


California Dreaming 
Revisiting 40 years of John Divola 

SOMETIMES, PERHAPS TOO often, a museum He focused on places where t he built 

retrospective functions as a celebration, a 

victory lap, more for those who acquired the 

work than for the artist. But in the best 

case, a career survey is an excavation of an 

oeuvre, a presentation that reveals an 

artist to be not just worthy of a long-form 

t reatment but also one of the leading 

figu res of his generation. Such is the case 

with the recent retrospective of Divola, a 

California-based photographer. 

"John Divola: As Far As I Could Get," 

which was presented among three Southern 

California museums-the Sant a Barbara 

Museum of Art, the Pomona College 

Museum of Art , and t he Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art, where it remains 

on view through July 6-makes clear 

that Divola should be considered alongside 

Lewis Baltz, Robert Adams, Joe Deal, 

Henry Wessel, Stephen Shore, Richard 

Misrach, and William Eggleston as one of 

the most significant photographers to 

emerge in America during the Vietnam era. 

"As Far As I Could Get" shows 

Divola to be a t railblazer. From his first 

matu re body of work in 1973, he has 

melded Conceptualism with references to 

performance, the history of photography, 

and other media, all while keeping an 

interest in beauty as a key ingredient 

in what makes a rt tick, a focus of many 

California-based artists. 

So why a re so many of Divola's peers 

significantly better known? Maybe it's 

because each is associated w ith prominent 

movements in art and photography: Baltz, 

Adams, Deal, and Wessel with the New 

Topographies movement ; Shore, Misrach, 

environment was breaking down, on the 

cheap houses quickly constructed after 

World War II and how readily disposable 

they were. (Somehow this interest in 

entropy, which Rober t S mithson and 

Gordon Matta-Clark were concurrently 

explori ng, d idn't help Divola's work catch 

on on the East Coast.) 

Take the first two bodies of work in 

the retrospective, the 1973-75 series 

"Vandalism" and the 1975-76 "LAX/ 

Noise Abatement Zone." In both, Divola 

uses abandoned buildings as a combined 

performance space and studio. In 

"Vandalism," he sometimes drops objects 

into the frame or uses silver paint to both 

ape l ight and refer to the st uff that makes 

his photographs, which are silver gelatin 

prints. His focus on revealing action 

or gest ure- whether it 's a dropped cup, a 

spray-pa inted line, or a st retched st ring

was unusual among the often frozen 

art of its time. Today it looks like a witty 

commentary on everything from blurry 

early photography to action paint ing 

to performance art. Or take 75VIO, 1975, 

from "Vandalism." Light appears to 

be entering through the wi ndow, striking 

the sill, and pouring into the room, 

landing on the wall and floor. But is it? 

Throughout the series Divola uses silver 

paint to play with light. Is this a trompe 

l'oeil effect? Or is it really sunlight? 

That investigation continues i n 

1977-78's "Zuma," Divola's best-known 

body of work and one of the greatest series 

of t he decade. For "Zuma," Divola found 

a beachfront p roperty that had been 
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contemporary Ellsworth Kellys. A 1990 

series of untitled works look like Mark 

Rothkos, until t he viewer learns that 

they're the product of Divola's painting a 

wall black, lighting it from above, and 

then throwing handfuls of flour into the 

a ir before taking the picture. 

But while Divola loads h is pictures 

with art-historical references, they work 

pictorially, too. In the "Dark Star" series, 

the black dots Divola has pain ted pull our 

gaze toward them as if they were black 

Divola's focus on reveal ing action or gesture was 
unusual among the often frozen art of its time. 

holes. The way t hey suck 

up light reverses the 

effect the silver paint 

had in "Vandalism." 

In an apparent attempt 

and Eggleston with the rise of color 

photography. Perhaps to his short-term 

detriment, Divola has never been in 

sync with the in crowd. 

Paradoxically, t hat's what makes 

a retrospective of h is work so useful: It 
provides t he opportunity to examine 

Divola's project removed from temporal 

t rends or ad hoc alliances. I n the ea rly 

to mid 1970s, when the artist got his start, 

American photography was led by t he 

New Topographies's focus on the incursion 

of man into t he mostly Western landscape. 

But he did something completely different: 

ravaged by fire and graffiti and added 

painted int rusions of his own. Then he 

photographed the spaces in color, often 

including seductively beautifu l landscape 

clements, such as the ocean or sunsets 

visible through the blown-out windows. 

The result melds the American la ndscape 

tradition with Divola's interest in entropy. 

If there is one way in which Divola was 

in line with his peers, it's his use of 

photography to enter into a dialogue with 

painting and sculpture. Curved, triangular 

cuts in glass doors in a series of "LAX/ 

Noise Abatement Zone" photographs recall 

to maximize this, Divola and the Santa 

Ba rbara Museum of Art have lit them 

in such a way that the lights in the gallery 

a re angled toward the center of the room 

and away from the artworks, preventing 

glare. The black "dark stars" stay dark. 

In California, Divola is a well-known 

teacher and artist, but he has often 

received more attention in Europe than 

anywhere else. (The Kunstverein Freiburg 

in Ger many was the first to present 

a Divola retrospect ive.) Here's hoping 

"As Far As I Could Get" helps earn him 

the broader attention he deserves. MP 
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