























the drug-addled Romper Room of Cooper’s article. “Tt does feel
much more buttoned-down,” observes Cooper. “The students I
know have been saying that no one parties, no one hangs out. They
haven’t had a single party at the Warner Building all year. That was
going on all the time last year. You weren’t supposed to sleep there,
but people practically did. It was very much this big family.” Pressed
to explain this newfound sobriety, Cooper can only speculate. The
influence of recently appointed chair Mary
Kelly, whose theoretical proclivities clash
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Art Center produces graduates every bit
as interesting as UCLA. But if it’s a two-team competition, Art
Center plays the underdog. They're a little more bookish, they
want to be able to talk elegantly and persuasively and with a lot of
rhetorical flourish about their own work. Whereas at UCLA they
just go with their gut. Does it look right? Does it feel right? Good,
it’s done.

—Bruce Hainley

Despite being chaired by a man named Hertz, Art Center is the
Avis of LA art schools. They try harder and are extra-attentive to
their customers’ needs, but more people still shop at their rival.
While faculty and students are quick to point out that there is no
explicit competition between the two programs, the combination
of geographical proximity and simultaneous prominence is bound
to accentuate their differences. Some are obvious. Art Center is a
very expensive, private school attached to a technical design col-
lege. UCLA is a cheap, scholarship-rich public school attached to
a state university. UCLA’s Warner Building is a grungy,
labyrinthine warehouse in grimly industrial Culver City. Art Cen-
ter’s graduate studio building in friendly downtown Pasadena is a
new, tidy space with security guards and no graffiti in the bath-

room. You can smoke in the Warner Building. You can’t at Art
Center. On the night [ visited Art Center’s graduate studio build-
ing, however, the students appeared to be trying to usurp UCLA’s
image as a “Fuck art, let’s dance” party school. After a relatively
staid open studio cocktail hour, a rave erupted in the garage space
next door. Skittering drum and bass throbbed through the studio
halls, kegs were tapped, and local rave kids appeared, sniffing
around for drugs.

Although Art Center has a reputation as a theory-laden pro-
gram, some of the students’ work wouldn’t have been out of place
at Cooper’s UCLA. Liz Bentel’s monomaniacal obsession with
Catholic schoolgirls and cheerleaders leads to disturbingly cheery
paintings, drawings, and sculptures, some depicting what the artist
calls “lactation pyramids”—the acrobatic Rube Goldberg-esque
routine of the “Immaculate Lactators Club for the Good of the
Defenseless.” Jennifer Moon, who during the course of our inter-
view said, with a straight face, “I want to be a superhero” (and
insisted that I too could be one if I wanted), has transformed her
studio into a space called “The Facility.” Surprisingly bereft of art
per se, “The Facility” is instead a haven for extreme sports, with a
sculpted climbing wall, a set of monkey bars, a kung fu dummy, and
a tightrope. “It needs tightening,” sighs Moon as I look up at the
sagging rope. More than just an art project, “The Facility” is
intended for public use. “When I'm done 'm going to advertise as
a place where people can come and do safety classes and work out,”
promises Moon.

Somewhat predictably, both Bentel and Moon were art-depart-
ment undergrads at UCLA. There’s no such excuse for Charlie
White, an affable, unpretentious New Yorker who would be
impossible to single out as an artist in a police lineup. The entire
output of his years at Art Center consists of two offbeat porn lay-
outs, one for Cheri magazine, the other for Penthouse Comix. Ren-
dered with photography and computer graphics, and reminiscent
of Heavy Metal’s conflation of sci-fi and weird sex, White’s radi-
cally art-directed spreads (“Femalien” and “Demonatrix”) raise the
bar for what you can get away with these days—in art schools and
porn mags. One can only imagine what the deliciously dry Jeremy
Gilbert-Rolfe, who suggests a Peter O Toole aged by theory rather
than gin, said in his first critique of “Femalien.” Somewhat less
heartening, and more in line with Art Center’s image, was one stu-
dent who seems to have spent an entire term fastening two thin
wooden slats onto the wall of his stark white studio, forming
tight, vertical parallel lines, and then painting them, one blue, one
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A lot of students coming into art school today expect
to make a career as an artist. When I went to art
school, that was a ridiculous presumption. It was like
planned failure to go to art school in my day. It was
something vou did for ideological reasons. You
wanted to be an artist, but being an artist didn’t mean
you could have a career as an artist.

—Mike Kelley

One characteristic both UCLA and Art Center
unguestionably share is an awareness of their privileged
position in the art world, UCLA, in particular, has
received an unprecedented amount of attention from
gallerists, collectors, and the press. The loose acces-
sibility of the Warner Building, the faculty’s clout in the
art world, and above all, the hype surrounding recent
grads have all contributed to the feeding-frenzy atmo-
sphere. “Gallery people do come by often,” admits
Pittman. “It’s like we're growing stem cells here.” At Art
Center, with its burly security guards and faculty policy
of discouraging plundering dealers, fewer students
show before graduation, but theyre often plucked soon
afterward. “Art Center students are getting shows right
away,” says Kelley. “I think it’s a presumption.” Such
enhanced career expecrations have changed the rules of
art school. Even in the heyday of Baldessari’s Cal Arts,
star students such as Kelley, Pittman, and Stephen Prina
never expected to cash in. “When [ was a graduate stu-
dent in the late *7os, the market wasn’t even a glimmer
on the horizon,” recalls Prina. Where once it took a
promising artist a decade to make a dent in the gallery
scene, students and recent grads now receive splashy
introductions on both coasts, and even beyond.

Today, with collectors coming from as far as Europe
to troll for student work, the lure of the market is
unavoidable. Even students who enter school with Kel-
ley’s “ideological” intentions receive a quick awaken-
ing. “When I first came [ just thought it would be
a good pedagogical institution,” remembers Amir Zaki,
a UCLA photography student. “I didn’t think about the
career aspect, but that was due to being extremely
naive. [ was interested in getting a master’s degree and
developing my practice. I'm still interested in develop-
ing my practice, but now there’s mixed information
about your career and your practice, which sometimes
collide.”

This “collision” manifests itself in increased pressure,
competition, and at times paranoia. “Part of the reason I
opened my galleries was because 1 got a little tripped
out,” confesses Petersen. “I figured it would keep me
busy and I wouldn’t have to wait for somiething to hap-
pen. Waiting is the worst fucking thing in the world.
There’s a lot of whispering here, like ‘Hey, this collec-
tor is coming by later.” It's nerve-wracking. I decided I
couldn't deal with it.”

Before all eyes were on UCLA and Art Center, they
were both good programs. In some senses, they were
probably more comfortable and better before. With
the articles and with all the gallery owners coming
through all the time, there’s a feeling to many of the
students that it's getting to be like yuppiedom,
There’s a success syndrome. They often feel if they
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don’t have a gallery or a show by the time they grad-
uate, then they’re losers. It’s really, really sad. When
the market falls and this whole thing crumbles down,
which it will, I hope the students who are having early
success don’t think that their art-making is over.
—Charles Ray

While they readily admit they are partially responsi-
ble for the heavy dealer traffic in the studios, faculty
members worry about the effect such basement shop-
ping will have on their students’ work. “You can have
your first and second show,” warns Pittman, “but will
you have your twentieth? Hype both propels and kills.
The tragic thing about the MFA trajectory in America
is that it’s being set up with the supposed guarantees of
an MBA or a law degree, but the attrition rate is still
tremendous.” Even some dealers fear the “too much,
too soon” syndrome. “There is a tendency for students
to want to show before they even graduate,” observes
Margo Leavin, a prominent LA gallerist, “and other
galleries in town are picking them up and selling their
work. They're not out of diapers yet. To me, that’s not
a very healthy situation.” Adds Hudson, who runs New
York’s gritty Feature Gallery, “I'm less and less inter-
ested in students and recent students. I admire the
enthusiasm, but [ don’t see the kind of complexity that
life experience brings to the work.”

Even more sobering is the transience of the buzz
surrounding the two schools. In a mercurial art market,
there is bound to be a backlash. “The minute it
becomes an academy, it'll be over,” cautions Richard
Telles, “which is clearly what happened with Cal Arts.”
Some gallerists, like Hudson, are already reading last
rites: “UCLA, as a goldmine to plunder, is already
over.” Adds Foxx, “What I'm afraid of is that some-
one's going to put an ‘LAism’ on it, some sott of name
or movement. Then the pendulum is going to swing.”
Beyond the whims of capricious gallerists, the faculty
at both schools have their own internal worries. “I
don’t know if it can hold on,” admits UCLA’s Ray. “Cal
Arts had its time, all schools have their time. Even now,
it's starting to slip back. Mary Kelly, the new chair, is
much more academically oriented, as are some of the
other faculty.” Even Dennis Cooper confesses that the
“crazy, large-scale sculpture” that compelled him to
write the Spin piece and curate “Brighten the Corners™
seems to be absent from the newer students’ studios.
But if the recent infusion of seriousness worries some
at UCLA, the problems facing Art Center may be a bit
MOre pressing.

This spring, a growing rift between Richard Hertz
and Art Center’s administration over the department’s
budget led to Hertz being relieved as chair of the gradu-
ate design programs. He remains head of Liberal Arts
& Sciences, but the abrupt action indicates an increas-
ingly adversarial relationship between the graduate fine
art department and Art Center proper. “The prestige
and chic of Art Center is the graduate school,” notes
Bruce Hainley, “but the money-making program is the
undergraduate design college, so there is a financial, as
well as ideological, schism.” The rift is reminiscent of
another classic LA situation—the genius film dircctor
clashing with his meddling studio over final cut—but
the potential effects of the split threaten to sink the
ship. “It could lead to either our program becoming

more autonomous and having more say about its own
budget,” predicts Mike Kelley, “or it’s going to return
to being a technical school and we’ll have to leave. It
can’t be run like a McDonald’s.” In a touching display
of solidarity, the students have taken to wearing cheery
orange buttons, designed by Stephen Prina and Mark
Stritzel, which read “Dr. Hertz for President,” but even
they are aware of their department’s precarious situation.

[f UCLA ossifies and Art Center dissolves, it’s
unclear who will take their place in the spotlight. Long-
standing programs like Yale, the Whitney Independent
Studio Program, Cooper Union, and SVA are drawing
little attention from gallerists who specialize in the
work of younger artists. Many claim they just aren’t
what they used to be, and that the rigors of theory at
these schools are killing the students” work. “Yale
always seems to have a few people who rebel against
the program and make interesting work,” backhands
Andrea Rosen, but Hudson simply “avoids Yale.” Marc
Foxx champions Great Britain as a font of challenging
voung work, citing Goldsmiths and Slade as two
schools worthy of inspection. Bruce Hainley puts his
money on a dark horse, Columbia’s renovated pro-
gram, chaired by former Yale honcho Ronald Jones.
“He has his eye on LA,” ventures Hainley. “He wants
to steal their thunder. Maybe he will, maybe he won't.
But his success will have more to do with the art
world’s fashion cycles than with whether there is inter-
esting work coming out of Art Center or UCLA. It’s
going to be, Okay, we've heard about LA for the past
five years, we want something new.” Whatever the out-
come, whoever intends to displace LA would be wise to
hire someone as enthusiastic as Dennis Cooper, or at
least some well-connected PR flacks, or school may be
out for good. [
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