i that Pol Pot WouId have luﬂed h1m since he wnuld never be a

farmer and he wears n]asses, and the Kh.mer Rouge' leader
alaichtered ail erhnlare Al _we o L .
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After E;_s reverie, which leaves him

inspired, hie drives to the rustic studio of -

artist Risssell Crotty to talk about surfing,
Crotty, a rugged, masculine blond fellow
who draws and paints for a lving, will com-
plain about the development of the Malibu
shore and the way yuppies have taken over
- arebel sport. “What used to be a subculture
and an alternative lifestyle has become this

. mainstream thing,” the artist says. “It's nar-

cissistic] We're living in luxury — and
what's funding the whole thing? This mili-
tary nightmare.” Stallings listens, dutifully
takes notes. The twa look at Crotty's surf

ing-inspired art — repetitive litde ballpaint- _

pen sketchés and larger pieces, drawn on
blueprint paper, that resemble political car-
toons: In one, the phrase “The Fucking
Condos The Fucking Condos” répeats over
the stick figure of a surfer. The two men

shake hands ahove the ocean as Stallings

climbs back into his truck.
Stallings is more than just an alienated
intellectual, though he's certainly that, As
curator for the Laguna Art Museum, he's
the most effective and visionary of a new
breed of artists and theorists whu are mak-
mg the § i's
saie for pop culh.l.re Not PopArt, as in Andy
Warhal's [ronic paintings of soup cans or
Jasper Johns' iconic dollar signs, but pop
culture itself — the raw, vulgar, greasily
commercialized stuff disdained by artistic
traditionalists and modernists alike, While
" much of the art world of the 90s has reacted
against the network of studios and muse-
ums, democratizing art by bringing it to
freeway murals and forests and coastilnes
and public plazas, Stallings’ goal has been
to put pop into traditional art spaces. His
specialty is not public art, not political or
gender-driven art; not multicultural art —
often, it's not even contemporary art — but
pop culture and its “artifacts" as art.
Like a pith-helmeted explorer Investigat-
ing the mating habits of Amazonian tribes, -
this transplanted Southerner, a descendant
of American President John Tyler, has
spent the past five vears immersing himself
in the symbolic life of the Golden State,
‘bringing an art historian’s rigor and an
anthropologist's curiosity Lo UFD Err:aks,
Deadheads, skateboarders, blacl

painters, and hot rod customizers.
Stallings is hath radical and central, and
to understand him is to see how ideas filter
from the fringe into the mainstream, where
they come to seem naturally placed. As an
artist and curator in California, he's a mav-
erick in an art scene that has been
‘defined by its mavericks, by
painters and sculptors and cura-
tors who are unfazed by straying
outside the boundaries of good
taste as determined by years of art
history made on the East Coast
and in Europe. Stallings has
becomé a celebrated and influen-
tial part of the Southland's art
scene. He's spent the last four
years in a small Orange County
town that codld have become a kind of gulag
archipelago, but he has managed to gener-
ate plenty of attention in LA
“He's an extraordinary person,” says
David Wilson, director of L A's idiosyncratic
Musevim of Jurassic Technology, who praises
not only Stallings' “unique vision” but also
his ability to bring it into the world, "He
seems to be hreaking down the boundaries
of what art is,”
Tom Patchett, owner of Track 16, the
funky Santa Monica gallery that has shown
exhibitions-on the punleerayneon signs, and

14 New Tirms Log Angolen

Winnie the Pooh, calls Stallings an heir to
Marcel Duchamp, the notorious French
artist who revolutionized the art world by

bringing bicycle wheels and urinals into-

gallery spaces in the 1910s, Patchett peints

out that even those who revere Duchamp

pay him little more than lip service. “He's

wonderful to talk about — but Tyler

Stallings ls deing it," he says. "He's moving
forward.”

Despite Stallings’ graci I |

bold agenda: to actually produce culture, not
just exhibit it. “As a curator, you're not just
arranging objects,” he says. "You're produc-
ing culture because it's never been done
before,” He'd like to-do shows on overlogked
topics like whiteness, heterosexuality,
extreme Christianity, and to give space to
contemparary artists like Sandow Birk,
whio'a completing a mock historical exhibit
ahout an-imaginary war between Northern

often bashful manner — he makes tadio
host Warren Oloey look brash — he's gota

and
At the Huntington Eea::.h Art Center,
where he worlted as director of programs

antil this’ spnng, Stallings took a new -
venue In an unlilely, unartsy town best
known for surfers and racist skinheads
and Wirned it into one of the hottest, bold-
est exhibition spaces on the West Coast.
Scores of Silver Lake hipsters — the kind
who rarely stray east of La Brea Boule-
vrard — braved the freeways for Hunting-
ton Beach's show on cartoonist and
“lowbrow" painter Robert Williams, Hunt
1llgwn Beach's exhibit of Edgar Leeteg's
breasted blackwvelvet paintings — A
Rascal in Paradise — was surely the first
black-velvet show Lo receive a favorable
editorial in The Wall Street fournal.

Sheepish as he may seem, Stallings is
well-connected and shrewdly political
When the arts czar in Huntington Beach
grew uncomfortable with Stallings' expert-
mental progiamming earlier this year,
Stallings got himself a new position at the
Laguna Art Museum, a bigger organiza-
ton with far greater resources and a dedi-
cation to the art of California. (Michael
Mudd; Huntington Beach's culural ser-
vices manager, said he had no comment
on Stallings tenure there.) The fit ot Laguna
was ideal: Laguna's director, Bolton Col
burn, Is, Tike Stallings, interested n funley
shuwsalmutpop and its subeultures

In fact, Colburn was at the early stages
of planning a show on surf culture when
he hooked up with Stallings, Interested in
the way the West (driven by the Protes-
tant work ethic and Manifest Destiny)
coliided with the Far East (the Polynesien
culture that originated the sport), Col-
burn wanted to make cuftural sense of
surfing, not just offer a straight history
with the boards of famous surfers hang-
ing from the walls. He wanted to look at
the way suriing had become a symbol for
the good life, for the Internet, for Califor-
nia itself.

Colburn is a handsome, barrelchested
man who once toured the world a5 a com-
pétitive surfer. He and a few fellow cura-
tors had formulated the idea for the
surfing show as a way to explore Califor-
nia culture of the first few decades after
World War II, when a new set of values
and lifestyles were coalescing on the
West Coast, Heé knew Stallings was the
right man for the job.

In some ways, though, Stallings was an
unlikely choice, He may strive to capture
the popular spirit, but he's nothing like a
regular guy. Feirskinned, booldsh, politely
distanced, dressed with an urbanite’s
flair, he's the opposite of a surfer, almost
an antisurfer. He is no art-world snob, but
he's 5o steeped in academic training that
he rarely completes a sentence without
using a word like “demythologizing” or
“dlalectic” or veering his point over to art
history. In an era when even New York's
Guggenheim Museum has scheduled a
show of paintings from the folksy illustra-
tor Norman Roclowell, Stallings repre-
sents the kind of baffled affection
intellectuals increasingly bring to pop cul-
ture. And listening to Stallings speak
_ahout culture, pop, and life, it is clear that
art people, as F. Scott Fitzgerald said of the

‘rich, are different from you and me,

Stallings designs his galleries so they com-
pletely envelop the viewer in a new environ-
ment — & process, he says, that's similar to
the way an cbsessive fan slips into a subcul-
ture. Upon eutenng Grind, a skatehoardmg
show he created in Huntington Beach in
1995, the visitor was met with a huge, frag-
mented mural designed by Ed Templeton,

Continued on paga -l -, - -
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an ipternatlonally ranked skater from.

Orange County, then 22, who worked with
Stallings as cocurator. Skaiebua.rds hung
from the ceiling, all over the show, and
objects were placed awkwardly low and
unusually high as 4 way of besieging the
viewer with unexpected information and
iconography. Besldes skateboard maga-
zines and schematic drawings that displayed
the evolution of skateboard design, there
was a running video-that showed how
shaters used the city of Huntington Beach
as a playground, creating their own sense of
the city that countered the visions of the
towmn fathers.

“It was very raw,” Colburn recalls. “It
wasn't hung in the normal way — it was
Just jam-pached with dbjects. It had a really
low-tech catalog. The whole thing seemed
open and fresh.”

The show Dead on the Wail: The Graphics
and Culture of Deadheads, organized the fol
lowing year, was equally inventive: A pair of
wornt shoes, full of holes and with heels fac-
ing up, rested on a pedestal at the gallery’s
entrance, a symbol of the many miles tra-
versed by the devoted. Behind the pedestal
hung a psychedelic tapestry, He-dyed and
sewn with the names of Dead fans. Art by
Deadheads papered the walls, fom floor to
ceiling, “salon style,” as Stallings put it. Most
of the art used familiar Dead iconography
like dancing bears or sklls with lightning
bolts, A section on bootleg tapes, complete
with a microphone and nearly endless
playlists, included a discnssion of democracy.
For the show's closing ceremony, there was
a performance by a Grateful Dead cover
band, after which the enormous crowd
spilled out of the gallery, formed a drum cir-
cle, and ereated a clamor that brought the
police out in cars and a helicopter.

With the 1997 UFO show, Are .We
Touched?: Identities from Outer Space,
Stallings took his fascination with pop cul-
ture to a new leve]. The exhiibition included
not qnly paintings, sculpture, and installa-
tions by contemporary artists, but elso a phe-
tograph of a Heaven's Gate cult suicide and a
painting by a man who claimed to have had
“alien encounters, abductions, and sexual

contacts for many years with five different
species of aliens,” according to the catalog.
Instead of keeping its distance from the
world of getting and spending, the exhihit
Iooked at commerce dead-on, with a photo-
graph of the '6s-themed "Space-Age Lodge”
at an Arizana Best Western and a set of post-
cards and tourist tchotchkes from Roswell,
New Mexico, the town that transformed
itself into UFD central after the "Roswell
incident” of 1947,

‘The surfing show will cuntmue this
hierarchy-busting mix of fine artists; pop
artifacts, and work by untrained "outsider”
artists, This tme, because of the new venue,
the budget will be more than three times
bigger, the gallery space will be twice as
large, and the attendance will be far higher.

The surf show will build on a heralded
Lagtina show in 1993 called Kustom Kulture,
which looked at three generations of Califor-
nia car customizers, in particular the work of
Von Dutch, "Big Daddy” Roth, and Robert
Williams. Colburn says he and the other
plenners built Kustom Kulture without any
kind of model. “The things worth looking at
are the things that haven't been looked at
before,” he says, echoing Stallings. “Who
cares about & mode!

Stallings will make many irips similar to his
emotionally fraught visit to Malibu — visits

" that combine the rugged and windswept

with the intensely eerebral, He'll drop into
Hunbington Beach's tiny International Surf-
ing Museum to check out old boards, Jan
and Dean and Surfaris records, and a 1950s
photo of one of the city touncilman as a
tanned beachboy. He'll go to a bright-pink
Woodland Hills bungalow to meet with
Craig Stecyls, an artist, writer, and photogra-
pher for frxlapoz, the art magazine devoted
to the “lowbrow" movement. Stallings will sit
in Stecyl’s kitchen, stocked with a 1951
Coke machine and a counter and boath from
a 40 diner, discussing the origins of surfing
in 3,000 B.C, and the East Coast’s bias
-ageinst California art, He'll visit the Redond

and speaks about Chile being the next Cali-
fornia. Like a folldorist sniffing out the blues
in rural Mississippi; Stallings will listen

Beach home of Brian Taylor, a 24year-old
neoconceptualiat who cultivates what he
calls “the domestic sublime.” As they taik,
one of Taylor's |n5ha]h‘t|nn.s —a wdeu!npe of
the | Beach surf with

a song from N.W.A's Straight
Owuite Compton running in the

background — plays behind
them on an enormous televi-
sion, (“Compton is like 15 miles
away from the surf,” Taylor
says. “What tight do [ have, asa
white suburban male, to listen
to this music?”)

And one sunny afternoon in
midsummer he'll return to
Huntington Beach to check out

competition, the Gotcha Pro.
While surders ride waves in the
background, he'll speak to a
sunburned South African surfer
who offers the apocalyptic pro-

From th show Ar2 Mo Touchea' dantiies
18 e Vi Lo Amgalsa

of Alvin Toffler

the country’s blggest surfing -

intently and run a tape player — looking, he
will say, for “oral histories.”

+ Art, to Stallings, is setious, scholarly busi-

L Al ; e i z
Former surfer Bultan Colburn is now Stallings’ boss et the Laguna Art Museum.

“the parking lot experience.” The push for
connection reminded him of the Russian
Constructivist arfists who emerged from the

“rubble of Worid War [ and worked to recon-

nect art with the life of the community, *
think it's pretly amazing. that that kind of
exists in our soci-

ness, even if the art in is old surf
boards and Dick Dale record covers. For a
guy who is drawn to the goofest, most hedo-

Ias an abbreviated sense of humar. He doesn't
laugh much. Nor does he look down his
nose, He doesn’t have a campy or ironic att-
tude toward tlusdstl.li!'. He sees surfem car

and skateboard d g —

nistic icons of pop and consumer culture, he -

ety,” he says. Stallings envies those who
wotk in 2 more populist medium than he
does, ‘Td actually like to produce popular
culiure, if I could. You
know, make a fAlm, I'd
love to be a cartoonist, if
I could draw better.”

Stallings’ enthusiazm
for pop culture, he
admits, comes in part
from what he calls "my
- own personal search,
looking for something
to be part of." He sometimes worries that
he lives vicariously through other people's
enthusiasms, that he doesn't have a direct
P_nough cuunectlon with life itself and its

aﬂ people who live in theif own complicated,
fringe subcultures — as heroes of selfdeter-
mination. “What interests me is that ail these
groups are producing a new lifestyle,” he
says, "Questioning authority.”

When he began to research his show
about Deadheads, he realized he'd found a
group that was going against the grain of
modern America in all kinds of ways. Dead
followers, who travel from city to city meet-
ing up with fellow Dead fanatics, are build-
ing a new kind of reality, what Stallings calls

| extperiences.
Yet his combination of closeness and dis-
tance is part of what gives his words and his
shows an anthropological tone and makes
them succeed. He sees Southern California’s
visual reality with the eyes of an outsider.
Born in New Otleans, he grew up in South-
ernl cities like Birmingham and Louisville,
moving every couple of years as his father,
an auto executive, was transferred. His early
years were tumultuous. His parents
divorced when he was 10, and three years
Continued an page 13
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later his father succumbed to liver disease
brought on by heavy drinking. Only two
years'aftér his father's death, Staliings’
mother died from uterine cancer, and he
went to live with s grandparents in Ken.
tucly, staying until he went off to college.
His childhood left him introverted, He
‘kept himself sane, he says, by creating his
own world to take along with him. From
the age of 10 on, he collected comic hooks
he didn't read and Star Wars action figures
he didn't play with. He kaew, preternatu-

rally, how important it was to keep these -

artifacts in pristine condition. “I was such a
little miser," he recalls. He also made
Sitper-8 movies, “I would herde leftover
stuf so [ could use it in my films, like toilet
paper tubes so I could make futuristic
cities,” Of his bedroom, he says: “It would
look like a crazy person's if people didn't
lmow what it was.,” :
Like many smart kids, he planned to
" become a writer. But in college, at the Uni-
versity of the South in-Sewanee, Tennessee,
he met the conceptual artist Ronald Jones,
who showed him that art could be just as
good a medium for ideas as writing. He

reputation as a kind of West Coast Bauhaus,
Associated with coneeptual and, more
recently, media art, Caldrts has served as a
launching pad for major careers, including
New York painters Eric Fischl and David
Salle and L.A. conceptualist Mike Kelley
(best known for his soiled stuffed snimals).
IVs-also a place artistic conservatives love to
beat up on.when they're describing what's
wrong with art today. (The contentious art
critic Robert Hughes, for instanee, once
called the place “Walt Disney’s Academy for
the Briefly New.") ]
The basis of a Calrts degree is nat years

aof figure drawing or sketching the human
form in pencil or charcoal, exerclses that
formed the basis for art education for cen-
turies, but skdll with “crits™ — critical discus-
sions & student and teacher ahout

began painting, sculp and
palitically
in galleries all aver the South after gradus-
tion, moving to Atlanta and working ata
gallery there while picking up a bachelor's of
fine arts at the Atlanta College 6f Art.
Interested in the doses of theory for
which California art schools were known
and turned on by the art of Angelenos Chris
Burden and Paul McCarthy, Stallings
moved West to attend the California Insti-
tute of the Arts. CalArts, in Valencia, was
founded by Walt Disney and has enjoyed a

charged installations. He exhibited ~

what their art means: Here's how Fischi,
whose paintings chronicle errant sexuality
in the suburbs, recalled a life class in an
interview: “Everybody was naked. Half the
people were covered with paint.. The two
models were sitting in the carner absolutely
still, bored to tears, Everyone else was
throwing stuff around and had climbed up
onto the roof and jumped into buckets of
paint. It was an absolute zoo....They didn't
teach technlque at Cal Ars"

It was this environment, two decades after

Fischl, that weleomed Stallings and helped
refine his sense of art's possibilities.
Stallings also diseovered something else:
that the image, and imagemalding, is as cen-
tral to Southern Caltfornia as race and his-
tory were to the South, (He remembers the
South as heing nearly buried by its past
“The Civil War," he says, “is brought into
almost every conversation.”) Unlike boakish
types who hate LA, Stallings sees the dry
hills and sunbaked valleys that roll out from
Hollywood as the perfect place to explore
the effect of the visual image.

As artist and student, Stallings was

inspired by the novels of William Burroughs
and the films of David Cronenberg. He was

i 1 with the relationship bety the
body, image, and technology. The work he
created and exhibited throughout the Deep
South and the Southland were mostly dis-
turbing conceptual pieces with a praniish
sense of humor, They're full of penises,
astronaut suits, and spiders, and some of the
waork comes complete with fake newspaper
articles in which he invents for himself an
Imaginary past.

While at Cal Arts; he began writing for art
magazines. He also edited a book about
gender and the body and took a couple of
short-term jobs at galleries in Los Feliz and

ming position at Huntington Beach, which
he began in December 1994, was his first
fulltime job. A year or two into it he came
to accept that hls role in the art world was
maore lilkely to be as'a scholar and curator

than as an arfist (though he has coptinued

painting and designing installations). The
tirning point, be says, came in 1996, when
one of his seulptures appeared in a Willlam
Burroughs show at the Los Angeles
County Muzeum of Art; Stallings cails this
2 personal high watermark but also the
point where he'd succeeded enough to
move into another sphere. |

Stallings’ art career, as both.artist and
curator, is an attempt to reconcile disparate
worlds. *T eame to visual culture, like most
people of my generation, through television
and comics and movies,” he says. “But when
I went to school, none of that stuff was
taught. So you have that tension between
your school life — it's all about ideas and

‘modernism — and then you go home and

it's a whole other culture. And I guess, for
myself, I'm trying to reconcile the two, 1
guess I'm brying to revisit some things with-
out worrying abeut being ridiculed, without
having to please my professors.”

In tackling popular culture, Stallings is
going against some of the bedrock assump-
tions of art history. One of the most impar-
tant essays in 20th-century art was

"Avant-garde and Kitsch,” written by critic

Clement Greenberg in 1939, To Greenherg
and the artists and scholars who followed
him — maetly alistract expressionists and
minimalists — kitsch or popular culture was
the enemy of genuine avant-garde art,
Kitsch, Greenberg wrote, whether comic
boaks or Tin Pan Alley songs or Norman
Roclowell ine covers, was a leech that
degraded taste. "Kitsch is mechanical and

operates by formulas. Kitsch is vicarious
experience and faked sensations.... [Gtsch is
the epitome of all that is spurious in the life
of our times." He also tied kitsch to Fascism,
explaining that totalitarian regimes degraded
taste as a'way to reach the masses.

Stallings can quote this essay chapter and
verse, and sometimes does. But as he sees
it, kitsch and the avant-garde are united,
What kitsch needs, what he can provide, is
the theory and art-historical context that
makes it more than just a piece of con-
sumerisrn. If someone besides the object’s
maker is there to offer what he calls “the
other side of the dialogue,” a piece of kitsch
can become as intellectually serious as a
Jackson Pollock painting.

His expansiveness goes even [rther. He's
excited — intellectually and otherwise —
that the surfing show is sponsored by the
Goteha suriboard company. Instead of fear-
ing or resenting the marketplace, as many
intell J= do, Stalllngs is fascinated by it.
“One cf the reasons I'm interested in popu-
lar cuiture is that it's where capltaliam and
art meet, * he says.

When he's talking abont money, Stallings
slips into a strange, almost religious reverie.
Money, he concedes, ia “a secret desire" of
his, "1t's llke, there's all this money out
there, and how does one get access to it?
How does one, you know, access it and then
use it, with this whole information
economy.... The way I see the world, I see all
this money out there, at least in the United
States, and it really seems possible, and it
just seems to be foating.” When it's pointed
out to him that almost any career he could
have chosen would have earned him far
‘more riches than he makes now — his
salary at Laguna is around $35,000, as it was

Santa Monica. The director of program-

< - o o=k |
Blg-yed art callectors Matthew and Lisa Swoet will lsnd some of their paintings to Stallings’ Margerst Keans exhibition.

that it's not the money itself that really
interests him. Only when money seems
abatract and mysterious, ke a Rothko
painting, is it compelling. .

What really seems to interest Stallings
instead is the ability of pop to bind people
together, to give them something to live for.
He admires individuals who've been deeply
shaped by a group identity or by sudden
experiences like UFQ abductions, His title
for the UFO show — Are W Toucked?: Iden-

tities from Outer Sprace — gives a hink to his

times nearly desperate — to find a
medium with a broader reach. The
wark of a curator is only slightly and
moet superficially that of 2 showman:
It's primarily a scholariy job devoted
.to furthering lmowledge of an artist
or a period, and curators tend to be
. behind:the-seenes art historians.
Some become museum directors,
where they devote themselves to
fund-raising and public appearances,
but most curators remain curators,
moving to bigger and better institu-
tions with each job. Stallings admits
he's tempted by the wider exposure
available to popular artists, like the
skateboard painters he met while
putting together Grind. For some-
one, in his early 30s, who is already a
leader in his field and a regionally
important figure, he's full of self-
.doubt. He wonders what the shkaters
and surfers and Deadheads he meets
think of his interest in their lives.
“Am [ gonna be seen g5 an impostor
who's trying to make a buels” -

HEE

with these topics, he admits he has only _

surfed a few times, only been to a few Dead
shows years ago, and never had a UFO
experience. "I'm someone who's very inter-
ested,” he says. “I'd love to have an UFO
experience.” UFO abductees tend to be non-
conformist, Hke artists, “with sensitivities to
the outer limits of consciousness,” as he
writes in the show’s catalog, “on the fringe
because of thelr trust in intuition.”

Though he has been hailed in the art
world for his accessible shows about popular

I i Stallings seems anxious — at

—_—n

.~ Many of the artists Stallings deals
with have spant years struggling against the
mainstream art workd, “Because I dare to do
surfing as mainstream high art, I'm type-
cast,” Russell Crotty says from his
windswept ranch above the Malibu canyons,
“They think male, Blond. California. Muscle-
bound idict. Every cliché in the book is
thrown at vou before they've even met you,”

Craig Stecyk knows this score, too. He
experienced this sort of prejudice as a young
Santa Monican adrift in the effete East. *Tall
ahout career suicide — the worst thing was
Continued on page 20

in Huntington Beach — Stallings admits

point of view: But despite his fascination
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a California artit in New York in the
" he seys pugnaciously. Stecylc, a thin,
Tian whio speaks and moves in a blur of
3 and gestures, says his uncle told him
suld never make it in New Yorlk if lie
tan, Only gradually did Stecyk sea the
in this.
:se surfers :L'ren’t the only West Caast
35 waiting for the New York establish-
to let them in the door, Along with the
skiow, Stailings is putting together an
it om the work of Margaret Kezne, the

‘rancizco artist best known for her '60s.
ngs of bathetic, big-eyed waifs who cry *

nous tears. As with Sur’ Culture, Mar-

Keane and Keaneabiliz, scheduled for-

summer at the Laguna Art Museum,-
ie the first major museum exhibit
ed to-the subject.

+ cool June evening Stallings travels up
‘ent Heights, across Mulholland Drive,
ito Michols Canyon to the home of roclk
Aatthew Sweet, Sweet, best known for
racing and melodic album Girlfriend,
1991, and his wife Lisa, afashion designer,
nong the world's leading collectors of
‘ed and cateyed art, and his Web page
/ fmembers.tripod.com/~0zz_manor,in
tml} is considered the finest of its ldnd.
iweet's house is crammed with the
1 of Keane and Keatie imitators: a big-
waif at the oeean, holding a beach ball,
dan hig-eyed waif, standing beneath the
es of Japan. Red-hatted, scarf-wearing

ed waifs Chistenas caroling. A bigeyed

alding an appmpnately big-eyed cat. A.
& big-eyed waif, nu

Sweets are gent!: and good-natured
isives. Stallings introduces himself,
he three begin to speak about the
— its vision, its cafalog, its Hkelihood
veling to ather cities in America and
. They discuss Keane's paintings the
nore conventional collectors parse
30, quibbling over dates and details,
ssing how a painting dated 1963 must
been done fn 1965, talking about the
dargaret's midcarcer divorce from
 Walter Keane altered her work, “We
‘0 debate, ‘Are they from the 'S0s? No,
tirdos are from the "605".... That's the
e ponder over,” says Sweet,

Sweets follow the articles and essays
rgue whether it was Margaret or Wal-
10 really painted the waifs, “We're con-
d that Margaret did ail of it," says
ew. "She was an sccomplished portrait
r hefore she met Walter.” These days,
’2, they are looking into the copycats
et they call the big-eyed masters in
awn right.

such a Wild West of art to collect
now," says Sweet, who first discov-
ug\-em:\l art after wandering into 2 San
isco gallery seven or eight years ago.
ouple has scoured thrift shops and
sales from Venice Beach to Runyon,_
n, and they've visited the painter, who

ves in-San Francisco. “As we gotto .

the art more and mare, we got to be
and more affected by it,” says Sweer;
2 new album, fn Reverse, features a .
 painting on its cover. “Tt got to be less
culture eool, kitschy thing and more,
this is really amazing art.' For us it
real inner-zelf vilie," he says, compar-
argaret's paintings to sad pop songs
1l at the heartstrings. : -
iweet beams over his collection and
rly Kiriks play on his stereo, Stallings
ws his words as he aske the ricker if -
ght be interested in contributing:an
ta the show's catalog. Sweet says he'd:.
iy to. "Margaret wants-to be remen: -

 bered; she wants to be ac‘.,céﬁted-" .%;e. s.é;s.'-.'
“And she really:never has been: She's never -
been respected by the mamsu'eamartworld.

It's sn shertsighted!”

This past summer, Stallings drove to Vegas.
He passed up the chance to play the slots
and ogle seminude babes, instead dropping
into a ¢lown museum that turned out,
despite its advertising, to be mostly a place

where Latino labarers bang together clown
figurines in reoms filled with noxious odors..

“It's sort of the dark side of toys," Stallings
says. Wherever he goes, he's trolling for
what he calls visual culture, But-that doesn't
mean hie's not sometimes disappointed.

On that same trip, he drove for an hour to
a brothel museum, which he found to be
too much like a movie image of a Wild
West whorehouse come to life. *T had really

~ high expectations, but when we peered in,

it was just a bar with laminated newspaper
articles on the wall." Even Tom Jones let
him.down. Venturing out to a show at the
MGM Grand hotel — he calls himself a big
Tom Jones fan — he's dizsappointed that

. the audience doesn’t look more like the

way he envisioned a Vegas crowd. (Too
many people wearing flip-flops and T-shirts
instead of being dressed like Dean Martin.)

. And while he enjoyed the Welsh sex sym.

bal’s performance, he doesn’t think the
pelvis shaking and hip swinging that Jones

developed as a thin man in the 1960s really .

Gt his “thicker body,”
The place that impressed him was Exntv:

. World, a museum on the California/Nevada

bnrder, just off Route 66, devoted to strip-
‘pers and the lost world of butlesque, Run by
a former stripper named Dixie Evans, now
the museum’s pregident and enthusiastic
tour guide, Exotic World is built on an old

goat farm and displays jewelry, costumes, G- -

strings, and other memorabilla, including
Jayne Mansfield's heart:shaped ottoman and
Gypsy Rose Lee’s trank. “It's ane of those
museums where, if your grandmother was a
stripper and, say, she dies, and you find this
trunk. of stuff and you don't know what to do

- with if, you send it to this place.” Stallings

says. “T'm totally fascinated by people who
create their own worids for themselves, who
g0 to the point of maklng a physical world
around them, with ob;ecr.a

Stallings’ own life, in a way, is a conceptual ._

art project. He explains that his interest in
obsessives who reflect thelr inner world out-
wardly comes, In part, from his own sexuality.
He's a straight guy who plans not to have
children, =0 ereating art and “producing cul-
ture” is his way of leaving a legacy. Stallings
lives with his girlfriend in Huntington Beach
— the down payment on their house came
largely from money he made selling his still-
untouched Star Wars action figures — but

. he says they're not interested in offspring,

He's seen the way kids have changed his.
friends" priorities — for the worse,

“Maybe I'm fascinated with culturé
hecause I'm not going to-have a family,” he
says, “Tm not connected to that kind of his-
tory. I'm really interested in how people cre
ate images of themselves.”

ESEESS

Sbaﬂmgs is b]ossummg pmfemonally at the
right time. At this point in art history —
almost a century after modernism, several

- -décades into postmodermsm —nearly-

everything that can be made with hands snd

- ‘minds has been eriticized; even rejected; as-
paimm:hz[ ar: commercial, The tone:of art :

criticism-ia dismissive and:ofter relentless,

Fop culturs, because it’s rarelyHeen seenas. . .
significant enough for serious gssessment, .

Motk = 084

has not been critiqued with the same severity
as painting — which was declared “dead" in
the 1970s; In thee 1910s, popular culture was
supposed to be the salvation of art, butart
histery veered in other directions. It's finally

_catching up.

University literatiire departments, similariy,
have challenged the reputations of many
canonical writers, espeuaﬂy those of white

deing is mirroring the forces of marketing.”
As Frank writes in the summer issue of Azt
Foruin, the forthcoming Norman Roclowell
show at the Guggenheim comes from the:
same spirit that motivates the Hght-populist
politics of Rush Limbaugh and MNewt Gin-
grich — antagonism toward supposedly
enohly elites — and corporations and adwver-
usmg use .he same pitch. This craze for faux

men. Cut of acad fusion, the field
of culture studies has deve]opeﬂ.. its purpose
is to look.at “mass culture™ (as the disci-
pline's British originators called it) from a
left-wing perspective. Early Cult Studs saw
pop culture as a way for capitalism to contral
hepless spenders, but the field has reoriented
so that consumers who make “subversive”
use of brand-name products — customizing
carg, personalizing clothing — are the new
heroes of the story.

1t's no coinciderice, then, that several
recent major art shows have ventured into
the world of pop — last year's Guggenheim
exhibit on motoreyeles ‘and this summer's
much maligned Museum of Modern Art
show Fame: After Photography, which included
artifacts ag recent as news photographs of

|| and su big-eyed wails

. Monica Lewinsky. In academe, the Barbie

doil has become the most talked about, writ-
ten about, contested, reclaimed, and
maligned toy in history, with academic and
culturally serious books looking at her role
in “constructing femininity.” (John Wayne
and Elvis have also-réceived much attention
lately, and G.L Jjoe, who celebrates his 35th
birthday this ear, could become 2 similarly
trendy icon.} The art eritic Dave Hickey, a

. former Nashwille songwriter whose book A.:r

POp rank laughs, “Is not going away

anytime snon

Art professionals predict that the pop wl-
ture shows that Stallings and others have
built an audience for will only continue to
grow. Patchett, of Track 16, says museums
inereasingly present shows on pop culture,
though often for the wrong reasons and
without the depth that Stallings brings o
them. “When they need to attract a large
audience, some of the museum people close
their eyes and say, ‘We're gonna get killed
for this, but we need to be more inclusive,
and we need to make some money.’ "

Wilson; of Jurassic Tech, says that main-
_gtrearn museums could benefit from putting
on the kind of intellectually serious exhibits
thaLSI:alHngs prepa:es. “ think he's the kind
of person who could
open thuse institu-
tions up,” Wilson

S¥8. "Ther’re lry'mg

Museum of Contem-
porary Art or LACMA
brought Stallings
onboard, he says, it
would be good for the:
ingtitution and good
for the Incal art seene.
“But it would be sad,
because that kind of
thing usually takes
the edge off a per-
son's work. Those
larger institutions
have a great deal of
inertia, and when
they bend, they bend
slnwi? I think the
people are more
likely to bend than
the institutions.”

Some people in the
art world expect
) Stallings to take the
same path as Paul Schimmel, the current
chief curator at MoCA, who came to Califor-
nia Plaza as a young man after making his
name with groundbreaking exhibits at the
museum in Newport Beach.

In the short term, Stallings' route seems
clear: His Keane show opens next summer,
his surfing show the summer after that, and
a small exhibit this January — Whiteness, or
Coloring Autherity Through the Perm.
Coilection — will be the seed for a large-

Guitar explores female profe
wrestlers, Perry Mason, and the Las Vegas
Strip, has become one of the art scene's
‘hottest voices.

The afﬂmly fnr pap ¢ culture is more than
just a profit d fad in the
warld, says Thomas Frank, & critic of con-
sumerism best known as the editor of The
Baffler magazine and author of The Conguest
of Caol, “Museums are part of the academic
family, if a distant relative, and they're mofi-
vated by ideas,” he says. “This tendency
toward populism is something you could see
all across the liberal arts — academics try-
ing to get away.from their old hierarchical
pedagogy — and it leads to all kinds of mis-
talten assumptions. My biggest problem
with all of this is that it tends to claim to be
politically radical, but it isn't. All they’re

Hovember 11-17,71889 .

. scale expl

of Caucasian culture for
summer 2002, All three shows will be the
first of their kind, If he plays his cards right,
the eapital he gets from these exhibits could
take him to any museum in the world.

But another, less conventional, path for
Stailings seems at least as likely, When dis-
cussing Exotic Werld, the Vegas burlesque
museum, he grows animated and refers to
himself as ;{Iatber-dm;gnmf Finster — the
Georgia folle painter whose barogue, kudzu-
shaggy style has made him the bestknown
among a large feld of "outsider” artists, "It's
the kind of thing T could almost imagine
myself doing in my old age — becoming
some weird outeider artist in the nmghhors
hood. Discovering someday that [ just have
all this junk in my front yard. And suddenly

. all these people start coming." [
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