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E N C Y C L O P E D I A P E R S O N A

SPONSOR'S FOREWORD

T h e Fellows o f  C ontem porary  Art finds it a great 
pleasure to sponsor Kim Abeles: Encyclopedia Persona, 
A  Fifteen-Year Survey. T his exhibition m arks the first 
com prehensive survey o f  the w ork  o f  this creative and 
innovative Southern California artist and offers an 
opportunity  to see the broad scope o f  her concerns.

T he exhibition furthers the aim o f  the Fellows to 
support contem porary art by initiating and sponsor­
ing exhibitions featuring significant m id-career and 
em erging California artists and by publish ing cata­
logues as perm anent docum entation  o f  the ir work. 
Since the Fellows was established in 1975, the orga­
nization has produced tw enty-tw o exhibitions in co­
operation  w ith  m useum s th ro u g h o u t C alifornia. 
M any o f  these have traveled nationally.

T his publication is dedicated to the m em ory o f  
C onsiline Antoville w ith  deep appreciation for her 
com m itm ent to and support o f  art and artists. A 
long-tim e m em ber o f  the Fellows, C onsiline was 
instrum ental in initiating this exhibition, securing 
the location and curator, and, until h e r untim ely 
death in M arch 1992, acting as Fellows liaison for the 
exhibition. W e owe her a debt o f  gratitude for this 
and o ther successful endeavors m ade on our behalf.

M any Fellows have been involved in the exhibi­
tion. O u r thanks to all o f  them  and particularly to 
Audrey G reenberg, curren tly  serving as exhibition

liaison; to G inger Krueger, im m ediate past chairm an 
o f  the Fellows; to  C atherine Partridge and Kathleen 
Reges, past and presen t exhibition  chairm en; to 
K athryn Files and B arbara C o h n , develop m ent 
chairm en; to Fritz Geiser, special events chairm an; 
to Gretel Stephens, catalogue assistance; and to ad­
m inistrative d irector Alice M om m , w ho has kept in 
touch w ith  the many necessary details. T he success o f  
the exhibition is due in large part to  all o f  them  and, 
o f  course, to o u r m em bership w hose support has 
m ade it possible.

We have w elcom ed the opportunity  to w ork  for a 
second tim e w ith  the Santa M onica M useum  o f  Art, 
executive d irector T hom as Rhoads, and curator o f  
the exhibition, Karen M oss. W e appreciate the ir abil­
ity and expertise. W e gratefully acknowledge the 
support o f  the Andy W arhol F oundation  for the Vi­
sual Arts, Inc., the Peter N o rto n  Fam ily Foundation, 
and the J. Paul G etty T ru st Fund for the Visual Arts, 
a fund o f  the California C om m u nity  Foundation.

Above all, we express ou r thanks to Kim Abeles. 
It has been a pleasure to w ork w ith  this talented, 
perceptive artist.

AN NE S. LASELL

Chairman
Fellows o f  C ontem porary  Art



E N C Y C L O P E D I A  P E R S O N A

DIRECTOR'S FOREWORD

T he trustees and staff o f  the Santa M onica M useum  
o f  Art (SMMOA) are pleased to have organized Kim  
Abeles: Encyclopedia Persona, A  Fifteen-Year Survey, an 
exhibition initiated and sponsored by the prestigious 
Fellows o f  C ontem porary  Art. T his exhibition and 
the accom panying publication are the fru itfu l p rod­
ucts o f  years o f  p lanning and the collaborative efforts 
o f  m any talented individuals.

T hree aspects o f  this survey exhibition attracted 
SM M OA to the project: it offers w idespread exposure 
for an exceptional S ou thern  C alifornia artist; it 
docum ents w ork  that is difficult to categorize be­
cause o f  its con ten t and unique form at; and it fulfills 
SM M OA’s m andate to  organize one-person exhibi­
tions, extending opportunities to accom plished, bu t 
under-recognized, m id-career artists. Encyclopedia 
Persona is a fitting tribute to Abeles, w hose vision, 
pow erful im agination, and keen aesthetic sense give 
her an unusual ability to  com m unicate ideas about 
history and culture.

P roducing this exhibition and catalogue involved 
the dedicated efforts o f  a great m any individuals, 
organizations, and sponsors. I am  particularly in ­
debted to the curator, Karen M oss, form erly director 
o f  exhibitions and curren tly  a consu ltant to SMMOA, 
for overseeing the m yriad details a ttending to the 
exhibition and this publication. I also w ish to thank 
art historian Lucinda Barnes, w ho has contribu ted  an 
illum inating  essay to  this book, and graphic designer 
Susan Silton, w ho has collaborated w ith  Kim Abeles 
on  its innovative design. B oth in  form  and content, 
the publication em bodies Abeles’ un ique sensibility 
and is a poetic com plem ent to the exhibition.

In presenting this exhibition, the Santa M onica 
M useum  o f  Art gratefully acknowledges the support 
and sponsorship o f  the Fellows o f  C ontem porary  Art.

I am indebted to G inger K rueger and Anne Lasell, 
fo rm er and cu rren t chairm en, and Audrey Greenberg, 
w ho served as the Fellows liaison, for their coopera­
tion and support. Kay Files and Barbara C ohn  ably 
assisted w ith  fundraising, and Fellows administrative 
director Alice M om m  set the production  schedule 
and facilitated the flow o f  inform ation am ong the 
show ’s organizers. I appreciate the dedicated efforts 
o f  these key people.

At SMMOA, Scott Boberg, education d irector and 
an editor for the catalogue, Adam Reav Finkel, exhi­
b ition  coordinator, and A ntonette DeVito, SMMOA 
director o f  developm ent, attended to  publicity, ed it­
ing, fundraising, and installation in their typically 
professional and creative m anner. SM M OA staffers 
M ike P hillip s, develo p m en t associate, and T h u  
Pham , finance manager, assisted every step o f  the 
way, as did Francy Balcom b, w ho helped to coord in­
ate public relations. T his exhibition could not have 
occurred w ith o u t the steadfast efforts and dedication 
o f  som e o u ts tan d in g  ind iv iduals, m ost notably  
SM M OA’s board o f  trustees, led by board president 
M ichael Finney, and the M u seu m ’s energetic interns 
and volunteers.

W ere it no t for the rem arkable achievem ents and 
talent o f  Kim Abeles, however, this exhibition and 
the m any talented  individuals m entioned  above 
w ould  no t have com e together. I reserve the highest 
com plim ent for Kim  Abeles, an artist o f  singular 
achievem ent and o f  forem ost integrity whose ideas, 
im agination, and ability m ark every aspect o f  this 
outstanding exhibition.

THOM AS RHOADS

Executive Director
Santa M onica M useum  o f  Art
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P R E F A C E  A N D  G U I D E  T O

Aim s and O bjectives. Encyclopedia Persona is not 
an ordinary exhibition publication; it is a hybrid be­
tw een an artist’s book and a reference volum e that 
serves as the catalogue for K im  Abeles: Encyclopedia 
Persona, A  Fifteen-Year Survey. T h e prim ary aims o f  
this book are to fully illustrate Kim Abeles’ artistic 
production  from  1979-1993; to provide an historical 
context for her w ork; and to chronicle her life as an 
artist, educator, and activist in  C alifornia during  the 
past fifteen years. A com plete docum ent o f  the exhi­
b ition Encyclopedia Persona indexes the artist’s twelve 
series and includes her avid research on a broad range 
o f  subjects. M odeled directly after an early 1960s 
edition o f  the World Book Encyclopedia, the objective o f  
the publication is to  present Abeles’ detailed investi­
gations in a com prehensib le form at, using w ritten  
text, photographs, line drawings, charts, maps, and 
archival materials.

Format and Contents. T he concept for Encyclopedia 
Persona resulted from  the collaborative efforts o f  Kim 
Abeles, artist/graphic designer Susan Silton, and ex­
hibition curator Karen Moss. Silton designed the 
encyclopedia, w hile Abeles selected the photographs 
and m ade drawings for the book. T he artist and the 
curator w orked together to determ ine the overall 
content o f  the book. T h e curator’s in troduction  dis­
cusses the general concept behind Encyclopedia Per­
sona and provides a context for Abeles’ w ork  as both 
an artist and an activist. T he  alphabetical section 
w ritten  prim arily by Abeles, begins w ith  her b io­
graphical chronology, then docum ents her twelve se­
ries in textual and pictorial detail. T h e  artist augm ents 
her ow n text w ith  selected w ritings by o ther authors 
and a wide array o f  photographs and hand-draw n 
illustrations. T h e prim ary essay by art historian and 
curator Lucinda Barnes explores the them e o f  tru th  
and fiction in  Abeles’ work. Included in the back o f  
the publication are a checklist o f  the exhibition; a list 
o f  lenders; a selected bibliography; inform ation about 
the Santa M onica M useum  o f  A rt and the Fellows o f 
C ontem porary  Art; and an index o f  the illustrations, 
photographs and works o f  art in the book.

O rganization o f Inform ation. Encyclopedia Persona 
is organized so that an abundance o f  inform ation on 
art and non -art subjects alike becom es m ore acces­
sible to its readers. T his is achieved th rough  a single 
alphabetical arrangem ent o f  the entries, including 
Abeles’ twelve series titles and various genres, per­
sons, and topics related to her work. For example, the 
book begins w ith  the nam e o f  the artist, Abeles, and 
her biographical chronology. It is followed by Aging, 
a topic o f  one o f  the twelve series. N ext, under Barnes,

one finds the essay about Abeles’ w ork  by Lucinda 
Barnes. T his en try  is followed by Biographical P o r­
traits, a series title, and then  by Bookworks, a specific 
genre o f  Abeles’ work.

T h e w ritten  text o f  the individual entries in the 
alphabetical section consists o f  descriptive prose, d i­
dactic inform ation, and o ther quoted m aterial. These 
texts are interspersed 
w ith reproductions o f 
Abeles’ work, archi­
val or docum en tary  
p h o to g ra p h s , an d  
hand-draw n illustra­
tions.

T h e  a r t i s t ’s line  
draw ings and m aps 
m ay d irec tly  i l lu s ­
trate som eth ing in an 
en try , o r th ey  m ay 
fu nc tio n  as a m ore 
conceptual or w h im ­
sical “m appings” o f  
ideas related to a par­
ticular work.

E ach  in d iv id u a l 
w ork in the exhibition 
appears in the text and 
is re p ro d u c e d  in a 
photograph under its 
series title in the A-Z 
section. Each w ork  is 
also listed under its 
series in the exhibi­
tion checklist and by 
its individual title in 
the alphabetical index 
at th e  back o f  the  
book. All o ther illus­
tra tion s, m aps, and 
photographs are also 
listed in the index.

C ross-references at 
th e  en d  o f  e n trie s  
guide the  reader to 
o ther pages w ith in  the 
book w here there is 
inform ation related to 
those topics. Sources and Suggested Readings follow 
som e entries to list specific reference materials for 
that subject, w hile the selected bibliography provides 
a w ide range o f  articles, books, and exhibition cata­
logues published on Abeles’ work.

G u id e  w ord s  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.

H ea d in g s  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.

A rc h iv a l m a te ria ls  appear 
in entries throughout the text 
when appropriate.

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

Sources a n d  S u g g e s te d  
R ead ings  appear at the end 
of appropriate entries to cite 
additional readings on those 
subjects.

I l lu s tra t io n s , M a p s , a n d  
P h o to g ra p h s , appearing  
throughout the text, are cap­
tion e d  and lis ted  a lp h a ­
betically by title  or subject in 
the Index o f Illustrations, Pho­
tographs, and Works o f Art at 
the end of the book.
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E N C Y C L O P E D I A  P E R S O N A

BIOGRAPHICAL PORTRAITS
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ENCYCLOPEDIA PERSONA m ap

Locations of several p ro m in e n t Shaker V illages in the  east­
e rn  U n ited  States.

The Celibacy and Practicality o f M other A nn / 
Speak in Tongues and Im port Oysters. M other Ann 
Lee (1736-1784) foijnd'ecf the Shaker C om m unity, a 
scatteringofUrTopian villages which thrived during 
the^L800s^ T hey are w ell-know n for their furniture 
and general practicality in processes and objects. T heir 
ideas w ere often ingenious, such as the creation o f  the 
round barn in w hich a person could stand at a central

/ 7  n ^ n

b e j^ H T g ^ p h o to  o f  
a building (as to be 
inconspicuous). I set 
up my cam era and 
g lan ced  to  see a 
g ro u p  o f  p eo p le  
heading toward the 
cam era-zonc. I th e t f  
p eered jh tt5ugh  the 

,yk*w-finder and af­
ter a long delay, I cu­
riously looked up to 
see w h e re  all th e  
p eo p le  had  g on e . 
T hey w ere all cour­
teously  waiting-^ttT 
my rigl^arrdleft, so I 

-«rCffa take a picture. 
See also B o o k w o r k s  
(O ur Position, Always, 
Reciprocal). .

Ann Lee's "X" mark as it appears  on he r m arria g e  license.

pivot p oint to feed the animals. A w onderful follow­
ing o f  artisans in H ancock Village, M assachusetts, 
m aintains the traditional styles o f  the Shakers.

T he Shakers w ere also notable for their observance 
o f  celibacy. (Ironically, they were fond o f  oysters and 
frequently im ported this aphrodisiac.) Shakers were 
never born into the clan; instead, their practice o f  
adoption became a m odel for state institutions. W o­
m en and m en w ere separate but totally equal in terms 
o f  politics and responsibilities. In contrast to the 
com posed logic w ith  which they approach design, the 
Shakers approached religion w ith  zeal. D uring their 
holy m eetings, they w ould shake and speak in tongues. 
T he fervor was so striking, in fact, that neighbors 
continued to com plain to the police and tried to have 
them  expelled from  the districts.
Sources and Suggested  Reading:
Sprigg, J u n e , an d  D av id  L ark in . Shaker Life, W ork and Art. N ew  
Y ork: S tew art, T a b o ri an d  C h a n g , 1987.
A ndrew s,1 E d w ard  D em in g . The People Called Shakers - A  Search for  
the Perfect Society. N e w  Y ork: D o v e r  P u b lica tio n s, 1963. (R eference  
so u rce  fo r m arriage  licen se  c o n ta in in g  A nn  Lee’s “sig n a tu re”).

H c k e ty  T ic k e ty .  1982 . B icycle 
'w h e e l ,  pho to g ra p h s , th re a d , ce­

m en t, w o o d , m eta l, acrylic. 77" 
x 50" x 20".
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A N  I N T  R  O  D U  C  T  I O  N T O

The end o f an encyclopedia is to assemble the knowledge scattered oner 
the earth, to expound it to contemporaries, and to transmit it to posterity...

— D e n is  D id e ro t, “T h e  E n c y c lo p e d ia ,” V o lu m e  5, Encyclopedic, 1755 1

W hy Encyclopedia Persona? For a better un d er­
standing o f  this book’s title and its relationship to Kim 
Abeles’ work, the in troduction  will begin w ith  a 
discussion o f  the m eaning o f  encyclopedia and persona.

Encyclopedia, the Circle o f Learning. T he w ord 
encyclopedia, a neologism  fabricated from  the Greeken 
(in), kyklos (circle), and paideia (learning) is defined 
as: “the circle o f  learning .” 2 In  classical antiquity, the 
w ord referred specifically to the “circle” o f  arts and 
sciences, a general course o f  instruction  the Greeks 
considered essential for a liberal education. W hile 
encyclopedic publications existed in antiquity, in the 
M iddle Ages, and in Asia, the w ord is first used in a 
1531 treatise, The Governour, w ritten  by the English 
scholar, Sir T hom as E lyot.3

T he m odern published encyclopedia, an alpha­
betical index o f  in form ation  on  all branches o f  
knowledge, dates from  the Age o f  E nlightenm ent. 
T h e French Encyclopedic (1751-1772), a 28-volum e 
collaboration o f  philosophers, scientists, and artists 
know n as the Encyclopedistes, was co-edited by D enis 
D iderot and Jean d ’A lem bert. In  D id ero t’s prospec­
tus he w rote that the 18th cen tury’s great accum ula­
tion o f  knowledge w ould  be useless if  not shared, and 
that the need for its dissem ination was tru ly  urgen t.4 
Since D id ero t’s day, the founding o f  public institu ­
tions, the advent o f  com puter technology, and even 
the ubiquitous cliche o f  the doo r-to -door salesman, 
have all contributed to  greater dissem ination o f  ency­
clopedic inform ation to broader audiences.

Kim Abeles is an artist w ho  shares the dem ocratic 
spirit o f  D id ero t’s directive to dissem inate know l­
edge. Since 1979 she has w orked in series, accum ulat­
ing inform ation on diverse subjects that have becom e 
a structure for her artistic production . She chooses a 
subject, investigates it thoroughly, then  assembles 
the data and source materials in notebooks. Inspired 
by her fru itfu l research on a particular topic, each 
w ork distills an aspect o f  her investigative process. 
Realizing that even an en tire series cannot contain all 
her research, she often makes books that reveal ancil­
lary inform ation about each subject.

T h e Encyclopedia Persona form at results directly 
from  Abeles’ ow n art-m aking and intellectual p ro­
cesses. M ore than ju s t an alphabetical index o f  her 
twelve series, this book is bo th  a repository fo r the 
plethora o f  accrued inform ation and a chronicle o f  
her life and w ork. T he A -Z  section, w ritten  in both

first and th ird  person, consists o f  Abeles’ ow n prose 
supported by text from  o ther artists, scholars, and 
experts. T he publication’s design resem bles early 
1960s encyclopedias w ith  colorful graphics, maps, 
and Kodachrom es. Encyclopedia Persona is a nostalgic 
tribute to  the illustrated books that one could browse 
th rough  to indulge in  the sim ple pleasure o f  reading 
and enhancing knowledge.

Encyclopedias can be authoritative and arcane in ­
dices o f  knowledge, b u t this book attem pts a m ore 
personal, pluralistic presentation on a range o f  Abeles’ 
interests. H er m odesty and sense o f  irony prevent her 
from  using an authoritarian voice on any o f  the 
subjects she investigates. Instead, she plays w ith  the 
pre-conceived idea o f  an encyclopedia’s absolute au­
thority  by creating entries that function  as m eta­
histories o f  her subjects. Abeles freely em bellishes 
each en try  and com pares this process to the art o f 
storytelling. W hile she sincerely wants people to u n ­
derstand her ideas and her w ork, parts o f  the book 
m im ic and m ock the didacticism  o f  an encyclopedia.

Abeles’ fascination w ith  authoritative texts sur­
faces in  her individual works. First Fork, one o f  her 
Fact Fiction Boxes (1983-86), contains a “fork” painted 
on a spoon and a definition from  the Oxford English 
Dictionary. Juxtaposing this altered utensil w ith  a false 
definition, she satirizes the notions o f  lexical descrip­
tion, the constructions o f  history, and the m yth o f 
originality. For her Dead Sea Scrolls (1984-85), she 
com bined “scroll fragm ents,” photographs, and legal 
texts to reveal the m ulti-layered story o f  the sacred 
scriptures’ discovery. In  one o f  her Biographical Por­
traits (1982-91), Abeles found conflicting encyclope­
dia entries about pioneer w om an Calam ityjane, wrote 
the texts onto  sticks, and placed them  in glass bottles. 
Each text exists as a secret message in a bottle that 
e ither validates or refutes Jan e’s assertions about her 
life. Abeles used volum es o f  the ch ild ren’s reference 
series, the Wonder Books, as the frame and support for 
som e o f  her Smog Collectors (1991-92), objects w ith  
images created th rough  the accum ulation o f  particu­
late m atter on  the ir surfaces. T h e image o f  a heart 
rendered in sm og on the cover o f  Great Engineers and 
Engineering illustrates the dichotom y betw een tech ­
nological innovation and the preservation o f  hum an 
life, contradicting the idealized narrative on progress 
found inside the book. In these w orks, Abeles ques­
tions the au thority  o f  the texts, em phasizing the 
failure o f  language or history to inform  the reader. 
T his issue o f  tru th  and fiction in Abeles’ w ork is dis­
cussed at length in Lucinda Barnes’ essay in the A-Z 
section o f  this book. (See B a r n e s ,  L u c i n d a ) .
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E N C Y C L O P E D I A  P E R S O N A

Persona: Resounding Through the M ask. Persona, 
a Latin w ord for the m ask w orn  by actors in G reco- 
Rom an theater, derives from  personare, m eaning to 
“sound through, or to resound .” 5 It referred specifi­
cally to the way actors projected the ir voices to speak 
through a character in the arena, an im portant social 
function in  ancient cultures. As tim e progressed, 
Rom an law came to define persona as an individual, a 
citizen w ith  rights and duties, and only later did it 
connote a “person.”

T hese m ultip le connotations o f  persona are all vis­
ible in Abeles’ work. Since her w ork  is frequently  
narrative, she relies upon  the use o f  different masks 
and characters to tell her stories. An avid reader o f  
biographies since her ch ildhood and a psychology 
m inor in college, she is interested in hum an  person­
ality and the various personae we em brace. Abeles 
assumes the m ore public o r social role o f  the ancient 
actor, speaking th rough  specific personalities or an 
implied hum an  presence. H e r w ork  usually revolves 
around the notion  o f  a person and often  focuses on 
hum an strengths and struggles.

Beginning in 1980, Abeles lived and w orked in 
dow ntow n Los Angeles on Broadway near the gar­
m ent district and Skid Row. In her Kimonos (1979-82) 
and Shrines (1979-83), she used these form s to house 
personae and to com m ent on social issues. H e r ki­
m ono Sweatshop Down the Hall and Sometimes I t’s Me 
refers to the poor labor conditions o f  garm ent w ork­
ers in her ow n loft building, w hile Imperial Shoeshine 
is a shrine to  her personal relationship w ith  the 
ow ners o f  a Broadway shoeshine boo th  w hose busi­
ness closed as the result o f  urban gentrification.

Specific individuals inspired Abeles’ Biographical 
Portraits, ranging from  a hom eless m an she m et on  her 
street to people know n for their im pact on  civil rights 
and political history, like Rosa Parks or Ju lius and 
Ethel Rosenberg. Initially, Abeles m ade a single w ork 
for each biographical 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 Long Exposures: (An Artist in 
her Later Years)  (1991-92), a fem inist portrait o f  her 
friend Florence Rosen. W hether deriving from  per­
sonal acquaintance o r copious research, Abeles cre­
ates uncannily  perceptive portraits o f  people from  
every walk o f  life.

Habeas Corpus (1991-93), her m ost recent series, 
refers to the Rom an notio n  o f  the person as citizen, 
focusing on the rights and representations o f  indi­
viduals in today’s society. Abeles raises questions 
about how  we are repeatedly required  to prove our

personal identities; how  individuals m ust fight to 
defend the ir liberties and supposedly inalienable 
rights; how  the m edia represents ou r national charac­
ter and constructs ou r collective identity; and how  
our governm ent m anipulates global politics.

Even w hen  Abeles does no t allude to a specific 
personality, her w ork  rarely excludes the notion  o f  a 
person or hum an presence. H e r sensitivity towards 
individuals in the early w ork  has broadened to a 
concern for specific issues o f  the hum an  condition in 
her recent w ork. U ltim ately, at the heart o f  her 
oeuvre are people, the cast o f  characters that she has 
encoun tered  over the past fifteen years.

Abeles' Interest in O ther Artists and W riters. 
A lthough Kim A beles’ interests include bo th  m odern  
and contem porary  art and artists, she does n o t align 
h erse lf w ith  any one group, school, or label. Because 
she uses m any materials and strategies to balance 
form  w ith content, her artistic p roduction  is no t easy 
to codify. A closer look at her specific interests in 
o the r artists and w riters reveals m uch  about the art 
she produces and how  it has changed during  the past 
tw o decades.

Dada and Duchamp. Abeles’ strong interest in the 
conceptual and the ironic can be traced back to dada. 
H e r w ork  pays hom age to the dada concept o f  the objet 
trouve, the appropriated, m ass-produced, quotidian 
object that is assigned high art status by the artist. 
Abeles favors D ucham p’s “assisted readymade,” som e­
th ing that is no t ju s t  chosen, bu t altered or trans­
form ed by the artist, since she often fabricates her 
ow n found objects, preferring the hand-m ade and 
sim ulated to the m anufactured and m ass-produced.

Abeles’ group o f  sculptures, w hich she calls “con­
trap tion s,” recall the m achine-age aesthetics and 
“m echanom orphic” works o f  D ucham p and fellow 
dadaists M an Ray and Francis Picabia.6 Som e o f  her 
contraptions have cranks, gears, or o ther m echanized 
parts tha t conflate the body and the m achine. Sculp­
tures such as Experiment to Identify Change or Pentipede, 
designed to m easure Abeles’ specific actions w ith in  a 
set system, are contraptions tha t consist o f  bo th  the 
m easuring device and the data they docum ent.

Abeles refers m ore explicitly to D ucham p appro­
priating his form al structures to reveal concepts about 
the function and m eaning o f  objects and art. H is 
readym ade Bicycle Wheel (1913), is a recurring  m o tif  
in several o f  her w orks (See D u c h a m p ’s B ic y c l e ). 
T h e Box In A  Valise, his 1941 “portable m useu m ” w ith  
m iniature reproductions o f  his w ork symbolizes his 
relocation from  N azi-occupied  Paris to N ew  York, 
bears sim ilarities to  Abeles’ Traveling Sales, a leather
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suitcase filled w ith  religious paraphernalia related to 
St. B ernadette. Both the Box In A  Valise and Traveling 
Sales reveal issues o f  com m odification, mass produc­
tion, celebrated identity, and veneration , equally ap­
plicable to the w orlds o f  art and religion.

Assemblage 
and Sculpture.
A rt h istorians 
o ften  d iscuss 
A b e les ’ w o rk  
w ith in the con­
tex t o f  W est 
C o ast assem ­
blage, and she 
has show n in 
several assem ­
b lage su rv ey  
e x h ib i t i o n s .7 
Technically, her w ork is com posed o f  found m ateri­
als o r hand-m ade objects assem bled together. T he 
synthetic, free-associative nature o f  assemblage al­
lows her to com bine m yriad source materials to  con­
struct her narratives. Like o ther assemblagists, she 
creates a dialectic betw een artifice and reality; art and 
non-art; h igh and low; and she shares their sensibility 
for using m ultiple layers to create a form  o f  visual 
poetry.

Abeles, however, is no t seduced by the beauty o f  
objects in favor o f  content, and she does no t consider 
herself to be a form alist. She feels that her conceptual 
and systematic process, the socio-political nature o f  
her w ork, and her age differentiate her art from  that 
o f  m any other assemblage artists. H er w ork is less 
related to Los Angeles’ first generation o f  assemblagists 
than to a second generation o f  artists w ho favor m ore 
conceptual and narrative form s o f  assem blage .8

Edward K ienholz’s State Mental Hospital (1964-66), 
how ever, did m ake a trem endous im pact on Abeles 
w hen she discovered it as an undergraduate painting 
m ajor.9 T his is not surprising, since K ienholz’s cri­
tique o f  state m ental institu tions’ use o f  drugs, lo- 
botom ies, and o ther inhum ane practices to  control 
patients, is far m ore political than the w ork o f  any 
o ther first generation Los Angeles assemblagists and 
is m ore akin to Abeles’ ow n subjects.

M ore com pelling for Abeles than the predom L  
nantly male Los Angeles assemblage artists were two 
N ew  York sculptors, Louise N evelson and Eva Hesse. 
N evelson interested Abeles for her process o f  assem ­
bling castaway fu rn itu re  parts in boxes stacked in 
tight grids to restore their beauty and to  create new, 
unified wall environm ents. Eva H esse provided even 
greater inspiration for Abeles w ith  her m eticulously 
draw n and sculpted com positions o f  circular form s

INTRODUCTION from  1966-68. Abeles saw these works as im portant 
m editations on systems art and m inim alism , and as 
precursors to H esse’s later serial sculptures, in w hich 
she com bined organic fabricated forms into sequences 
that began to  function  as installations.10

Feminist Performance and Photography. As the 
w om en’s m ovem ent accelerated, Abeles became aware 
o f  fem inist perform ance and interm edia w ork. She 
recalls E leanor A ntin’s 100 Boots (1971-73), a pho to ­
graphic postcard series docum enting  a long line o f  
rubber boots placed in locations ranging from  C ali­
fornia to  N ew  York. She liked the repetition o f  sim ple 
objects that take on new  m eanings in each different 
site, as the disem bodied boots im ply the presence o f  
absent m archers. W hile A ntin’s perform ances o f  h is­
torical w om en and female stereotypes are m ore the­
atrical than Abeles’ visual evocations o f  different 
personae, the two artists share an ability to project the 
character and nuances o f  hum an personalities.

Perform ance artist Laurie A nderson first appealed 
to Abeles for her D ucham pian attitude tow ard ob­
jects. She especially liked A nderson’s early altered 
violins, sim ple objects outfitted w ith audio equip­
m ent to change their function and sound. In later 
perform ances, A nderson has used digital voice syn­
thesizers to tell stories about language, m edia, gen­
der, and o ther cultural issues that are close to Abeles’ 
ow n concerns.

For artists like A ntin and Anderson, the ph o to ­
graphic or video docum entation o f  their perform ances 
has becom e their art. N e ither a perform ance artist 
nor a photographer per se, beginning in 1979 Abeles 
m ade an ongoing series ofphotographic self-portraits 
to docum ent tem poral actions that underscore the 
function o f  the camera. Experiment for M yself As Other 
docum ents Abeles using kiln tongs and o ther heavy 
im plem ents to strike the shu tter release. In Our Posi­
tion, Always Reciprocal she strapped a cam era to differ­
en t parts o f  her body (over her face, around her waist, 
and around her ankle) to  express the voyeuristic 
nature o f  the cam era and to refer to  the subject/object 
relations o f  spectatorship. In Sisyphisto Abeles wears a 
gas mask and hangs tools (drills, saws, a glue gun, etc.) 
on her body, reversing the concept o f  an th ropom o r­
phism  by becom ing a “live” contraption. In these 
fem inist self-portraits, Abeles perform s actions, uses 
objects, and assumes vantage points that are culturally 
inscribed as “m asculine.”

At the tim e she began these photographic self- 
portraits, Abeles read Susan Sontag’s seminal book, 
On Photography.' 1 Since her w ork  is preoccupied w ith  
docum entation  and questioning the au thority  o f  text, 
she was interested in the way that Sontag dism issed 
the idea tha t the photograph is a reliable docum ent or 
an agent o f  absolute verisim ilitude. M oreover, she 
was intrigued by Sontag’s insistence that only w hen

M a rce l D ucham p, The Box in a Va/ise 
(Boife en Va/ise), 1941. Collection of the 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art.
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we begin to doubt the veracity ofphotography, can we 
truly consider it as an art form  or as m edium . T his was 
an im portant idea for Abeles, since she uses pho to ­
graphs not ju s t as docum entation, bu t as a material 
that she alters, tears, fragm ents and presents o u t o f  
context.

Sontag’s book m ay have also influenced other 
works w here Abeles makes specific references to the 
processes o f  photography H er Experiment to Identify 
Change functions like a large pho to-booth  and p rin t 
rack that displays the results o f  a specific daily ph o to ­
graphic ritual. Long Exposures (An Artist in Her Later 
Years) (1991-92), uses a darkroom  as a m etaphor for 
self-image during  the process o f  aging .12

Language And Systems. A beles cites w rite r  
G ertrude Stein as a strong influence on her w ork 
since the early 1980s. She found  inspiration in the 
w riter’s rom antic, yet idiosyncratic, prose style o f  
attenuated sentences built from  cubist layers. S tein’s 
am using w ord  repetitions provided im petus for some 
o f  Abeles ow n ram bling titles: She Said I  Found This 
Sparrow and Thought o f You I  Said o r The Celibacy and 
Practicality o f Mother Ann/Speak In Tongues and Import 
Oysters. Abeles also adm ired Stein’s im agination and 
her independence to w rite w ith  her ow n set o f  rules. 
In  spite o f  its gram m atical incongruities, she liked the 
way Stein gives nonsensical language new  m eaning.

Stein provided a m odel for Abeles to strike a bal­
ance betw een the didactic and the poetic as she syn­
thesizes visual and w ritten  text to  create m ultip le 
layers and readings. In the syntax o f  her ow n lan­
guage, every object or artifact functions like a w ord; 
each individual w ork  becom es a com plete sentence; 
and every series elucidates the full narrative on her 
subject. Abeles sees her small-scale objects as “foot­
notes” that enrich  her series w ith  encyclopedic detail.

Abeles has also tried to create her ow n specific 
w ritten language w ith her Horizonlines drawings. These 
pen and ink  outlines o f  topography and structures 
made w hile riding in trains, translate rural and urban 
landscape and skylines into hieroglyphic graphs or 
charts. Like concrete poem s, the Horizonlines are the 
direct predecessors to the series o f  conceptual maps 
and illustrations found th rou g ho u t this text.

As poetic as Abeles’ process can be, it is thoroughly  
systematic, as she often  applies specific grids, s truc­
tures, or rules to  a particular investigation. C ounting, 
cataloging, and com pleting specific tasks abound in 
her work. For bo th  Indexfor the Pluperfect and Collective 
Diary, Abeles sets up a grid o fphotographs to organize 
an inventory o f  specific kinds o f  objects and images. 
In som e w orks she undertakes daily tasks o r makes 
investigations to  help her better understand nature 
and the environm ent. Ritual for Instinctual Return in ­
volved the odd daily task o f  washing, drying and 
separating carrier pigeon feet from  their identifica-

INTRODUCTION

tion bands. Displayed in neat rows on a drying rack, 
the severed feet and bands signified Abeles ow n feel­
ings o f  her separation from  nature. In  Observatory/ 
Territory, she bu ilt a dom ed structure  to examine and 
chart daily solar and lunar m ovem ents. H er Pilgrimage 
to the Wedge, a 16-1/2 m ile trek  from  dow ntow n to a 
“clear vista” at the base o f  the San Gabriel M ountains, 
was carefully m easured by her Pentipede contraption 
and docum ented  in Instructions for Stride Forward.

Given her propensity  for specific structures and 
tasks, Abeles’ w ork  is related to system s-oriented and 
inform ation-based art o f  the late 1960s and 1970s.13 It 
is no t as prosaic o r didactic as some conceptual art, 
since it goes beyond text and pivots on hum an sub­
jects. T he conceptualists she finds m ost appealing 
are Adrian Piper and Yoko O no, w ho engage in m ore 
philosophical and social docum entations. Like these 
w om en, she has found a un ique way to com bine for­
mal sensibility w ith  conceptual rigor and to m ediate 
betw een the personal and the political in her work.

Abeles' Role As An A rtis t/A ctiv is t. N ever sim ply a 
m aker o f  objects, Abeles’ role has spanned the gam ut 
from  producer to activist. Since her youth  she has 
been deeply involved in social and political issues 
affecting no t only artists, bu t people from  m any 
com m unities. Long before the dubious label o f  “po­
litical correctness” en tered  o u r vocabulary, Abeles 
proved her personal co m m itm en t as an activist w ho 
applies her artistic abilities to  specific social concerns. 
In  her typically com prehensive m anner, she rarely 
makes a cursory w ork, b u t delves into a subject for an 
extended length o f  tim e.

For ten  years Abeles has tackled environm ental 
issues, particularly air pollu tion. M otivated by her 
personal d ilem m a o f  living dow ntow n next to  a fac­
tory that produces toxic em issions, she often sets up 
systems to sam ple the sm og and m easure the air 
“quality” in Los Angeles. T h e  274 photographs in ­
cluded in Mountain Wedge docum en t the obscured 
view o f  the m ountains from  her studio, w hile Sixty 
Days o f Los Angeles Sky Patch (View to the East) com ­
pares daily samples o f  the sky’s color, ranging from  
w hite to blue to brow n, during  a tw o-m onth  period. 
Abeles’ public art project for the C alifornia B ureau o f 
A utom otive Repair consists o f  large-scale Smog Col­
lector Sculptures fabricated from  recycled vehicle ex­
haust systems. Placed in S outhern  California loca­
tions, these sculptures gather sm og to raise issues and 
pose solutions to  the pollu tion  problem . O n  each 
piece, bilingual panels w ith  autom obile driving and 
m aintenance tips, sm og facts, and Rideshare program  
inform ation prom ote environm ental awareness, help­
ing the public com bat the pollu tion  tha t is a visible 
part o f  each sculpture.
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For five years Abeles has focused attention  on the 
w orld-w ide AIDS pandem ic. H e r project Collective 
Diary: Dedicated to People With A ID S , first presented in 
1989, incorporates the writings, m em orabilia, and 
photographs o f  People W ith Aids (PWAs). A truly 
com passionate representation o f  AIDS, this project 
gave PWAs a chance to validate and dignify the ir lives 
as it showed the audience aspects o f  our com m on 
hum an existence. O riginally part o f  the exhibition 
Living in the Age o f A ID S ,  curated by A nne Ayres at the
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K im  A b e le s  d e m o n s tra tin g  h e r Sm og C o lle c to r to Children at 
Bonaventure Hotel, Los Angeles. Courtesy of California Bureau of 
Automotive Repair.

O tis Parsons Gallery, Abeles subsequently  helped to 
organize its national tou r and public education p ro ­
gram. Abeles’ recent H IV  Tarot, a bilingual educa­
tional brochure about AIDS, was funded by Los 
Angeles’ C ultural Affairs D epartm en t and widely 
circulated th rough  public venues and schools. W ith 
the ir hand-draw n graphics, vibrant colors and ex­
planatory texts, the appealing taro t images on each 
card attract the attention  o f  young people, rem inding 
them  no t to tem pt fate, b u t to becom e aware o f  safer 
sex practices and AIDS prevention.

In 1990 Abeles co-coordinated World News, an 
exhibition in w hich 60 artists and w riters spontane­
ously responded to the outbreak o f  the Persian G u lf 
W ar. Far from  the biased, hyperbolic broadcasting o f 
C N N , this project em pow ered artists to respond to a 
catastrophic global issue. In 1992 also Abeles co­
curated Smog: A  Matter of Life and Breath, w ith  the staff 
o f  the California M useum  o f  Photography, co n tinu ­
ing her efforts to inform  the public about air po llu ­
tion.

At the core o f  all her diverse activities is Abeles’ goal 
to educate her audience and the pub lic .14 In  each 
situation she sees herselfand her w ork  as a conduit for 
obtaining inform ation that she feels should be public, 
rather than privileged. It is Abeles’ indefatigable en ­

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

Completing the Circle o f Learning. Abeles attem pts 
to com plete the classical “circle o f  learning” and 
fulfill D id ero t’s directive by dissem inating and shar­
ing inform ation w ith  others. D idero t’s idealistic de­
sire and rationalist pursuits may seem incongruous in 
today’s postm odern  w orld in w hich contem porary 
discourse and philosophies instruct us to m istrust the 
pu rsu it o f  authoritative knowledge, to doubt the 
m eaning o f  the text, and to question the very notion  
o f  hum anism .

Abeles tries to grapple w ith  the  overw helm ing 
challenges facing our contem porary culture, wading 
th rough  the inundation  o f  inform ation, profuse p ro ­
duction, and sensory overload in ou r late capitalist 
society in order to glean the tru th . She is com m itted 
to the arduous task o f  trying to make the incom pre­
hensible com prehensib le for as many people as pos­
sible. Like the encyclopedia, Abeles’ w ork is didactic 
and instructive; it is however, aesthetic and poetic, 
always grounded in persona, in people and in hu m an­
ity. She weaves m any threads th rough  her work, 
re tu rn ing  again and again to her subjects w ith  an 
optim ism  and sense o f  hum anism  that is a rare quality 
in anyone living on the edge o f  the m illennium .

1 Will and Ariel D urant, The Story o f C ivilization, The Age o f  
Voltaire, volum e DC, 640.

2 Jacques Barzun and Ralph H . Bowen, Ram eau’s Nephew and 
Other Works Indianapolis, B obbs-M errill, 1964, 277.

3 The Compact Edition o f the Oxford English Dictionary, O xford 
U niversity  Press, O xford , 1971, 861.

4 D urant, 634.
5 Oxford Latin Dictionary, P.G.W. G lare, editor, N ew  York, O x­

ford U niversity  Press, 1982, 1356.
6 In an interview  w ith  M ichael M cM illen  in Kim  Abeles, edited 

by Lucinda Barnes, Los Angeles, A.R.T. Press, 1989,5, the artist re­
fers to o u r post-industria l m achines as “organic creatures.”

7 Abeles participated in two recent assemblage exhibitions: Forty 
Years o f  California Assemblage, F rederick S. W ight Art Gallery, Los 
Angeles, U niversity  o f  C alifornia, 1989 and Lost and Found in 
California Four Decades o f Assemblage A rt exhibition at Jam es Corcoran, 
Shoshana W ayne,Pence Galleries Santa M onica, 1991.

8 Sandra Leonard S tarr,“Assemblage Art: A Pocket H isto ry ,” in 
Lost and Found in California, exhibition catalogue includes Abeles in 
the second generation o f  “narrative” assemblage artists.

9A .R .T . Press interview , 11, Abeles talks about how  she carried 
the K ienholz reproduction  from  Jan so n ’s History o f A rt in her 
notebook for ten  years or m ore.

" 'It is tragically ironic that Llesse’s sculptures, filled w ith  life, 
w ere fabricated from  synthetic, toxic m aterials that probably con­
tribu ted  to her p rem ature death from  cancer.

11 Susan Sontag, O n Photography, N ew  York, Farrar, S traus and 
G iroux, 1977.

12 In o the r w orks Abeles refers to  the cam era itself: M ountain  
Wedge is constructed  like a bellows, w hile Camera Desiros is a 35m m  
cam era m ade o f  bird feathers.

13 It is in teresting  that the Library o f  C ongress classification for 
this catalogue is “conceptual a rt.”

14 See Abeles C hronology  for a list o f  her activities.
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E N C Y C L O P E D I A P E R S O N A

ABELES, A  bel eez, KIM (1952- ), born  Kim
Victoria W right in R ichm ond H eights, M issouri to 
Frances Elizabeth (Sander) (W right) (Schoem aker) 
H offm an and B urton N oel W right. H er m other, a 
singer in the St. Louis M unicipal O pera, later be­
com es a visual artist. H e r father (1919-1990) w orked 
as a sales m anager in the firebrick industry  in St. 
Louis, M issouri. H er only sibling, Jill W right, is an 
accom plished illustrator. Follow ing her m o th er’s 
second marriage in 1960, she is raised in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania. She expresses a strong sense o f  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 Am erican Field 
Service studen t to U tsunom iya, Japan. Abeles m eets 
B uddhist priest, Kosai Kobari, w ho introduces her to 
traditional Japanese arts: calligraphy, w oodcut p rin t­
ing, ceramics, and kim ono-m aking.

1970. Studies pa in ting  at O h io  U n iversity  in 
A thens, O h io  and receives BFA in 1974. H er art­
w ork  is published for the first tim e in 1972 in 
Seventeen magazine.

1973. Lives in converted grain silo in rural sou th ­
eastern O h io  w ith  first husband, Ken Abeles. W rites 
and illustrates the book, Crafts, Cookery and Country 
Living, published by Van N ostrand  R einhold C o., 
N ew  York in 1976. Begins exhibiting trompe I’oeil 
paintings w ith  personal/psychological them es.

N elso n  G ra n t

h i

r  J

A
EN CYCLOPEDIA PERSON A m ap

The A r tis t 's  Roots. C lock­
wise from  top: A b e le s 'm o ­
th e r, Frances E lizabeth  
Sander; sister, Jill Elizabeth 
W righ t, w ith  the young Kim 
V ictoria  (W right) Abeles; 
fa ther, Burton Noel W right.

M ap  based  on lo n g itu d e s  o f the artist's  travels.


































































































































































































