists have to deal with. But
buzz in the art world can be a burden and a blessing. Just ask Laura Owens. Only five years
out of school, this 28-year-old painter has already spent most of her career trying to outrun
the hype—and barbs—flung in her path. The consensus is that she’s succeeded admirably.

With her quirky compositions and doodly subject matter, Owens is a painter’s painter who,
in forging her own eclectic style, has earned the respect of curators and critics. Among her fans
is David Reed, her teacher at CalArts and recently the subject of his own retrospective at the
Museum of Contemporary Art in San Diego, who praises her “great courage and wit.”

The works themselves teeter between imagery and abstraction. Many feature elements of
nature, such as flowers, trees and grass (her new works echo Chinese landscapes). Owens,
who teaches at Pasadena’s Art Center College of Design, believes in studying from life, often
taking her students to the Huntington and Descanso gardens. “There’s something virtuous
and wholesome about our humble little human attempts to reference the awe and beauty we
see around us,” she says. .

But her palette is amusingly retro, highlighting the pseudonatural colors seen in 1970s dish-
ware: avocado, coffee, peach, honeydew. Sometimes her paintings use patterns inspired by
textiles. Frequently, they are characterized by large, flat expanses punctuated by small, dense
globs of paint squeezed directly from the tube: outbursts of sensuality erupting through a seem-
ingly bland facade.

It takes some footwork to orient yourself to an Owens composition: You have to back
away to take in the whole thing, then scan the surface to soak up the details. Even in the art
world, these aren’t easy works. But along with fellow CalArts graduates Monique Prieto and
Ingrid Calame, Owens is considered one of the most promising new painters of the *90s. Las;t
fall, she scored an urban trifecta of sorts, landing solo shows at ACME in L.A., Gavin.BroWn S
Enterprise in New York and Loyola University Chicago. At the Basel Art Fair in Swntze.rla'nd
last June, she won a special award, the Baloise Art Prize, for a single 10-by-10-foot painting
installed in an otherwise empty booth. (Owens is not afraid to work large: Her painting at
Loyola spanned a daunting 40 feet.)

In her Eagle Rock studio, an old brick storefront that she shares with her mutt Lucy, Owens
exudes a studious sincerity that masks a disarming sense of humor. She remains bemused .abgut
the art-world hoopla surrounding her work. “ “This painting’s a prizewinnel‘,’ ” she mnnlcs;;
“What does that mean?” She is likewise resistant to being tagged a “female” or an “L.A'.
artist. “Place—that’s such a limiting idea,” says Owens, who was raised in a small town m
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SALOMON HUERTA NEXT TO HIS Untitled, 1999
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Bz One of Huerta’s greatest supporters is his older sister Catalina,
= \vith whom he lives in Van Nuys. Not only did she help put him

‘one wants to be preached at,” he says, the aforementioned model

C 0N T LN U E D g

Ohio. “Why not hair color? “You’re a brown-haired artist. Why do you use those colors?’ “You’re
a Virgo. What’s up with that?’”

As testament to her discomfort with labels, her paintings are untitled. And for all their play-
ful ambiguity, they remain self-aware. Staking out a balance between the familiar and the ab-
stract, Owens examines not just the outside world, but the pleasures and limitations of the act of
painting and the way that a painting informs its space. “I guess the referents I use are nature, the
space within a room and the space within a painting,” she says, studying the small, unfinished
works around her. “I'm really interested in painting not being passive—that it comes out at you.”

SALOMON HUERTA

YOU EXPECT FIGURATIVE WORKS TO REVEAL THINGS ABOUT THEIR SUBJECTS, not obscure
them. Which is why Salomén Huerta’s paintings are so startling. Huerta paints people from be-
hind, forcing the viewer to actively engage in a search for their identity. In his first major solo
show, at Bergamot Station’s Patricia Faure Gallery last November, Huerta exhibited 13 paint-
ings: eight shaved heads and five nearly life-size figures, all shown from behind and presented
against pastel-colored backgrounds. Some gallery-goers found the images menacing or decided
they were gang members in a lineup. A few thought they were all men (they were not) and even
questioned their sexual orientation. (Huerta’s models are strangers he finds on the street, some
of them foreigners.)

This is the sort of dialogue the artist actively seeks. By raising issues of race and gender
from a coolly neutral stance, he lets viewers project their own preconceptions onto the works.
“I wanted to find a way to make them nonconfrontational—to tone everything down, so it
was like a mirror to the viewer. I took the palette out of pop culture,” he explains, speaking
in his tiny studio north of downtown, laying out clips from fashion magazines of slinky mod-
els posed against teal blue backdrops. “The colors are institutional colors, but I sweeten them,
make them candy-coated. In jails, they use pink to calm down
violent inmates.”

Born in Tijuana, Mexico, Huerta, 34, grew up in the projects in
L.A.s Boyle Heights. He later attended Art Center, where at one
point he was so poor he was living on rice and beans. His first
works were of gang members. After two solo shows at L.A.’s Rico
Gallery, he got his master’s at UCLA, where he was a true minor-
ity: a figurative painter. (His favorite artists are Velazquez, Lucian
Freud and Francis Bacon.)

“There were some teachers who would see the work and just
walk out,” he recalls. “But overall, they were very supportive.” !

John Miller, an abstract painter who was a visiting artist at HUERTA}’S Untitle
UCLA when he encountered Huerta, was among those impressed. 4
“When viewing his work, what you’re dealing with is your own HUERTA'S Untitled Figure #1,1997
experience,” he observes. “You find yourself looking at yourself
looking. And I think that’s an aspect of abstract painting.”

SR,

.

#5,1997

through UCLA, she also acted as his surrogate in the art world for
several years, mixing at parties, dealing with his business affairs,
even hosting elaborate dinners for collectors. Another big fan is his
mother, who is excited that her son has a show this fall in her na-
tive country, at the Mexico City Museum. “Where I was raised in
Boyle Heights, no one expected you to amount to anything,”
Huerta states simply.

Lately, Huerta’s subject matter has been suburban homes, neatly
centered and stripped of detail. These, too, he considers a basis for
‘examining class and cultural status in a starkly neutral way. “No

snapshots spread before him like a ragtag catalog of strangers. “And
I Fion t want to cry ‘Victim.” I want to make work that makes the
viewer question his own identity. That, in itself, is political.”

NP AN E T
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young at art
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SHARON LOCKHART
SHARON LOCKHART IS A BIG DEAL IN
EUROPE. Which isn't to say she isn't one
here: Since 1994, she’s had her pho-
tographs purchased by nearly a dozen
museums, including MOCA, the Los
Angeles County Muscum of Art, the
Museum of Modern Art in San Francis
co and the Whitney in New York, where

photographer Thomas Ruff and Belgian
filmmaker Chantal Akerman, though
her subject marter makes her scem more
like a contemporary stepdaughter of
thropologist Margaret Mcad.

The process of Lockhart's work sug-
gests a distinetly Hollywood approach;

she directs her photo shoots, working
with a hired cameraman. “L.A. has re-
ally shaped the way
1 work,” says the Arnt
Center graduate. “It’s
like producing a film:

edged acuity to her own investigations
of personal and cultural alienation.
Recently, the Museum of Contempo-
rary Artin San Diego purchased a 1999
photo triptych, spanning 18 inches, of a
repairman working alone at mght amid
archacology displays at the Museum of
Anthropology in Mexico City, As cap-

tured by Lockhart’s lens, the man him-
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Lockhart wrote her thesis on medical  trying to be an anthrapologist, vou know?
photography, and she brings a scalpel-  It's more of an exchange.” LA

cameraman.






