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D i r e c t o r ' s  F o r w a r d
EDWARD LEFFINGW ELL, D IRECTOR OF VISUAL ARTS 

LOS ANGELES M UNICIPAL ART GALLERY

The mise en scene o f  Roland Reiss’ 

sculptural opera invites participation by 

means o f  narrative tableaus the artist 

intends us to read and populate, rather 

than simply observe. It is possible to 

understand the stopped-time nature o f 

these “sets” as temporarily frozen moments 

that allow the viewer to enter— in the 

manner that Alice passes through the 

Looking Glass —  a narrative world in 

progress and become, in a sense, co-creator 

o f  that world. Although the elements o f  

these interiors are often altered in scale, 

they are not fetishized as individual totems 

or relics which derive authority by 

“anthropological” association, and they are 

not accumulations o f fabricated props that 

exist primarily to be photographed. 

Although Reiss manipulates the material 

relationship o f  the viewer to the object, 

and o f objects to each other, his primary 

commitment is to an understanding, 

through presentation, o f  the content: the 

desired or implied meaning o f  how and 

why things happen, the meaning o f  those 

relationships in Western culture, and how 

we are implicated in their construction.

Wherever his work appears, an invitation 

to personal and architectural association is 

part o f  the play, the dance o f  the work. 

T he elongated box-like structure o f  the 

Los Angeles Municipal Art Gallery, where 

this important presentation o f  Roland 

Reiss’ work originates, is almost ideally 

suited to its installation— a kind o f 

mirror enlargement o f  the basic confines 

o f  a Reiss tableau. It is equally appropriate 

that the Gallery has committed to the 

administration and installation o f  this 

project, considering the Gallery’s dedica­

tion to the exhibition o f  the work o f 

artists o f  the Los Angeles area. That 

mission includes an understanding that 

the artist o f  Los Angeles is an artist in the 

world, and the traveling o f  this exhibition 

emphasizes that view.

T he Municipal Art Gallery is privileged 

to participate in the origination o f  this 

ambitious project, which was proposed 

to the Gallery in 1988 by the Fellows o f  

Contemporary Art. Together, we began 

a search for a curator who could bring to 

bear an intelligence and sensitivity to 

Reiss’ work that would illuminate its 

selection and documentation. We were 

fortunate in securing the professional 

commitment and dedication o f  the 

exhibition’s curator, Betty A nn Brown.

W ithout the generosity o f  time the artist 

and curator bring to this project and the 

Fellows’ strength o f  purpose and the 

financial support necessary to realize not 

only the initial presentation, but to under­

write its documentation and tour, this 

exhibition would not have been possible.

Betty Ann Brown’s essay exists on both 

a scholarly and an interpretive level, 

providing an understanding that is 

compatible with the artist’s intentions. 

W orking with Roland Reiss, she has 

constructed a means o f  selection that is, 

perhaps, definitive, within the consider­

able possibilities that were available.

As a result o f  this selection process, we 

are able to enter the work and recognize 

a full range o f  the artist’s investigations. 

The critical thought and awareness 

brought to this interpretation by Brown’s 

selection o f  guest essayists broaden and 

intensify our ability to enter into the 

exhibition through the catalog.

We are grateful to the artist Roland Reiss, 

curator Betty Ann Brown, and essayists 

Robert Dawidoff, Merle Schipper,

Richard Smith and Buzz Spector. In a 

time o f diminished support for the arts, 

the Municipal A rt Gallery is particularly 

obliged to the Fellows o f  Contemporary 

Art for its singular dedication to the 

presentation and documentation o f  this

prodigious body o f  work; to Fellows’ 

liaison Peggy Phelps and to Administra­

tive Director Alice Rotter. Staff curator 

Noel Korten has been o f invaluable 

service, acting as liaison with the Fellows, 

the artist and the curator. C h ie f prepara- 

tor Michael Miller and the Gallery’s 

preparation staff have been thoroughly 

engaged in the possibilities o f  the 

exhibition’s installation. T he Municipal 

Art Gallery acknowledges with pleasure 

the design service brought to this catalog 

by Eileen Avery, and applauds the 

enthusiastic reception o f those institutions 

participating in the exhibition’s tour.

The Municipal Art Gallery, a facility o f 

the Cultural Affairs Department o f  the 

C ity  o f  Los Angeles, also acknowledges its 

debt to the citizens o f  Los Angeles, who 

provide the financial base and audience 

for its programs, and recalls the ongoing 

commitment o f  the Directors o f  the 

Gallery at Barnsdall Art Park and the Los 

Angeles Municipal Art Gallery Associates.



S p o n s o r ' s  F o r w a r d
VIRGINIA C. KRUEGER, CHAIRMAN 

FELLOWS OF CONTEMPORARY ART

It is with pleasure that the Fellows o f

Contemporary Art presents

ROLAND REISS: A SEVENTEEN YEAR SURVEY.

M any o f our members have been familiar 

with Roland’s work for a number o f  years, 

and we are delighted to bring it to a wider 

audience.

Since the Fellows was established in 1975, 

our organization has sponsored twenty 

exhibitions featuring the work o f  emerging 

and mid-career California artists. Each 

exhibition has been documented by a 

scholarly catalog, and more recently by a 

videotape.

We are extremely pleased to hold this 

exhibition at the Los Angeles Municipal 

Art Gallery. We worked with the Municipal 

Gallery in 1984 to sponsor a Martha A lf  

exhibition and are happy to return to the 

space for r o l a n d  r e is s : a  s e v e n t e e n  y e a r  

su r v e y . We would like to thank Betty Ann 

Brown for her curatorial expertise and for 

arranging the travel for the exhibition. 

Thanks also to Edward Leffingwell, 

Director o f  the Los Angeles Municipal Art 

Gallery, and Noel Korten, Gallery Curator, 

who have both worked closely with us to 

assure the success o f  this show. We are 

grateful to Roland Reiss for his continuing 

devotion to artmaking and for his enthusi­

astic collaboration on this project.

This exhibition will be traveling to the 

University o f  Arizona Museum o f  Art,

The Newberger Museum o f Art at State 

University o f  N ew York at Purchase and 

the Palm Springs Desert Museum. We 

thank the directors o f these institutions 

for their support o f  the Roland Reiss 

exhibition.

We would like to thank Peggy Phelps, 

Fellows’ liaison to the exhibition, and 

Fellow Kathy Reges for her assistance 

with the show. Special thanks to the 173 

members o f the Fellows o f  Contemporary 

Art, whose contributions and dedication 

to the support o f  contemporary California 

art have made this exhibition possible.



“The artist discovers at the deeper level o f the expression-

continuum a new system o f relations that the preceding

segmentation o f that continuum, giving rise to an expression

form, had never made pertinent. ”

U m berto  Eco 

A  Theory o f  Sem iotics  1



R o l a n d  R e iss ,  A r t  &  L i f e
BY BETTY ANN BROWN

W hen Umberto Eco, the famed Italian 

professor o f  semiotics, decided to turn his 

hand to creative endeavors, he chose to 

write murder mysteries ( The Name o f  the 

Rose [1984], Foucault’s Pendulum [1988]). 

This is not surprising. O ne o f the main 

foci o f  semiotics is the analysis o f  indexical 

signs —  the “clues” for deciphering cultural 

meaning. Similarly, when artist Roland 

Reiss began to use miniature sculptural 

tableaus to interpret the myths o f  modern 

life, he began with two murder mysteries 

whose “clues” were analogs for the 

significant objects with which we define 

and identify ourselves. A  cowboy hat and 

rangy boots indicated the protagonist; his 

self-consciousness was made manifest by 

sets o f  flood lights ostensibly illuminating 

his actions; horoscope readings printed on 

tiny sheets o f  plastic revealed his (and 

other characters’) search for meaning. The 

murder mystery tableaus were radical, if 

not shocking, at the time because they so 

rapidly, indeed abruptly, made the shift 

from modernist pursuits to those o f 

postmodernism, from the minimalism that 

dominated sculpture in the early 1970s to 

the fractured, decentered narrative that is 

the basis o f  so much critical concern today.

This exhibition is a survey o f  Reiss’ 

oeuvre from the “Murder Mysteries” and 

“Philosophical Homilies” created in 

1974-75, through the most recent work 

o f  1991. Although the work is consistent 

in its rigorous theoretical conception and 

technical exactitude, it varies immensely 

in scale and content.

The variations in Reiss’ work reflect the 

vicissitudes o f  his twentieth century life.2 

Reiss was born in Chicago, Illinois. He 

was a child o f  the Great Depression, and 

his father’s anxiety about viable employ­

ment ultimately led the young Reiss to 

choose a career in art. The family moved 

to Pomona, a small community due east 

o f  Los Angeles, in 1943.

As a child, Reiss developed interests in 

both writing and art. He remembers 

that his two junior high school English 

teachers were particularly encouraging. 

But when Reiss went home to tell his 

father that he had decided to go on to 

college to become a writer, he was told 

that he was, instead, to go to work after 

high school to earn money. His English 

teachers had no response to such parental 

proscriptions, but his art teacher urged 

him to go on to art school to become a 

commercial artist and thereby earn a good 

income. T h e young Reiss decided on art, 

although the construction o f  narrative 

remained a major issue in his work.3

By high school, Reiss was the class artist. 

He remembers that his first oil painting 

(of the sun setting behind a pagoda in the 

beachside community o f  Corona del Mar) 

required him to construct an elaborate 

architectural model, which he did alone 

at home. After high school, Reiss moved 

to Chicago where he secured a job at 

Bielefeld Studios as an apprentice, making 

deliveries and occasionally doing illustra­

tions. He took classes at the American 

Academy at night and when his $18 a week 

salary proved inadequate to the tuition, 

his painting instructor allowed him to 

continue the class without paying. This 

was but one o f  many instances in which 

Reiss experienced notable generosity from 

authority figures in the art world. The 

owner o f  Bielefeld also befriended him 

and eventually urged him to return to 

California, where he could attend a junior 

college at no charge. By 1949, Reiss was 

enrolled in M ount San Antonio Junior 

College and was working for the Los 

Angeles County Fair, designing dioramas 

and educational displays. Like the early 

painting model, these dioramas anticipate, 

or form conceptual archetypes for, the 

artist’s mature oeuvre.
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Reiss was drafted in the early 1950s but 

instead o f doing combat in Korea, he 

painted murals. His theatrical backdrop 

in front o f  which the general addressed 

new troops— a mural which Reiss 

describes as “pure Norman Rockwell in 

style” —  won the artist a commendation. 

Later, a painting o f  Southern California’s 

M ount Baldy won him a prize and 

another reprieve from overseas duty. 

Light-and-space artist Robert Irwin was 

also a prize-winner, but the two did not 

meet at that time.

Reiss attended the University o f  California 

at Los Angeles (U CLA) on the G .I. Bill 

and studied art with Stanton M acDonald 

Wright, Jan Stussy, Sam Amato, Clinton 

Adams and William Brice. W hile at 

U C L A , Reiss worked for a while as painter 

Rico Lebrun’s assistant. He received his 

Master o f  Arts degree in 1957 and took a 

job teaching painting at the University o f 

Colorado in Boulder. Reiss had married 

just before entering U C L A . By the end 

o f his tenure at Boulder, he and his wife 

Betty Reiss had six children. Reiss 

considered the University o f  Colorado 

Art Department “a great place” 4 and 

knows that he benefited tremendously 

from his time there. For example, when 

the venerable abstract expressionist painter 

Clifford Still came to be artist in residence, 

the two developed a special relationship.

Reiss had been deeply impressed by Still’s 

paintings when, as a graduate student, he 

saw them exhibited in San Francisco. “I 

felt I was looking at the brain o f  a person 

pressed flat, at the map o f an entire 

mind.” Then, in the summer o f 1965, as 

the two artists sat over coffee morning 

after morning, Reiss was exposed to what 

he now calls “one o f  the most revolution­

ary thinkers I’ve ever encountered.” Reiss 

respected Still’s sense o f history and 

shared with him a deep, moving convic­

tion about art. To this day, Reiss asserts 

that one knows through seeing, that the 

psychological aspects o f  perception are 

crucial, and that art has the power to 

affect human actions. He finds support 

for these beliefs in the writings o f  German 

aesthetician Conrad Fielder, who holds 

that “art has been, and still is, the essential 

instrument in the development o f  human 

consciousness. T he significance o f  a rt... 

lies in the fact that it is the particular 

form o f activity by which man not only 

tries to bring the visible world into his 

consciousness, but even is forced to the 

attempt by his very nature.” The artistic 

activity, Fiedler insists, is not fortuitous, 

but necessary.5

W hen he arrived in Boulder, Reiss was 

doing semi-abstract landscape paintings 

that owed a lot to Abstract Expressionism. 

As the artist says, “T he route I was on was 

one o f  progressively reductionist abstrac­

tion.” Reiss’ was the kind o f modernist 

activity thatT. J. Clark, in critiquing 

Clem ent Greenberg’s formalist theory, 

alludes to as the “practice o f  negation.”

"M odern ism  is certa in ly  th a t art 

w hich  insists on its m edium  and  

says th a t m eaning can henceforth  

only be found in practice. But the  

practice in question is ex traord in ary  

and desperate: it  presents itse lf as 

a w o rk  o f in te rm in ab le  and absolute  

decom position , a w o rk  w hich  is 

alw ays pushing 'm ed iu m ' to  its 

lim its  — to  its ending — to  th e  point 

w here it breaks or evaporates or 

turns back in to  m ere unw orked  

m ateria l. T hat is th e  fo rm  in w hich  

m edium  is re trieved  or reinvented: 

th e  fa c t o f A rt, in m odernism , is 

th e  fa c t o f neg ation ." 6
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T he “practice o f  negation” began to ring 

hollow for Reiss by the late 1960s, a 

decade before critics like Clark began to 

challenge the Greenbergian foundation 

o f  modernism.

Reiss was given a retrospective o f  this 

work at the Denver Center in 1969. But 

when he stood in the exhibition, 

surrounded by over 25 o f  his works, he 

had “a terrible feeling o f  disappointment.” 

Later, he began to understand the reasons 

for the let-down: “I’d built this great 

edifice o f  rationalizations to support the 

work, but I’d never thought out the real

he began with two murder mysteries

whose “clues” were analogs for the

significant objects with which we define

and identify ourselves.

connections between experimentalism and 

content. I thought that when I saw the 

work in the retrospective, all o f my life 

would come back to me. After all, I’d 

sacrificed a lot, and I’d always meant for 

this work to absorb the totality o f my 

experience. I thought my whole life would 

be up there on the gallery walls, but it 

wasn’t. My minimalist paintings were part 

o f  an art movement I ’d participated in, a 

mainstream activity, but not necessarily 

me at all. I had to do something, I had 

to change my w ork.” O ther factors were 

operating. Conceptualism was a rising 

current in the art world. German 

artist/activist Joseph Beuys had done a 

piece called “The Chief: Fluxus Song” 

(Rene Block Gallery, Berlin, December 1, 

1964) in which he rolled up in felt and 

made strange sounds. Reiss was stunned; 

he asked himself, “Am I free to do that? 

Can I change?” And Reiss’ personal life 

was in crisis. His family was in difficulty. 

He was turning 40. His marriage was 

breaking down.

In spite o f  all the positive experiences in 

Colorado, Reiss always felt there was a 

wall between himself and the ocean. He 

constantly talked about going back to 

California. He felt increasingly compelled 

to return. “ I felt like there had been a veil 

over everything. Then the veil began to 

lift. For the first time, I began to value my 

life and see it was real.”
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