
THE ARTS IN LATIN AMERICA,
1492-1820
Now-Oct. 28 @ Los Angeles County
Museum of Art (LACMA)

Come to the exhibit Hindu,
leave Catholic. Jewish? Catholic.
Muslim? Catholic. Buddhist? Cath-
olic. Catholic? You just earned a place
in the Holy See.

The Arts In Latin America, 1492-
1820 is a truncated RCIA (the Rite of
Christian Initiation for Adults) – the
process one undergoes to convert to
Catholicism – which is what the

conquistadors of Latin America
forced upon the natives when they
arrived in the late 15th century.

A sense of religious gentrifi-
cation, ominous and depressing,
flows beneath the towering altars of
this ambitious undertaking as the
great Montezuma, the inaugural
painting in the first hall, genuflects,
as the exhibit progresses, to 
too-much-even-for-Mel Gibson
eviscerated sculptures of Christ.

Grouped by theme, a walk
through the exhibit takes one from

these early depictions of a pre-
colonized Latin America through the
colonization of art by a conflux of
both cultures. The same gallery that
holds the feathered Montezuma – A
Sense of Place: Painting as
Document – includes the aptly and
grimly titled Conquest and
Pacification of the Heathen Indians of
the Paraca and Pantasma Mountains
in Guatemala where converted post-
heathen Indians enter a church in the
foreground, while across the
midground river the pre-saved
savages eat human flesh and, as
pagans seem to do in any painting,
dance in circles.

The following halls – Painting in
Mexico and Peru, Viceregal
Sculpture in Spanish America and
Brazil, Local Devotions in Spanish
America, The Instructive Power of

Images and a few others – show how
thoroughly the Catholic church
invaded this native culture, but was
forced, like a white snowball down a
darkened hill, to pick up pieces of
this race as it rolled along. (While

there’s no allusion to it, one just need
look at Dia de Los Muertos – The
Day of the Dead – which
amalgamates Catholic doctrine with
native Latin American customs.) 

The icon of the exhibit, The
Child Virgin at the Spinning Wheel,
depicts a young Mary who was said
to be dexterous in the art of weaving
– which, not coincidentally, also was
an integral part of Incan society. A
few feet away is Christ Child of
Huanca who holds an apple in one
hand and half an avocado in the
other. Though it predates modern
Mexico by 400 years, the small
sculpture seems like a rendering of a
child at the border, ready to put the
alligator pear back in his pocket to
retrieve a pack of overpriced
Chiclets.

El Dorado aside, it’s easy to see
how one could be artistically
converted with these equally mythic
golden works. The Virgin of the
Immaculate Conception puts oil to
copper plate to create a series of
cards that glow with the Virgin, Jesus
and a dove symbolizing the Holy
Spirit.

Then there’s the two major
pieces that front the exhibit – a 25-
foot high crucifixion diorama, done
in the theatrical baroque style and an
equally long altarpiece, The Virgin of
Sorrows, where a sculpture of Mary
dressed in a glimmering purple
gown with a polished silver dagger
piercing her heart stands in the
middle of images of the Passion (the
last hours of Christ).

While the religious use of
Baroque was to arouse feelings of
fervid excitation, it accomplishes the
same artistically. Regardless of your
religious belief, you will leave this
exhibit – narrated by Andy Garcia –
saying silent prayers of thanks to the
Muses.

LACMA is located at 5905
Wilshire Blvd. in Los Angeles.

For more information, visit
www.lacma.org.

EDWARD WESTON: 
ENDURING VISION
Now-Nov. 25 @ The Getty Center

Edward Weston is the man who
made you want to make love to a
green pepper. The photographer’s
most famous artwork is his macro-
lens renderings of green peppers and
shells that anthropomorphized these
natural objects into something
wholly erotic. The twisting black and
white images of the pepper, with its
dark shadows and lustrous spine,
anticipate the nudes of Robert
Mapplethorpe.

While Weston’s contemporary

Man Ray sought to objectify, in the
non-feminist sense of the word, the
woman (witness his signature Le
Violon d’Ingres in which the French
avant-gardest painted f-stops on a
nude’s back turning her into a
violin), Weston turned the object
into the woman.

This was in stark contrast to
Weston’s earliest photographs, in
which the artist subscribed to

Pictorialism, seeking to emulate the
soft-toned paintings of the time.
Moving out to Los Angeles, then
Mexico (after, as artists are required
to do, leaving his wife and children
for his model, student and lover),
he dropped this style for the 
New Objectivity in which he
photographed the world as he saw
it, albeit close-up.

Perhaps that he’s earned a spot
as a seminal artistic photographer is
what’s preventing any right-wing
groups from demanding the street-
lamp posters for Edward Weston:
Enduring Vision be taken down. The
photograph is Nude, Bertha Wardell,
and it exposes bare-up-to-just-
above-the-knee legs with feet posed
as if she’s about to run, or perhaps
just flirtatiously posing.

While it’s just a pair of legs from
80 years ago, there’s something
subtly erotic about the image; much
of his later work, including a
collection of close-ups of body
parts, are overtly concupiscent.
Weston, unlike so many other artists
in his day and throughout history,
allowed the nude to be erotic.

With his myriad lovers, Weston
appreciated the woman not only as
a formalistic exercise of shape and
line, but as a sexual enigma he
attempted to solve through his
camera. (Though, if Freud couldn’t
solve it, does Weston, or any of us,
have a chance?)

Coinciding with the Getty’s
exhibition, which features Weston’s
early Pictorialistic nudes – in Nude,
Flora Chandler Weston his ex-wife
reaches towards a tree in a soft-tone
allusion to Eden – and his later
iconic Two Shells and White Radish
is perhaps the most exciting tangent
to this exhibit: the publication, for
the first time, of Edward Weston’s
Nudes, which the artist attempted to
first publish in the very square
1950s.

In it, these seductive nudes are
juxtaposed against still lifes and
natural landscapes, enhancing and
reinforcing the beauty of each. For
Weston, the erotic could be found in
Eroded Rock and Pebbles (1930) or in
the suggestive Nude, Charis Wilson
(1936).

His vision has endured because
his leitmotif – the sexuality of
humans and waves alike – will,
unlike that 1930 piece, never erode.
Forget the top shelf of the airport
bookstore, and instead focus on the
waist-level produce shelf of Ralph’s:
the life force of creation is all
around us. Just, like Weston, look
very closely.

The Getty Center is located at
1200 Getty Center Drive in Los
Angeles. For more information, visit
www.getty.edu.

BEYOND ULTRAMAN: SEVEN
ARTISTS EXPLORE THE VINYL
FRONTIER
Oct. 10–Jan. 6 @ The Pasadena
Museum of Contemporary Art

Not just the toys your mother
threw away while you were at camp
are worth money. This is the first
museum show to, finally, examine
the underground wave of artist-
designed vinyl toys and the Japanese
toys (e.g. Ultraman) that inspired
them.

Los Angeles has so many
museums, and Beyond Ultraman
takes us beyond the Big Three as the
show is a joint exhibition between
the Pasadena Museum of
Contemporary Art (PMCA) and the
Los Angeles Toy, Doll and
Amusements Museum – that the
latter exists is a testament that
whatever your artistic fetish, you’ll
find a healthy outlet in the hundreds
of museums and galleries on each
page of the Thomas Guide.

Lying somewhere between
Beanie Babies (Remember them?
They’re currently boxed up in your
ex-girlfriend’s basement.) and
Garbage Pail Kids, these designer
toys have limited runs, unparalleled
artists working on them (Gary
Baseman, Tim Biskup, Brian
McCarty, David Horvath, David
Gonzales) and often come in a box
where you don’t know which one
you’ve gotten before you open it – if
you open it. They are, after all, as
much mint editions works of art as
your coveted childhood playthings.

Most fall into two primary
categories: Dunny figures and Qee
figures. Dunnys always use the same
template – three-inch rabbits
decorated in an artist’s specific style.

Baseman’s have his signature
comically large eyes and vivid colors;
Biskup’s alligator teeth or square
teeth in frightening smiles. Qee’s
(pronounced “kwee”) are similar,
except they typically rely on
anthropomorphized eggs, bears or
cat canvases.

To show just how esteemed these
creatures have become, Horvath

created a limited edition smiling-
Cyclops bear Qee exclusively for
DKNY. While original Dunnies and
Qees sell for around $8 at KidRobot
or La Luz De Jesus, out-of-
circulation or extremely rare ones
sell for upwards of $2,500 on eBay. A
series of nine of Los Angeles’
ubiquitous Buff Monster (his/her
wheatpaste posters are found affixed
under freeways and to electrical
boxes) currently goes for $260.

Horvath and Sun-Min Kim are
the brainchildren behind the chic-
boutique Ugly Dolls. While both
have worked in Dunny and Qee, it’s
these unattractive stuffed animals
(They live in a place called Pretty
Ugly and have fans called Ugly
Fans.) that you’ll find in Robertson
boutiques and other pretentious
establishments that would roll their

eyes at traditional FAO Schwarz
offerings.

Baseman, who began the
designer toy movement in Los
Angeles, coined the term Pervasive
Art to refer to this exploitation – in
the non-pejorative definition – of
every artistic medium to get an
artist’s work out. Why rely on
traditional 2D drawings or
paintings when there’s Circus Punks
(those plush creatures you knock
over with baseballs at carnivals) that
are in need of a pop art makeover? 

While the aforementioned
artists’ works go for thousands of
dollars, part of the appeal of these
vinyl playthings is their
affordability – bring your wallet to
the exhibition and you can walk out
with a limited edition Baseman or
Biskup from the gift store for the
price of tea at Urth – and at least

here you have something to show
beyond stained teeth (unless it’s the
stained-teeth of an Ugly Doll).

The Pasadena Museum of
California Art is located at 
490 E. Union Street in Pasadena.
For more information, visit
www.pmcaonline.org.

© MURAKAMI
Oct. 29–Feb. 11 @ The Geffen
Contemporary at the Museum of
Contemporary Art

Those fortunate enough to
attend the psychedelic MOCA
exhibition Ecstasy: In and About
Altered States may remember (or
not, depending on which altered
state you were in) the large blue
anime creature DOB which
resembled the offspring of Mickey
Mouse and Akira. Both are pop
culture icons in the two geographic
worlds Takashi Murakami resides:
New York and Tokyo.

Murakami’s invented phrase for
his oeuvre is POKU – a union of pop
art and otaku (a word describing
fans of Japanese animation.)
©Murakami – the copyright symbol
is an allusion to his mass produced

toys, clothing and his collaboration
with Louis Vuitton – is divided into
three sections; the first, a shelving
display of all those toys and a room

devoted to his collaboration with
Vuitton.

The second installation is a
massive theatrical environment
inspired by the annual Wonder
Festival, the Comic-Con of Japan
devoted to plastic build-it-yourself
anime models. But you may want to
leave the kids at home for this one
unless you’re ready for the Talk.

In Hiropon, a fluffy-pink-haired
manga gal jumps rope with a cord
formed from milk spurting from
her buxom breasts. For My
Lonesome Cowboy, the artist renders
an adolescent male swinging a lasso
made from the semen erupting
from his erect penis. Perhaps seeing
these someone eye-rolled, “Oh,
grow up!” and Murakami listened.

The artist updates his
characters as he himself develops:
the original Miss Ko2, in 1997,
showcased an aspiring pop-star
making ends meet as a waitress; 10
years later, in Second Mission
Project Ko2, the Miss has been
updated to an android after a
gruesome car accident. There’s a
hidden narrative to all Murakami’s
creations, each two and three-
dimensional work is another panel
in his comic book world.

The evolution of DOB, and the
artist’s own identity, will be
showcased in the final and largest
section of the exhibition. DOB’s
incipient form was a microscopic
strand of DNA. He evolved into a
wide-eyed, convivial creation so cute
that MOCA for a time sold pricey
stuffed animals of him, often picked
up by erudite children.

By 1994, as in DOB’s March, he
became a monstrous creation: a
92-1/2 by 120 by 71-inch balloon
with myriad crazed eyes and
vicious razor teeth. Along the
journey, DOB has interacted with
some of Murakami’s other
signature characters and motifs –
multi-eyed mushrooms, Mr.
Pointy (think two marshmallows
with a horn), Oval (a round white
face half taken up by a smile) – all
of which explode in his pen-if not-
ultimate piece: Tan Tan Bo Puking,
a.k.a. Gero Tan, where a barely
recognizable monstrous DOB
vomits who knows what as he
melts into the aforementioned
characters and his own mouth
waste.

Consume (both meanings) too
much and expect a similar allegorical
fate. An odd statement from someone
who owns Kaikai Kiki, Co., Ltd, a
factory that employs people to help
market his high art and mass-
produced work. Hence, the
schizophrenic entropy of DOB.

While under the influence of any
other artist, these motifs of life, death
and loneliness (Murakami once said
“I express hopelessness.”) may, like
Gero Tan, collapse under its own
pretentious weight, the literal and
figurative lightness of the artist’s opus
prevents it from succumbing to any
such fate.

Looking down the street of
Tokyo, perhaps the most postmodern
city on the planet, one witnesses the
amalgamation of ancient and
modern Japan. Murakami’s use of
Buddhist symbols, his own Shinto-
esque spiritual guardians (Kaikai and
Kiki) and mass production – that © –
make this exhibit an allegory not only
of the artist but of the postmodern
scene of Los Angeles itself.

Just drive past Little Tokyo
through Skid Row and into 
Beverly Hills on your way back 
to the Westside. You’ll understand
Murakami’s cultural and existential
dilemma.

The Geffen Contemporary at
MOCA is located at 152 N. Central
Ave. in Los Angeles. For more
information, visit www.moca.org.

The Child Virgin at the Spinning Wheel,
Cuzco, Peru, c. 1680-1710. Oil on canvas;
49-5/8 x 31-3/4 in. Museo Pedro de Osma,
Lima, Peru

Christ Child of Huanca, Peru, c. 1600-10.
Polychromed wood with gliding; 32-1/2 x
16-3/4 x 15-1/2 in. Church of San Pedro,
Lima, Peru
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Nude, Bertha Wardell, Edward Weston,
American, 1927. Gelatin silver print; 8-
11/16 x 6-1/2 in. © 1981 Arizona Board of
Regents, Center for Creative Photography
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FROM TOYS TO RELIGION, FOUR EYE-POPPING EXHIBITSFALL
2007

DRIVING ACROSS (PARDON, GETTING STUCK IN TRAFFIC ACROSS) LOS ANGELES, you’ll pass signs for Koreatown, Little Tokyo, Thai Town, Little Armenia, Chinatown

and a dozen other countries. Everything but Little Los Angeles. Ironically, if Little L.A. were ever established, perhaps on a strip of Melrose or Rodeo, it would have to include,

alongside Dolce & Gabbana, Pho 2000, Chosun Galbee, Patel’s Gifts and references to all the other towns, for this is what makes this sprawling conurbation so unique. 

Just witness the major art exhibitions this fall: the Los Angeles County Museum of Art examines 300 years of Latin American Art; the Museum of Contemporary Art

hosts the first major exhibition of Japanese pop-artist Murakami, the Pasadena Museum of Contemporary Art focuses on Asian-inspired toys created by, amongst others,

Mexican and Korean artists; only the Getty hosts a solely American photographer, Edward Weston, but walk anywhere else in the museum and there’s wings dedicated to

Grecian sculptures, Spanish paintings and French photographs.

Then there’s the literal melting pot of tastes offered at each of these museum’s restaurants. Aside from pocketing this guide, make sure your Visas and Passport are up

to date (if you’re not still waiting on the horrendous backlog) and build up a tolerance to Kimchi as you’ll be traveling the world this autumn.
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Nude, Bertha Wardell, Edward Weston, American, 1927. Gelatin silver print; 7-3/16 x 8-7/8
in. © 1981 Arizona Board of Regents, Center for Creative Photography
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A toy by Tim Biskup
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David Horvath and Sun-Min Kim’s Wage
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Takashi Murakami’s Hiropon
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