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SPONSOR'S FOREWORD

The Fellows of Contemporary Art finds it a great
pleasure to sponsor Kim Abeles: Encyclopedia Persona,
A Fifteen-Year Survey. This exhibition marks the first
comprehensive survey ofthework ofthis creative and
innovative Southern California artist and offers an
opggortumty to see the broad scope of her concerns.
he exhibition furthers the aim of the Fellows to
support contemPorary art by initiating and sponsor-
ing exhibitions featuring significant mid-career and
emerging California artists and by publishing cata-
logues as permanent documentation of their work.
Since the Fellows was established in 1975, the orga-
nization has produced twenty-two exhibitions in co-
operation with museums throughout California.
Many of these have traveled nationall?]/.
This publication is dedicated to the memory of
Consiline Antoville with deep appreciation for her
commitment to and SUﬁport of art and artists. A
long-time member of the Fellows, Consiline was
instrumental in initiating this exhibition, securing
the location and curator, and, until her untimely
death in March 1992, acting as Fellows liaison for the
exhibition. We owe her a debt ofgratitude for this
and other successful endeavors made on our behalf.
Many Fellows have been involved in the exhibi-
tion. Our thanks to all of them and particularly to
Audrey Greenberg, currently serving as exhibition
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liaison; to Ginger Krueger, immediate past chairman
ofthe Fellows; to Catherine Partridge and Kathleen
Reges, past and present exhibition chairmen; to
Kathryn Files and Barbara Cohn, development
chairmen; to Fritz Geiser, special events chairman;
to Gretel Stephens, catalogue assistance; and to ad-
ministrative director Alice Momm, who has kept in
touch with the many necessary details. The success of
the exhibition is due in large part to all of them and,
of course, to our membership whose support has
made it possible.

We have welcomed the opportunity to work for a
second time with the Santa Monica Museum ofArt,
executive director Thomas Rhoads, and curator of
the exhibition, Karen Moss. We appreciate their abil-
ity and expertise. We gratefully acknowledge the
support ofthe Andy Warhol Foundation for the Vi-
sual Arts, Inc., the Peter Norton Family Foundation,
and theJ. Paul Getty Trust Fund for the Visual Arts,
a fund of the California Community Foundation.

Ahove all, we express our thanks to Kim Abeles.
It has been a pleasure to work with this talented,
perceptive artist.

ANN.E S. LASELL
Chairman
Fellows of Contemporary Art
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DIRECTOR'S FOREWORD

The trustees and staffofthe Santa Monica Museum
of Art (SMMOA) are pleased to have organized Kim
Abeles: Encyclopedia Persona, A Fifteen-Year Survey, an
exhibition initiated and sponsored by the prestigious
Fellows of Contemporary Art. This exhibition and
the accompanying publication are the fruitful prod-
ucts ofyears ofplanning and the collaborative efforts
of many talented individuals.

Three aspects of this survey exhibition attracted
SMMOA to the project: it offerswidespread exposure
for an exceptional Southern California artist; it
documents work that is difficult to categorize be-
cause of its content and unique format; and it fulfills
SMMOA’s mandate to organize one-person exhibi-
tions, extending opportunities to accomplished, but
under-recognized, mid-career artists. Encyclopedia
Persona is a fitting tribute to Abeles, whose vision,
Eowerful imagination, and keen aesthetic sense give

er an unusual ability to communicate ideas about
history and culture.

Producing this exhibition and catalogue involved
the dedicated efforts of a great many individuals,
or%amzatlons, and sponsors. | am particularly in-
debted to the curator, Karen Moss, formerly director
ofexhibitions and currently aconsultantto SMMOA,
for overseeing the myriad details attending to the
exhibition and this publication. I also wish to thank
art historian Lucinda Barnes, who has contributed an
illuminating essay to this book, and graﬁhic designer
Susan Silton, who has collaborated with Kim Abeles
on its innovative design. Both in form and content,
the publication embodies Abeles’ unique sensibility
and is a poetic complement to the exhibition.

In presenting this exhibition, the Santa Monica
Museum of Art gratefully acknowledges the support
and sponsorship ofthe Fellows ofContemporary Art.
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| am indebted to Ginger Krueger and Anne Lasell,
formerand currentchairmen, and Audrey Greenberg,
who served as the Fellows liaison, for their coopera-
tion and support. Kay Files and Barbara Cohn ably
assisted with fundraising, and Fellows administrative
director Alice Momm set the production schedule
and facilitated the flow of information amon? the
show’s organizers. | appreciate the dedicated efforts
ofthese key people.

At SMMOA, Scott Boberg, education director and
an editor for the catalogue, Adam Reav Finkel, exhi-
bition coordinator, and Antonette DeVito, SMMOA
director of development, attended to publicity, edit-
ing, fundraising, and installation in their typically
professional and creative manner. SMMOA staffers
Mike Phillips, development associate, and Thu
Pham, finance mana?er, assisted every step of the
way, as did Francy Balcomb, who helped to coordin-
ate public relations. This exhibition could not have
occurred without the steadfast efforts and dedication
of some outstanding individuals, most notably
SMMOA's board of trustees, led by board president
Michael Finney, and the M useumsenergetic interns
and volunteers.

Were it not for the remarkable achievements and
talent of Kim Abeles, however, this exhibition and
the many talented individuals mentioned above
would not have come together. | reserve the highest
compliment for Kim Abeles, an artist of singular
achievement and of foremost integrity whose ideas,
imagination, and ability mark every aspect of this
outstanding exhibition.

THOM/—\_S RH.OADS
Executive Director
Santa Monica Museum of Art



Aims and Objectives. Encyclopedia Persona is not
an ordinary exhibition publication; it is a hybrid be-
tween an artist’s book and a reference volume that
serves as the catalogue for Kim Abeles: Encyclopedia
Persona, A Fifteen-Year Survey. The primary aims of
this book are to fully illustrate Kim Abeles’ artistic
production from 1979-1993; to provide an historical
context for her work; and to chronicle her life as an
artist, educator, and activist in California during the
Bast fifteen years. A complete document ofthe exhi-

ition EncycIoFedia Persona indexes the artist’s twelve
series and includes her avid research on abroad range
of subjects. Modeled directly after an early 1960s
edition ofthe World Book Encyclopedia, the objective of
the publication is to present Abeles’ detailed investi-
gations in a comprehensible format, using written
text, photographs, line drawings, charts, maps, and
archival materals.

Format and Contents. T N€ concept for Encyclopedia
Persona resulted from the collaborative efforts ofKim
Abeles, artist/graphic designer Susan Silton, and ex-
hibition curator Karen Moss. Silton designed the
encyclopedia, while Abeles selected the photographs
and made drawings for the book. The artist and the
curator worked together to determine the overall
content of the book. The curator’s introduction dis-
cusses the general concept behind Encyclopedia Per-
sona and provides a context for Abeles’work as both
an artist and an activist. The alphabetical section
written Frlmanlr by Abeles, begins with her bio-
graphical chronology, then documents her twelve se-
riesin textual and pictorial detail. The artistaugments
her own text with selected writings by other authors
and a wide array of photographs and hand-drawn
illustrations. The primary essay by art historian and
curator Lucinda Barnes explores the theme of truth
and fiction in Abeles’ work. Included in the back of
the publication are a checklist of the exhibition; a list
of lenders; aselected bibliography; information about
the Santa Monica Museum ofArt and the Fellows of
Contemporary Art; and an index of the illustrations,
photographs and works ofart in the book.

Organization of Information. Encyclopedia Persona
is organized so that an abundance ofinformation on
art and non-art subjects alike becomes more acces-
sible to its readers. This is achieved through asingle
aIBhabetlcaI arrangement of the entries, including
Abeles’ twelve series titles and various genres, per-
sons, and topics related to her work. For examlple, the
book begins with the name of the artist, Abeles, and
her biographical chronology. It is followed by Aging,
atopic ofone ofthe twelve series. Next, under Barnes,
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one finds the essay about Abeles’ work by Lucinda
Barnes. This entry is followed by Biographical Por-
traits, a series title, and then by Bookwaorks, a specific
genre of Abeles’work.

The written text of the individual entries in the
alphabetical section consists ofdescriptive prose, di-
dactic information, and other quoted material. These

texts are interspersed
with reproductions of
Abeles’ work, archi-
val or documentary
Ehoto raphs, and
and-drawn illustra-
tions.

The artist’s line
drawings and maps
may directly illus-
trate something in an
entry, or they may
function as a more
conceptual or whim-
sical “mappings” of
ideas related to a par-
ticular work.

Each individual
work inthe exhibition
appears in the text and
is reproduced in a
photograph under its
series title in the a-z
section. Each work is
also listed under its
series in the exhibi-
tion checklist and by
its individual title in
the alphabetical index
at the back of the
book. All other illus-
trations, maps, and
?_hotographs.are also
isted In the index.

Cross-references at
the end of entries
guide the reader to
otherpa%eswithinthe
book where there is
information related to

Guide words appear at the
top corner of each page. At
the upper left corner is the
title for the first entry that
appears in the first column of
the left page; at the upper
right corner is the title of the
last entry on the right page.

Headings are indented from
the left-hand margin. Main
headings, written in all capi-
tal letters, indicate the begin-
ning of an entry. Subhead-
ings, written in upper and
lower case, are subjects or
titles of artworks.

Archival materials appear
in entries throughout the text
when appropriate.

atthe end
of a particular entry, direct
the reader to related subjects
or works in other locations of
the book.

Sources and Suggested
Readings appear at the end
of appropriate entries to cite
additional readings on those
subjects.

lllustrations, Maps, and
Photographs, appearing
throughout the text, are cap-
tioned and listed alpha-
betically by title or subject in
the Index of lllustrations, Pho-
tographs, and Works of Art at
the end of the book.

those topics. Sources and Suggested Readings follow
some entries to list specific reference materials for
that subject, while the selected bibliography provides
awide ran%e of articles, books, and exhibition cata-
logues published on Abeles’ work.
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BIOGRAPHICAL PORTRAITS

bej*HTg"photo of
a building (as to be
inconspicuous). |set
ui) my camera and
glanced to see a
ﬁroup of people
eading toward the
camera-zonc. Ithetf
peeredjhttsugh the
Yk*w-finder and af-
teralong delay, I cu-
riously looked up to
see where all the
p(eople had gone.
hey were all cour-
teousIY waiting-"ttT
my rigl*arrdleft, so |
-«rCffa take a picture.
See also Bookworks
(OurPosition, Always,
Reciprocal).

Hckety Tickety. 1982. Bicycle
'wheel, photographs, thread, ce-
ment, wood, metal, acrylic. 77"
x 50" x 20".

i ENCYCLOPEDIA PERSONA map
Locations of several prominent Shaker Villages in the east-

ern United States.

A

The Celibacy and Practicality of Mother Ann/
Speak in Tongues and Import Oysters. Mother Ann
Lee (1736-1784) foijnd'ecfthe Shaker Community, a
scatteringofUrTopian villages which thrived during
theL800s™ They are well-known for their furniture
and general practicality in processes and objects. Their
ideas were often ingenious, such as the creation ofthe
round barn inwhich aperson could stand ata central

[T nhn

Ann Lee's "X" mark as it appears on her marriage license.

pivotPoin‘t to feed the animals, Awonderful follow-
ing of artisans in Hancock Village, Massachusetts,
maintains the traditional styles of the Shakers.

The Shakers were also notable for their observance
ofcelibacy. (Ironically, they were fond ofoysters and
frequently imported this aphrodisiac.) Shakers were
never born into the clan; instead, their practice of
adoption became a model for state institutions. Wo-
men and men were separate but totally equal in terms
of politics and responsibilities. In contrast to the
composed logic with which they approach design, the
Shakers approached religion with zeal. During their
holy meetings, theywould shake and speak intongues.
The fervor was so striking, in fact, that neighbors
continued to complain to the police and tried to have
them expelled from the districts.

Sources and Suggested Reading:

Sprigg, June, and David Larkin. Shaker Life, Work and Art. New
York: Stewart, Tabori and Chang, 1987.

Andrews,1Edward Demin(i The People Called Shakers -A Searchfor
the Perfect Society. New York: Dover Publications, 1963. (Reference
source for marriage license containing Ann Lee’s “signature”).
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The end ofan encyclopedia is to assemble the knowledge scattered oner
the earth, to expound it to contemporaries, and to transmit it to posterity...

— Denis Diderot, “The Encyclopedia,” Volume 5, Encyclopedic, 1755 1

Why Encyclopedia Persona? FOI a better under-
standing ofthis book’stitle and its relationship to Kim
Abeles’ work, the introduction will begin with a
discussion ofthe meaning ofencyclopedia and persona.

Encyclopedia, the Circle of Learning. The word
encyclopedia, aneologism fabricated from the Greeken
(in{, kyklos (circle), and paideia (learning) is defined
as. “the circle oflearning.» 2 In classical antiquity, the
word referred specifically to the “circle” of arts and
sciences, a general course of instruction the Greeks
considered essential for a liberal education. While
encyclopedic publications existed in antiquity, in the
Middle Ages, and in Asia, the word is first used in a
1531 treatise, The Governour, written by the English
scholar, Sir Thomas Elﬁ/ot.s

The modern published encyclopedia, an alpha-
betical index of information on all branches of
knowledge, dates from the Age of Enlightenment.
The French Encyclopedic (1751-1772), a 28-volume
collaboration of philosophers, scientists, and artists
known as the Encyclopedistes, was co-edited by Denis
Diderot and Jean d’Alembert. In Diderot’s prospec-
tus he wrote that the 18th century’s?reat accumula-
tion ofknowledge would be useless itnot shared, and
that the need for its dissemination was truly urgent.a
Since Diderot’s day, the founding of public institu-
tions, the advent of computer technology, and even
the ubiquitous cliche of the door-to-door salesman,
have all contributed to greater dissemination ofency-
clopedic information to broader audiences.

Kim Abeles is an artist who shares the democratic
spirit of Diderot’s directive to disseminate knowl-
edge. Since 1979 she hasworked in series, accumulat-
ing information on diverse sub(jects that have become
astructure for her artistic production. She chooses a
subject, investigates it thoroughly, then assembles
the data and source materials in notebooks. Inspired
by her fruitful research on a particular topic, each
work distills an aspect of her investigative process.
Realizing that even an entire series cannot contain all
her research, she often makes books that reveal ancil-
lary information about each subject.

The Encyclopedia Persona format results directly
from Abeles’ own art-making and intellectual pro-
cesses. More than{)ust an alphabetical index of her
twelve series, this book is both a repository for the
ﬁlethora of accrued information and a chronicle of

er life and work. The A-Z section, written in both

io

first and third person, consists of Abeles’ own prose
supported by text from other artists, scholars, and
experts. The publication’s desi?n resembles early
1960s encyclopedias with colorful graphics, maps,
and Kodachromes. Encgclopedia Persona Is a nostalgic
tribute to the illustrated books that one could browse
through to indulge in the simple pleasure of reading
and enhancing knowledge.

Encyclopedias can be authoritative and arcane in-
dices of knowledge, but this book attempts a more
personal, pluralistic presentation on arange ofAbeles’
Interests. Her modesty and sense ofirony prevent her
from using an authoritarian voice on any of the
subjects she investigates. Instead, she plays with the
pre-conceived idea ofan encyclopedia’s absolute au-
thority by creating entries that function as meta-
histories of her subjects. Abeles freely embellishes
each entry and compares this process to the art of
storytelling. While she sincerely wants people to un-
derstand her ideas and her work, Farts of the book
mimic and mock the didacticism ofan encyclopedia.

Abeles” fascination with authoritative texts sur-
faces in her individual works. First Fork, one of her
Fact Fiction Boxes (1983-86), contains a “fork” painted
on a spoon and a definition from the Oxford En?Iish
Dictionary. Juxtaposing this altered utensil with afalse
definition, she satirizes the notions oflexical descrip-
tion, the constructions of history, and the myth of
originality. For her Dead Sea Scrolls (1984-853, she
combined “scroll fragments,” photographs, and legal
texts to reveal the multi-layered story of the sacred
scriptures’ discovery. In one of her Blographical Por-
traits (1982-91), Abeles found conflicting encyclope-
diaentriesabout pioneerwoman Calamityjane, wrote
the texts onto sticks, and placed them in glass hottles.
Each text exists as a secret message in a bottle that
either validates or refutesJane’s assertions about her
life. Abeles used volumes ofthe children’s reference
series, the Wonder Books, as the frame and support for
some of her Smog Collectors (1991-92), objects with
images created through the accumulation of particu-
late matter on their surfaces. The image of a heart
rendered in smog on the cover of Great Engineers and
En(l;lneermg illustrates the dichotomy between tech-
nological innovation and the preservation of human
life, contradicting the idealized narrative on progress
found inside the book. In these works, Abeles ques-
tions the authority of the texts, emphasizing the
failure of language or history to inform the reader.
This issue oftruth and fiction in Abeles’ work is dis-
cussed at length in Lucinda Barnes’ essay in the A-Z
SECtIOﬂ OfthIS bOOk (See Barnes, Lucinda).
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Persona: Resounding Through the Mask. PErsona,
a Latin word for the mask worn by actors in Greco-
Roman theater, derives from personare, meaning to
“sound through, or to resound.~ st referred specifi-
cally to the way actors projected their voices to speak
through a character in the arena, an important social
function in ancient cultures. As time progressed,
Roman law came to define persona as an individual, a
citizen with rights and duties, and only later did it
connote a “person.”

These multiple connotations ofpersona are all vis-
ible in Abeles’ work. Since her work is frequently
narrative, she relies upon the use of different masks
and characters to tell her stories. An avid reader of
biographies since her childhood and a psychology
minor in college, she is interested in human person-
ality and the various personae we embrace. Abeles
assumes the more public or social role ofthe ancient
actor, speaking through specific personalities or an
implied human presence. Herwork usually revolves
around the notion of a person and often focuses on
human strengths and struggiles.

Beginning in 1980, Abeles lived and worked in
downtown Los Angeles on Broadway near the gar-
mentdistrictand Skid Row. InherKimonos (1979-82)
and Shrines (1979-83), she used these forms to house
personae and to comment on social issues. Her ki-
mono Sweatshop Down the Hall and Sometimes It Me
refers to the poor labor conditions of garment work-
ers in her own loft building, while Imperial Shoeshine
is a shrine to her personal relationship with the
owners ofa Broadway shoeshine hooth whose busi-
ness closed as the result of urban gentrification.

Specific individuals inspired Abeles’ Biographical
Portraits, ranging from ahomeless man she meton her
street to people known for their impact on civil rights
and Folitical history, like Rosa Parks or Julius and
Ethel Rosenberg. Initially, Abeles made asingle work
foreach biograp ical portrait; later she devoted entire
series to individuals such as her treatise on the cel-
ebrated young visionary from Lourdes,The Image of
St. Bernadette (1987), and Lon? Exposures: (An Artist in
her Later Years) (1991-92), a teminist portrait of her
friend Florence Rosen. Whether deriving from per-
sonal acquaintance or copious research, Abeles cre-
ates uncannily Perceptive portraits of people from
every walk of life.

Habeas Corpus (1991-93), her most recent series,
refers to the Roman notion of the person as citizen,
focusing on the rights and representations of indi-
viduals in today’s society. Abeles raises questions
about how we are repeatedly required to prove our
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personal identities; how individuals must fight to
defend their liberties and supposedly inalienable
rights; how the media represents our national charac-
ter and constructs our collective identity; and how
our government manipulates global politics.

Even when Abeles does not allude to a specific
personality, her work rarely excludes the notion ofa
person or human presence. Her sensitivity towards
Individuals in the early work has broadened to a
concern for specific issues ofthe human condition in
her recent work. UItimateIF, at the heart of her
oeuvre are people, the cast ot characters that she has
encountered over the past fifteen years.

Abeles' Interest in Other Artists and Writers.
Although Kim Abeles’interests include both modern
and contemporary art and artists, she does not align
herselfwith any one group, school, or label. Because
she uses many materials and strategies to balance
form with content, her artistic production is not easy
to codify. A closer look at her specific interests in
other artists and writers reveals much about the art
she produces and how it has changed during the past
two decades.

Dada and Duchamp. Abeles’ strong interest in the
conceptual and the ironic can be traced back to dada.
Herwork pays homage to the dada concept ofthe objet
trouve, the appropriated, mass-produced, quotidian
object that is assigned high art status by the artist.
Abeles favors Duchamp’s “assisted readymade,” some-
thing that is notjust chosen, but altered or trans-
formed by the artist, since she often fabricates her
own found objects, preferring the hand-made and
simulated to the manufactured and mass-produced.

Abeles’ group ofsculptures, which she calls “con-
traptions,” recall the machine-age aesthetics and
“mechanomorphic” works of Duchamp and fellow
dadaists Man Ray and Francis Picabia.eSome of her
contraptions have cranks, gears, or other mechanized
parts that conflate the body and the machine. Sculp-
tures such as Experiment to [dentify Change or Pentiﬁe e,
designed to measure Abeles’Sﬁecific actions within a
set system, are contraptions that consist of both the
measuring device and the data they document.

Abeles refers more explicitly to Duchamp appro-
priating his formal structures to reveal concepts about
the function and meaning of objects and art. His
readymade Bicycle Wheel (1913), is a recurring motif
in several of her works (See Duchamp’s Bicycle).
The BoxInA Valise, his 1941 “portahle museum"with
miniature reproductions of his work symbolizes his
relocation from Nazi-occupied Paris to New York,
bears similarities to Abeles’ Traveling Sales, a leather
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suitcase filled with religious paraphernalia related to
St. Bernadette. Both the Box In A Valise and Traveling
Sales reveal issues ofcommodification, mass produc-
tion, celebrated identity, and veneration, equally ap-
plicable to the worlds of art and religion.

Assemblage
and Sculpture.
Art historians
often discuss
Abeles’ work
within the con-
text of West
Coast assem-
blage, and she
has shown in
several assem-
blage survey
exhibitions.7
Technically, her work is composed of found materi-
als or hand-made objects assembled together. The
synthetic, free-associative nature of assemblage al-
lows her to combine myriad source materials to con-
struct her narratives. Like other assemblagists, she
creates adialectic between artifice and reality; art and
non-art; high and low; and she shares their sensibility
for using multiple layers to create a form of visual
poetry.

Abeles, however, is not seduced by the beauty of
objects in favor ofcontent, and she does not consider
herselfto be aformalist. She feels that her conceptual
and systematic process, the socio-political nature of
her work, and her age differentiate her art from that
of many other assemblage artists. Her work is less
related to Los Angeles’firstgeneration o fassemblagists
than to asecond generation ofartists who favor more
conceptual and narrative forms of assemblage.s

Edward Kienholz’s State Mental Hospital (1964-66),
however, did make a tremendous impact on Abeles
when she discovered it as an undergraduate painting
major.o This is not surprising, since Kienholz’s cri-
tique of state mental institutions’ use of drugs, lo-
botomies, and other inhumane practices to control
patients, is far more political than the work of any
other first generation Los Angeles assemblagists and
is more akin to Abeles’ own subjects.

More compelling for Abeles than the predomL
nantly male Los Angeles assemblage artists were two
New Yorksculptors, Louise Nevelson and Eva Hesse.
Nevelson interested Abeles for her Erocess ofassem-
bling castaway furniture parts in boxes stacked in
tight grids to restore their beauty and to create new,
unified wall environments. Eva Hesse provided even
greater inspiration for Abeles with her meticulously
drawn and sculpted compositions of circular forms

Marcel Duchamp, The Box in a Valise
(Boife en Valise), 1941. Collection of the
Los Angeles County Museum of Art.

12

from 1966-68. Abeles saw these works as important
meditations on systems art and minimalism, and as
precursors to Hesse’s later serial sculptures, inwhich
she combined organic fabricated forms into sequences
that began to function as installations.o

Feminist Performance and Photography. AS the
women’smovementaccelerated, Abeles became aware
of feminist performance and intermedia work. She
recalls Eleanor Antin’s 100 Boots (1971-73), aphoto-
graphic postcard series documenting a long line of
rubber boots placed in locations ranging from Cali-
forniato New York. She liked the repetition ofsimple
objects that take on new meanings in each different
site, as the disembodied boots impIX the presence of
absent marchers. While Antin’s performances of his-
torical women and female stereotypes are more the-
atrical than Abeles’ visual evocations of different
personag, the two artists share an ability to project the
character and nuances of human personalities.

Performance artist Laurie Anderson first appealed
to Abeles for her Duchampian attitude toward ob-
jects. She especially liked Anderson’s early altered
violins, simple objects outfitted with audio equip-
ment to change their function and sound. In later
performances, Anderson has used digital voice syn-
thesizers to tell stories about language, media, gen-
der, and other cultural issues that are close to Abeles’
Own concerns.

For artists like Antin and Anderson, the photo-
ﬁrapmcorwdeodocument_atlon oftheirperformances

as become their art. Neither a performance artist
nor a photographer per se, beginning in 1979 Abeles
made an ongoing series ofphotographic self-portraits
to document temporal actions that underscore the
function ofthe camera. Experimentfor MyselfAs Other
documents Abeles using kiln tongs and other heavy
implements to strike the shutter release. In Our Posi-
tion, Always Recigrocal she strapped acamera to differ-
entpartsofherbody (over her face, around herwaist,
and around her ankle) to express the voyeuristic
nature ofthe camera and to refer to the subject/object
relations ofspectatorship. In Sisyphisto Abeles wears a
gas mask and hangs tools (drills, saws, aglue gun, etc.)
on her bodg, reversing the concept ofanthropomor-
Phis_m_ by becoming a “live” contraption. In these
eminist self-portraits, Abeles performs actions, uses
objects, and assumes vantage points thatare culturally
inscribed as “masculine.”

At the time she began these photographic self-
portraits, Abeles read Susan Sontag’s seminal book,
On Photography.'s Since herwork ispreoccupied with
documentation and questionin%the authority oftext,
she was interested in the way that Sontag dismissed
the ideathat the photograph is areliable documentor
an agent of absolute verisimilitude. Moreover, she
was Intrigued by Sontag’s insistence that only when



webegintodoubttheveracityofphotography,canwe
truly consider itasanartform orasmedium. This was
an important idea for Abeles, since she uses photo-
graphs not just as documentation, but as a material
that she alters, tears, fragments and presents out of
context. .

Sonta%’s book may have also influenced other
works where Abeles makes specific references to the
processes of photoiraphy Her Experiment to Identify
Change functions like a large photo-hooth and print
rack that displays the results ofa specific daily photo-
graphic ritual. Long Exposures (An Artist in Her Later
Years) (1991-92), uses a darkroom as a metaphor for
self-image during the process of aging.

Language And Systems. ADeles cites writer
Gertrude Stein as a strong influence on her work
since the early 1980s. She found inspiration in the
writer’s romantic, yet idiosyncratic, prose style of
attenuated sentences built from cubist layers. Stein’s
amusingword repetitions provided impetus for some
of Abeles own rambling titles: She Said | Found This
Sparrow and Thought of You | Said or The Celibacy and
Practicality ofMother Ann/Speak In Tongues and Import
Oysters. Abeles also admired Stein’s imagination and
her independence to write with her own set of rules.
In spite ofits grammatical incongruities, she liked the
wag Stein gives nonsensical language new meaning.

tein provided a model for Abeles to strike a bal-
ance between the didactic and the poetic as she syn-
thesizes visual and written text to create multiple
layers and readings. In the syntax of her own lan-
guage, every object or artifact functions like aword;
each individual work becomes a complete sentence;
and every series elucidates the full narrative on her
subject. Abeles sees her small-scale objects as “foot-
notes” thatenrich her serieswith encyclopedic detail.

Abeles has also tried to create her own specific
written language with her Horizonlines drawings. These
pen and ink outlines of topography and structures
made while riding in trains, translate rural and urban
landscape and skylines into hieroglyphic graphs or
charts. Like concrete poems, the Horizonlines are the
direct predecessors to the series of conceptual maps
and illustrations found throughout this text.

As poetic as Abeles’ process can be, itisthoroughly
systematic, as she often applies specific grids, struc-
tures, or rules to aparticular investigation. Counting,
cataloging, and completing specific tasks abound n
herwork. For both Indexforthe Pluperfect and Collective
Diary, Abeles sets up agrid ofphotographs to organize
an inventory ofsgeciflc kinds ofo H’ects and images.
In some works she undertakes daily tasks or makes
investigations to help her better understand nature
and the environment. Ritualfor Instinctual Return in-
volved the odd daily task of washing, drying and
separating carrier pigeon feet from their identifica-
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tion bands. Displayed in neat rows on a drying rack,
the severed feet and bands signified Abeles own feel-
ings of her separation from nature. In Observatory/
Territory, she built adomed structure to examine and
chartdai(ljysolarand lunarmovements. Her Pilgrimage
to the Wedge, a 16-1/2 mile trek from downtown to a
“clearvista” at the base ofthe San Gabriel Mountains,
was carefully measured by her Pentipede contraption
and documented in Instructionsfor Stride Forward.
Given her propensnr for specific structures and
tasks, Abeles’work is related to systems-oriented and
information-based art ofthe late 1960s and 1970s.Blt
IS not as prosaic or didactic as some conceptual art,
since it goes beyond text and pivots on human sub-

jects. The conceptualists she finds most appealing

are Adrian Piper and Yoko Ono, who engage in more
philosophical and social documentations. Like these
women, she has found a unique way to combine for-
mal sensibility with conceptual rigor and to mediate
between the personal and the political in her work.

Abeles' Role As An Artist/Activist. NEVEr simplya
maker ofobjects, Abeles’ role has spanned the gamut
from producer to activist. Since her youth she has
been deeply involved in social and Folitical issues
affecting not only artists, but people from many
communities. Long before the dubious label of “po-
litical correctness™ entered our vocabulary, Abeles
proved her personal commitment as an activist who
applies her artistic abilities to specific social concerns.
In her typically comprehensive manner, she rarely
makes acursory work, but delves into a subject for an
extended length of time.

For ten years Abeles has tackled environmental
issues, particularly air pollution. Motivated by her
personal dilemma of living downtown next to a fac-
tory that produces toxic emissions, she often sets up
systems to sample the smog and measure the air
“quality” in Los Angeles. The 274 photographs in-
cluded in Mountain Wedge document the obscured
view of the mountains from her studio, while Sixty
Days ofLos Angeles Sk¥ Patch (View to the East) com-
pares daily samples of the sky’s color, ranging from
white to blue to brown, during a two-month period.
Abeles’public art project for the California Bureau of
Automotive Repair consists of large-scale Smo? Col-
lector Sculptures fabricated from recycled vehicle ex-
haust systems. Placed in Southern California loca-
tions, these sculptures gather smog to raise issues and
pose solutions to the pollution problem. On each
piece, bilingual panels with automobile driving and
maintenance tips, smog facts, and Rideshare program
information promote environmental awareness, help-
ing the public combat the pollution that is a visible
part of each sculpture.

13
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For five years Abeles has focused attention on the
world-wide AIDS pandemic. Her project Collective
Diary: DedicatedtoPeoRIeWithAIDS, firstpresented in
1989, incorporates the writings, memorabilia, and
photographs of People With Aids (PWAS). A truly
compassionate representation of AIDS, this project
gave PWAs achance to validate and di%nify their lives
8 it showed the audience aspects of our common
human existence. Originally part of the exhibition
Living in theAge ofAIDSS, curated by Anne Ayres at the

Kim Abeles demonstrating her Smog Collector to Children at
Bonaventure Hotel, Los Angeles. Courtesy of California Bureau of
Automotive Repair.

Otis Parsons GaIIerY, Abeles subsequently helped to
organize its national tour and public education pro-
gram, Abeles’ recent HIV Tarot, a bilingual educa-
tional brochure about AIDS, was funded by Los
Angeles’ Cultural Affairs Department and widely
circulated through public venues and schools. With
their hand-drawn graphics, vibrant colors and ex-
planatory texts, the appealing tarot images on each
card attract the attention ofyoung people, reminding
them not to tempt fate, but to become aware of safer
sex practices and AIDS prevention.

In 1990 Abeles co-coordinated World News, an
exhibition in which 60 artists and writers spontane-
ously responded to the outbreak of the Persian Gulf
War. Far from the biased, hyperbolic broadcasting of
CNN, this project empowered artists to respond to a
catastrophic global issue. In 1992 also Abeles co-
curated Smog: A Matter ofLife and Breath, with the staff
ofthe California Museum of Photography, continu-
ing her efforts to inform the public about air pollu-
tion.

Atthe core ofall her diverse activities is Abeles’ goal
to educate her audience and the public.s In each
situation she sees herselfand herwork asaconduit for
obtaining information that she feels should begublic,
rather than privileged. It is Abeles’ indefatigable en-

H

ergy that forces her to pursue difficult issues, and to
try to educate her community and the general public.

Completing the Circle of Learning. Abeles attempts
to complete the classical “circle of learning” and
fulfill Diderot’s directive by disseminating and shar-
ing information with others. Diderot’s idealistic de-
sire and rationalist pursuits may seem incongruous in
today’s postmodern world in which contemporary
discourse and philosophies instructus to mistrust the
pursuit of authoritative knowledge, to doubt the
meaning of the text, and to question the very notion
of humanism.

Abeles tries to grapple with the overwhelming
challenges facing our contemporary culture, wading
through the inundation ofinformation, profuse pro-
duction, and sensorr overload in our late capitalist
society in order to glean the truth. She is committed
to the arduous task of trying to make the incompre-
hensible comprehensible for as many people as pos-
sible. Like the encyclopedia, Abeles’ work is didactic
and instructive; it is however, aesthetic and poetic,
always grounded in persona, in people and in human-
ity. She weaves many threads through her work,
returning again and again to her subjects with an
optimism and sense ofhumanism that isarare quality
in anyone living on the edge of the millennium.

IWill and Ariel Durant, The Story of Civilization, The Age of
Voltaire, volume DC, 640.

2Jacques Barzun and RaIBh H. Bowen, Rameau’s Nephew and
Other Works Indianapolis, Bobbs-Merrill, 1964, 277.

3The Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 1971, 861.

4Durant, 634.

50xford Latin Dictionary, P.G.W. Glare, editor, New York, Ox-
ford University Press, 1982, 1356.

6In an interview with Michael McMillen in Kim Abeles, edited
by Lucinda Barnes, Los Angeles, A.R.T. Press, 1989,5, the artist re-
fers to our post-industrial machines as “organic creatures.”

TAbeles participated in two recent assemblage exhibitions: Forty
Years of California Assemblage, Frederick S. Wi[?ht Art Gallery, Los
Angeles, Un|ver5|(tjy of California, 1989 and Lost and Found in
California Four Decades ofAssemblageArt exhibition atJames Corcoran,
Shoshana Wayne,Pence Galleries Santa Monica, 1991,

8Sandra Leonard Starr,“Assemblage Art: A Pocket H istor){," in
Lost and Found in California, exhibition catalo%ue includes Abeles in
the second generation of “narrative” assemblage artists.

9 R.T. Press interview, 11, Abeles talks about how she carried
the Kienholz reproduction from Janson’s History ofArt in her
notebook for ten years or more.

"It is tragically ironic that Llesse’s sculptures, filled with life,
were fabricated from synthetic, toxic materials that probably con-
tributed to her premature death from cancer.

_ASusan Sontag, On Photography, New York, Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1977.

2In other works Abeles refers to the camera itself: Mountain
Wedge is constructed like abellows, while Camera Desiros is a 35mm
camera made of bird feathers.

_Bitis interesting that the Library of Congress classification for
this catalogue is “conceptual art.”

USee Abeles Chronology for a list of her activities.
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ABeLEs, A el eez, kim (1952- ), born Kim
Victoria Wright in Richmond Heights, Missouri to
Frances Elizabeth (Sander) (Wright) (Schoemaker)
Hoffman and Burton Noel Wright. Her mother, a
singer in the St. Louis Municipal Opera, later be-
comes avisual artist. Her father (1919-1990) worked
as a sales manager in the firebrick industry in St.
Louis, Missouri. Her only sibling, Jill Wright, is an
accomplished illustrator. Following her mother’s
second marriage in 1960, she is raised in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania. She expresses a strong sense of art-
making early in life. In her early teens, she travels to
conferences on civil issues as a representative for the
local YWCA.

Chronology. 1969. Selected as American Field
Service student to Utsunomiya, Japan. Abeles meets
BuddhistFriest, Kosai Kobari, who introduces her to
traditional Japanese arts: calligraphy, woodcut print-
ing, ceramics, and kimono-making.

1970. Studies painting at Ohio University in
Athens, Ohio and receives BFA in 1974. Her art-
work is published for the first time in 1972 in
Seventeen magazine.

1973. Lives in converted grain silo in rural south-
eastern Ohio with first husband, Ken Abeles. Writes
and illustrates the book, Crafts, Cookery and Country
Living, published by Van Nostrand Reinhold Co.,
New York in 1976, Begins exhibiting trompe |%eil
paintings with personal/psychological themes.

A P E

Map based on longitudes of the artist's travels.

ENCYCLOPEDIA PERSONA map

Nelson Grant

The Artist's Roots. Clock-
wise from top: Abeles'mo-
ther, Frances Elizabeth
Sander; sister, Jill Elizabeth
Wright, with the young Kim
Victoria (Wright) Abeles;
father, Burton Noel Wright.



































































































































































































































































































