120

John White, Clothing as Form, 1571.
Vancouver, British Columbia.

Allan Kaprow, Altect, 1974,

P T T S PRI TR "

real life encounters with custom interrogation, job interviews,
armed services physicals, credit applications, and jail and im-
migration examinations. No one was allowed to leave during the
piece.

Rachel Rosenthal is an amazing woman who has been in-
volved in myriad lives and arts. Born in Russia and brought up in
Paris, she arrived in New York to dance with Merce Cunning-
ham. Like Byrd, Rosenthal brought news of New York when she
came West in 1955 to escape from ""the vortex of supercharged
energy" of the Cage, Johns, Rauschenberg, Cunningham circle.
Settled in Los Angeles, she co-founded the improvisatory In-
stant Theater group in 1956. In 1975 she reminisced about these
early days: At first, for instance, the lights were hand-held and
part of the action. Visually we achieved a Neo-Dada collision of
gas masks, Japanese umbrellas, chains. tutus, periscopes, ar-
my boots, and strings of fake salami. We made masks, and we
and the stage were giant, living Assemblages.”'* The art com-
munity, to a greater extent than regular theatergoers, was
fascinated by Instant Theater, which ran from 1956 to 1966, and
reappeared briefly in 1976-1977.

Rosenthal has also begun to make excursions into autobio-
graphical Performances, mining her own life for bizarre and
haunting episodes. First came Charm (1976), where she and
members of the Instant Theater used the improvisatory techni-
ques of their group to act out Rosenthal's “‘charmed" child-
hood. Charm referred to the literal and symbolic aspects of her
three-storied childhood house in Paris. The ground floor was
the setting for the elegant and charming public life of her
parents; the middle for the less charming, private encounters of
the family; on the third floor the child, Rachel, lived in terror
with the servants and a sadistic governess. Below, Rosenthal
lived as a little princess; above, servants dismissed her as
stupid and an idiot. Throughout the piece Rosenthal told of her
*‘charming" childhood, while bizarre figures appeared and
disappeared, “enacting ali the things I'm not talking about, all
the underneath stuff, the nightmare. They're being sadistic and
sadomasochistic."'® She accompanied her story by eating
throughout the duration of the Performance. At the beginning
she daintily ate little French pastries served in porcelain and
silver containers, but toward the end her eating was “"more and
more gluttonous and animal-like, finally tolally like a pig.” She
performed this piece only once. Rosenthal continued her auto-
biographical tale with The Story of O, and she would like to do
more with the play of truth and imagination upon her auto-
biography.

Guy De Cointet, another Los Angeles experimenter in
theatrical Performance, is known for meticulous and elegant
presentation colored by a passion for linguistic manipulations
and riddles. As a source and model De Cointet draws upon the
extravagant fragmented tales of the French writer Raymond
Roussel. De Cointet arrived in New York from Paris in 1967 and
the next year moved across the country to settle permanently in
Los Angeles. In 1971 he started to make books, their texts com-
posed from a mirture of found and invented codes, languages,
and symbols; his third such book became the basis for his first
Performance, Espahor Ledet Ko Ulaner (1973). A classroom
situation provided the setting. A midgel professional actor,
suavely dressed and holding a mysterious book in his hand,
gave a demonstration lecture to “explain’ the book, amplifying
his points with chalk diagrams on a blackboard. In 1974, Viva,
who had appeared in Warhol movies, performed De Cointet's
The Paintings of Sophie Rummel. Elegant in manner and ap-
pearance and wielding a long pointer, she "explained” huge
wall-mounted texts of seemingly random letters. This became a
standard format for De Cointet's Performance tor several years.
The artist presents his texts—indecipherable and inexplicable
to anyone but their author—Ilarge scale, as in Rummel, or in-
scribed in strangely shaped books. He hires actors and ac-
tresses or meticulously trains friends to deliver memorized
scripts which tell fragmented stories of the circumstances and
(perhaps) the meaning of the texts. The scripts are drawn from
pulp novels, newspaper stories, and his own poetic writings.
One story, for example, is about a painting which emits a cry at
dawn, and whose history involves Egypl, an earthquake, and a
stone. Another describes a diary, bequeathed by a dying father
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to his daughter, who carries the book through a city racked by
revolution and fire. Recently De Cointet has moved into longer
and more complex pieces. In 1976-1977 he used sets, costumes,
more performers, and music in what he terms his “operas,”
Ethiopia, Iglu, and Ramona. For these operas, Bob Wilhile, a
Performance artist in his own right, designed exquisite musical
instruments whose appearance and mysterious sound enhance
the strange texts.

Of the many artists currently working in Los Angeles, | would
like to return to three mentioned earlier in this essay: Barbara
Smith, Paul McCarthy, and John White. Barbara Smith's initial
encounter with Performance was in the 1968 Alex Hay Work-
shop, and since then she has produced an astonishingly boun-
tiful array of work. After her Ritual Meal, described earlier,
Smith continued her ceremonial use of food. Among these
rituals were Mass Meal (1969); White Meal (1970); an all-night
multi-media banquet of black, gray, and silver food (The Longest
Day of Night, 1973); and a festive meal for friends of a huge
squash whose leftover shell was resin-cast as a '‘holy relic”
(Celebration of the Holy Squash. 1971). For Smilh the ritual meal
is both a literal means and a symbol of psychic/social commu-
nion and sensuality, two major concerns in her art and life. In
1973 Smith confronted an audience with one of her most
demanding events, Feed Me, in the group show "All Night
Sculptures' at the Museum of Conceptual Art in San Francisco.
Smith created a comfortable room with incense, oils, pillows,
rugs, flowers, music, food, and books. She sat in it nude. Par-
ticipants entered one at a time. Each was confronted with the
conflict of rumored sexual expectations and the reality of enter-
ing a room to find a real person on her own terms. Smith had set
up the context to require acknowledgment and involvement of
all the senses. Complex and subtle interactions occurred.
Smith's next Performance, Pure Food, was in total contrast to
Feed Me. As its setting, Smith found a small clearing in a large
field in Orange Country. In this eight-hour piece, Smith
meditated for a long time and ““from then on it was a matter of
passing the time and noticing the directions my attention would
take."?® Pure Food drew upon Smith’s longstanding and serious
immersion in Eastern mysticism, often of a sparse and solitary
nature. These meditative interests are sometimes at variance
with her needs for communion and sensuality. Another aspect
of Smith's mind and personality is a wild humor which she en-
joys for itself as well as for its function as a lens through which
she and the audience can explore complex, often painful sub-
ject matter.

In 1977, after years of intense and psychically draining Per-
formance, Smith created Ordinary Life, Part | and Part Il. This
two-part piece, performed in Los Angeles and San Francisco,
was the outcome of Smith's examining the effects of her Per-
formance on her personal life. Ordinary Life combines ritual,
theater, and plain talk. In it Smith told her audience of her
erstwhile hopes that art would "'repair my lite, find me a lover, a
home and give me personally what | need.” She ended her long
monologue with the speculation: *What if | said | was no longer
afraid?"’

Paul McCarthy was brought up as a Mormon on the outskirts
of Salt Lake City. He took up painting at the University of Utah
and speedily transformed it into a process akin to Performance.
With only a reading knowledge of what was happening else-
where—and a particular admiration for Yves Klein—McCarthy
subjected his paintings to destruction—burning or cutting the
canvases. Since then McCarthy has existed artistically onacon-
sistent diet of bizarre violence which, as he moved into both live
and video Performance, has been direcied against himself and
his audience.

McCarthy began Performance work in Utah in the late 1960s.
In one, he crammed masses of furniture onto a stage and placed
mannequins in the set. The University of Utah audience walch-
ed in disbelief as he attacked this scene with chain saw and hat-
chet. Shortly afterward he left Utah for San Francisco and, in
1970, moved to Los Angeles where he now lives. While in San
Franmsco he expenmented with film-making and jazz and
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Often his little soap dolls act as props and actors in his wor
He intimidates, disgusts, and occasionally arouses pity in |
audience as he runs them and himself through a gauniiet
primitive states of being. He appears nude, often maske ', si
ting. vomiting, gyrating, clambering, crawling, and grove..ng
the floor.

A total reversal in style and content characterizes the work
John White. White lards his performances with humor, stori:
actions, and props, and with meticulous choreography
underpins an abundance of associations, events, and imaan
an abundance which on the surface produces an impression
fragmentation and randomness. White presented a characte:
tically complex piece, Autobiographical Forms, at LAICA
1975. The first action of the piece was to locate the audiencre
space-time. He began by standing in front of a cassette pla
hung on a wall which played back White's account of ever
during a peace rally in the 1960s. The rally had been held in |
empty lot which later housed LAICA. An episode about an
man hit by a billyclub "took place just over there,”’ the tap
voice informed the audience, indicating the spot where (I
were sitting. It went on to focus the audience’s attention
their own bodies, itemizing each part of the body on the tape
this piece White utilized an arsenal of props. including a mel:
a potato. a jock strap, and an envelope taped to his chest cont:
ing cue cards for each story. He had employed simpler routir
in his earlier events, such as in Newspile (1969-1970), in wh
he had certain members of the audience lie in a circle on !
floor while the rest covered them with masses of crump!
newspaper. Each participant on the floor had been told to co:
to a thousand and then leave. The end of the piece was thu
protracted scene in which the participants struggled to dis:
tangle themselves from the piles of newspaper and get out.

White's work as a psychiatric group therapist in 1971-1
caused him to use Performance as a therapeutic tool v
patients—with highly inventive and successful results—and
include autobiographical material in his own pieces. Inone f
formance White enumerated and analyzed the effects of dr
gatory terms describing women learned during his childhood
another he laboriously tracked down what had happened to !
high school classmales; several had committed suicide. Of!
lower-keyed works are based on his enjoyment of and interes!
golf.

Allan Kaprow has moved into the psychological arena i
art, but with adifference. His work since the late 1960s has b«
motivated by general interest and curiosity about his own
others’ behavior in interactive situations rather than by a de:
to filter overt autobiographical experiences into Performan
Kaprow now works with precisely planned and executed si!
tions with no audience. The public theatricality of his early H
penings had been completely tempered by the time Kapr
moved to Southern California in 1969. He attributes this shili
the rather unsatisfying but enlightening experiences
Berkeley in 1968-1969, where Kaprow worked on an experim
tal educational program, Project Other Ways. funded by
Carnegie Foundation. Among the events that he and the h
school students worked on was Giveaway (1969), in which e:
participant bought one dollar's worth of secondhand clothi
washed and pressed it, and tried, often unsuccessfully, to o
it away. In the turbulent, paranoid Berkeley of the late 19i
such guilelessness was regarded with suspicion. Kapr
recalls, ""Nobody understood motives in those days. It was
awkward time but | learned a lot. | learned, for example, b
ultimately private | am in spite of my wish to be otherwise
With this new insight in tow, Kaprow came to teach at Cal #
in 1969. This was the period when his work shifted from *'ob;
tive and social" work routines with large groups of people (a:
Fluids) to activities with smaller groups and then to “pie
revolving around routines of domesticity, private life and fin.
to sensitized, subjective and psychological pieces dealing w
individual psychic responses."”

Kaprow now works with pairs or small groups of peos
Much of hlS current research is concerned with miming ¢
- Ear nvample  twn frie
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real life encounters with custom interrogation, job interviews,
armed services physicals, credit applications, and jail and im-
mjgration examinations. No one was allowed to leave during the
piece.

Rachel Rosenthal is an amazing woman who has been in-
volved in myriad lives and arts. Born in Russia and brought up in
Paris, she arrived in New York to dance with Merce Cunning-
ham. Like Byrd, Rosenthal brought news of New York when she
came West in 1955 to escape from “‘the vortex of supercharged
energy" of the Cage, Johns, Rauschenberg, Cunningham circle.
Settled in Los Angeles, she co-founded the improvisatory In-
stant Theater group in 1956. In 1975 she reminisced about these
early days: "*At first, for instance, the lights were hand-held and
part of the action. Visually we achieved a Neo-Dada collision of
gas masks, Japanese umbrellas, chains. tutus, periscopes, ar-
my boots, and strings of fake salami. We made masks, and we
and the stage were giant, living Assemblages.”'® The art com-
munity, to a greater extent than regular theatergoers, was
fascinated by Instant Theater, which ran from 1956 to 1966, and
reappeared briefly in 1976-1977.

Rosenthal has also begun to make excursions into autobio-
graphical Performances, mining her own life for bizarre and
haunting episodes. First came Charm (1976), where she and
members of the Instant Theater used the improvisatory techni-
ques of their group to act out Rosenthal's "‘charmed" child-
hood. Charm referred to the literal and symbolic aspects of her
three-storied childhood house in Paris. The ground floor was
the setting for the elegant and charming public life of her
parents; the middle for the less charming, private encounters of
the family; on the third floor the child, Rachel, lived in terror
with the servants and a sadistic governess. Below, Rosenthal
lived as a little princess; above, servants dismissed her as
stupid and an idiot. Throughout the piece Rosenthal told of her
**charming" childhood, while bizarre figures appeared and
disappeared, "enacting all the things I'm not talking about, all
the underneath stuff, the nightmare. They're being sadistic and
sadomasochistic.”'* She accompanied her story by eating
throughout the duration of the Performance. At the beginning
she daintily ate little French pastries served in porcelain and
silver containers, but toward the end her eating was “more and
more gluttonous and animal-like, finally totally like a pig." She
performed this piece only once. Rosenthal continued her auto-
biographical tale with The Story of O, and she would like tc do
more with the play of truth and imagination upon her auto-
biography.

Guy De Cointet, another Los Angeles experimenter in
theatrical Performance, is known for meticulous and elegant
presentation colored by a passion for linguistic manipulations
and riddles. As a source and model De Cointet draws upon the
extravagant fragmented tales of the French writer Raymond
Roussel. De Cointet arrived in New York from Paris in 1967 and
the next year moved across the country to settle permanently in
Los Angeles. In 1971 he started to make books, their texts com-
posed from a mixture of found and invented codes, languages,
and symbols; his third such book became the basis for his first
Performance, Espahor Ledet Ko Ulaner (1973). A classroom
situation provided the setting. A midget professional actor,
suavely dressed and holding a mysterious book in his hand,
gave a demonstration lecture to “‘explain’ the book, amplifying
his points with chalk diagrams on a blackboard. In 1974, Viva,
who had appeared in Warhol movies, performed De Cointet's
The Paintings of Sophie Rummel. Elegant in manner and ap-
pearance and wielding a long pointer, she "explained” huge
wall-mounted texts of seemingly random letters. This became a
stangard format for De Cointet's Performance for several years.
The artist presents his texts—indecipherable and inexplicable
to anyone but their author—large scale, as in Rummel, or in-
scribed in strangely shaped books. He hires actors and ac-
tresses or meticulously trains friends to deliver memorized
scripts which tell fragmented stories of the circumstances and
(perhaps) the meaning of the texts. The scripts are drawn from
pulp novels, newspaper stories, and his own poetic writings.
One story, for example, is about a painting which emits a cry at
dawn, and whose history involves Egypt, an earthquake, and a
stone. Another describes a diary, bequeathed by a dying father
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to his daughter, who carries the book through a city racked by
revolution and fire. Recently De Cointet has moved into longer
and more complex pieces. In 1976-1977 he used sets, costumes,
more performers, and music in what he terms his “operas,”
Ethiopia, Iglu, and Ramona. For these operas, Bob Wiihite, a
Performance artist in his own right, designed exquisite musical
instruments whose appearance and mysterious sound enhance
the strange texts.

Of the many artists currently working in Los Angeles, | would
like to return to three mentioned earlier in this essay: Barbara
Smith, Paul McCarthy, and John White. Barbara Smith's initial
encounter with Performance was in the 1968 Alex Hay Work-
shop, and since then she has produced an astonishingly boun-
tiful array of work. After her Ritual Meal, described earlier,
Smith continued her ceremonial use of food. Among these
rituals were Mass Meal (1969); White Meal (1970); an all-night
multi-media banquet of black, gray, and silver food (The Longest
Day of Night, 1873); and a festive meal for friends of a huge
squash whose leftover shell was resin-cast as a “‘holy relic"
(Celebration of the Holy Squash, 1971). For Smith the ritual meal
is both a literal means and a symbol of psychic/social commu-
nion and sensuality, two major concerns in her art and life. In
1973 Smith confronted an audience with one of her most
demanding events, Feed Me, in the group show “All Night
Sculptures' at the Museum of Conceptual Art in San Francisco.
Smith created a comfortable room with incense, oils, pillows,
rugs, flowers, music, food, and books. She sat in it nude. Par-
ticipants entered one at a time. Each was confronted with the
conflict of rumored sexual expectations and the reality of enter-
ing aroom to find a real person on her own terms. Smith had set
up the context to require acknowledgment and involvement of
all the senses. Complex and subtle interactions occuried.
Smith’'s next Performance, Pure Food, was in total contrast to
Feed Me. As its setting, Smith found a small clearing in a large
field in Orange Country. In this eight-hour piece, Smith
meditated for a long time and "from then on it was a matter of
passing the time and noticing the directions my attention would
take."?° Pure Food drew upon Smith's longstanding and serious
immersion in Eastern mysticism, often of a sparse and solitary
nature. These meditative interests are sometimes at variance
‘with her needs for communion and sensuality. Another aspect
of Emith’'s mind and personality is a wild humor which she en-
joys for itself as well as for its function as a lens through which

| she and the audience can explore complex, often painful sub-

ject matter.

In 1977, after years of intense and psychically draining Per-
formance, Smith created Ordinary Life, Part | and Part /. This
two-part piece, performed in Los Angeles and San Francisco,
was the outcome of Smith's examining the effects of her Per-
formance on her personal life. Ordinary Life combines ritual,
theater, and plain talk. In it Smith told her audience of her
erstwhile hopes that art would "‘repair my life, find me a lover, a
home and give me personally what | need.” She ended her long
monologue with the speculation: *"What if | said | was no longer
afraid?"

Paul McCarthy was brought up as a Mormon on the outskirts
of Salt Lake City. He took up painting at the University of Utah
and speedily transformed it into a process akin to Performance.
With only a reading knowledge of what was happening else-
where—and a particular admiration for Yves Klein—McCarthy
subjected his paintings to destruction—burning or cutting the
canvases. Since then McCarthy has existed artistically on a con-
sistent diet of bizarre violence which, as he moved into both live
and video Performance, has been directed against himself and
his audience.

McCarthy began Performance work in Utah in the late 1960s.
In one, he crammed masses of furniture onto a stage and placed
mannequins in the set. The University of Utah audience watch-
ed in disbelief as he attacked this scene with chain saw and hat-
chet. Shortly afterward he left Utah for San Francisco and, in
1970, moved to Los Angeles where he now lives. While in San
Francisco he experimented with film-making and jazz and
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