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Before we could even start to answer 
this issue’s question — “What is LA?” 

— we had to ask ourselves a more personal 
one: What is LARB? Our 10th anniver-
sary has naturally inspired a good deal of 
soul-searching. What have we built, and 
what needs a remodel? Who do we want to 
be? What is there left to say? What are we 
even doing out here?

These are the most fundamental of 
L.A. questions. People here are always seek-
ing something, wanting to be someone, per-
haps not knowing what or who. We here at 
LARB do know who we are, of course, and 
are proud of what we’ve done over the last 
decade, online and in the pages of The LARB 
Quarterly. We’ve helped hundreds of new 
writers publish their first pieces, and built 
new bridges between the worlds of scholar-
ship and popular culture that we promise to 
keep maintaining well into the future. But 
looking forward we want to do more. We 
want to take risks. With this new phase, 
we’re committing anew to our original mis-
sion of offering a diverse and always chal-
lenging body of creative critical work from 
a range of authors, both old friends and new 
arrivals. And we at The LARB Quarterly are 
also renewing our vows to Los Angeles, a 
city whose status as a literary capital has al-
ways been underappreciated. We’ll continue 
to showcase writers from all over the world, 
but we’ll always keep one foot on this side 
of the San Andreas fault, writing as if the 
Big One were coming tomorrow.

LETTER FROM
THE EDITORS
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  So finally — what is L.A.? “Buried 
under a mountain of clichés,” says Mike 
Davis in his laconic blurb for our bloated 
burg on this issue’s last page. Those clichés 
are indeed hard to shake, but that’s so for a 
reason: some part of each one sticks to the 
truth. Take the old saw about L.A. being 
the place you go to reinvent yourself. Every 
L.A. crime writer worth their salt, from 
Dorothy Hughes and Ross Macdonald 
to Walter Mosley and Steph Cha will tell 
you it’s a mug’s game, trying to break loose 
from the past. But that doesn’t keep peo-
ple from trying and, on occasion, succeed-
ing. The self-appointed prophets of the 
1920s, immigrants from across the globe, 
disgruntled East Coasters seeking the sun 
and maybe getting burned, hundreds of 
pseudonymous stars, and even Angelyne in 
her pink Corvette — all icons of reinven-
tion, all Angeleno as they come. And we’re 
no different. As the pieces in this issue 
show, journeys through L.A.’s labyrinth 
can dead-end or, just as suddenly, open up 
to unknown vistas. The closer we get to the 
heart of the city, the more mysterious paths 
unfold before us.

 The only constant in Los Angeles is 
change, and after a decade, it’s time for a 
few changes around here. Welcome to the 
new Quarterly — and get ready for a re- 
invigorated LARB yet to come.  

Yours, 
Sarah Chihaya, Boris Dralyuk,  
and Chloe Watlington
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T o articulate an L.A. art ethos is count-
er to the ephemeral, decentered na-

ture of the city itself, its fiction-making 
and philosophizing. The specificity of L.A. 
art involves a sprawl: from the pedagogi-
cal experimentations of CalArts’s heyday, 
to car-level murals blanketing the city, to 
the perceived lack of effective communal 
infrastructure that leads to art shows in 
the backyards of bungalows, closets, under 
freeway passes, dining rooms, alleys, bas-
ketball courts, garage entryways, neighbor-
hood parks, old Western movie sets, motel 
rooms, hotel rooms, living rooms, warehous- 
es. The list of art spaces in L.A. is exhaus-
tive and, increasingly so, a “who owns” as 
opposed to “who’s who” in its renegotiations 
(and reproductions) of public-private taxon-
omies. Still, the spontaneity circumvented  
 

by the lack of heavy pedestrian traffic in Los 
Angeles is made up for by perpetual inno-
vation. The through-line in Los Angeles 
art culture — from the capitalized, to the 
nostalgic, to the necrophiliac, to the golden- 
bathed, guava-splattered punctum in the sea 
of all that — is improvisation.

The stillness in L.A., its relentlessly sun-
ny monotony, spawns anonymity. Strip malls, 
carpeted bars, the intimacy in moving vehi-
cles’ windows, echo through the city’s built 
and affective infrastructures. If ever there 
were some way to articulate an L.A. ethos, 
the artists in the following portfolio certain-
ly express it: they articulate the sentiment of 
plastic possibility. The range of works pre-
sented here, heterogeneous in medium, con-
tent, form, and process, refract the fixed and 
fixing parameters of L.A. and its art.

WHAT IS  L .A . ART?
P E R WA N A  N A Z I F
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Suzanne Jackson at Gallery 32, Los Angeles during Elizabeth Leigh-Taylor’s solo exhibition, 1969. 
Courtesy Suzanne Jackson and Ortuzar Projects, New York. Photo: Elizabeth Leigh-Taylor.

P E R WA N A  N A Z I F
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Suzanne Jackson opened Gallery 32 in unit 
32 of the Granada Buildings at 672 North 
Lafayette Park Place in 1969. With a name 
that referenced the numbering of Alfred 
Stieglitz’s Gallery 291, which was a meet-
ing and educational exhibition space for 
avant-garde ideas, Gallery 32 was among 
few exhibition spaces that actively support-
ed Los Angeles’s emerging Black artists at 
the time — although not exclusively. A space 
indicative of its time, when live-work-exhi-
bition spaces were not unusual and afford-
able in Los Angeles, Jackson’s Gallery 32 set 
a precedent for what an official gallery could 
do in its openness to less formalized delin-
eations, which allowed it to occupy myriad 
forms simultaneously and genuinely. Its pli-
ancy generated an active and potent public.

Gallery 32 was a site of fecund exper-
imentation, welcoming readings, fundrais-
ers for organizations such as the Black Arts 

Council, Watts Towers Art Center, and the 
Black Panther Party, and performances, din-
ners, and discussions with Jackson’s com-
munity of artists, including Senga Nengudi, 
David Hammons, and John Outterbridge. 
Encompassing the social, political, the spir-
itual, and questions of Black aesthetic(s) of 
that particular moment, debates at Gallery 
32 were not exclusive to after-dinner talk. A 
treasure of archival ephemera — announce-
ments, images, mailings, and posters — ren-
ders palpable the gallery’s meditations on the 
community it enacted.

Its traces linger, like the layers of sal-
vaged material found in Jackson’s most re-
cent suspended acrylic works, which hy-
bridize painting and sculpture, and often 
incorporate found organic matter. Jackson’s 
work reminds us of that very real possibility 
of decomposing into the earth, not unlike 
how the closure of Gallery 32 in 1970 gave 

Suzanne Jackson Gallery 32
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way to something other than the “end” — 
something remained there decomposed, de-
constructed, fertilizing the future in both 
spiritual and earthly ways. Los Angeles art 
gallery O-Town House, located in the same 
Granada Buildings, paid homage to Gallery 
32 in Jackson’s solo exhibition there in 2019, 
while Jackson’s New York gallery, Ortuzar 
Projects, last summer revisited the land-
mark Gallery 32 exhibition Sapphire Show, 
spearheaded by Betye Saar in 1970. The 
original show, which included Jackson along 
with Gloria Bohanon, Betye Saar, Senga 
Nengudi (then known as Sue Irons), Yvonne 
Cole Meo, and Eileen Nelson (then Eileen 
Abdulrashid), was the first survey of African 
American women artists in Los Angeles. 
These contemporary iterations affirm not 
only the historical precedent, but also, and 
equally importantly, the regenerative power 
in Jackson’s curatorial and artistic practice.

To that point, Gallery 32 was not a 
“blank canvas” white-walled gallery space 
that would pontifically employ the radical in 
name only — its social and political engage-
ments were active and material. Such was 
the reality of the racial violence that the gal-
lery’s association with fine art did not protect 
it: Jackson and the artists she worked with 
were often targeted by police, and the FBI 
regularly visited the gallery after a three-day 
exhibition of Emory Douglas’s work hosted 
by the Southern California chapter of the 
Black Panther Party. The ever-present threat 
of state violence in response to (and in an-
ticipation of ) art surfaces in a very different 
politics of experimentation, and of the iden-
tification of the revolutionary from the con-
ventionally touted experimental art scene in 
Los Angeles. The potency of Jackson’s prac-
tice preceded and exceeded the vitality of the 
aesthetic forms she presented.

Above and left: Original Gallery 32 exhibition announcement, 1970.
Private collection, Los Angeles. Courtesy Ortuzar Projects, New York

P E R WA N A  N A Z I F
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Not that Gallery 32’s artists and audi-
ences were always exclusively or explicitly 
politically active. The gallery was located at 
the nexus of several neighborhoods in Los 
Angeles, many of which were not immediate-
ly connected to fine art per se, and Jackson’s 
background in dance and theater drew di-
verse crowds of visitors to the often-packed 
opening nights. She reached further-flung 
patrons by mailing gallery announcements 
to names and addresses she found in local 
newspapers’ celebrity columns.

This ethos of pointed inclusivity is reflect-
ed in Jackson’s own artworks. Her suspended 
painting fly away mist (2021), composed of 
acrylic, acrylic detritus, produce bag netting, 
carpet edging, laundry lint, and D-rings, 
offers a wide spectrum of reds from purple 
and brown to yellow, separate and mixed. 
Its wayward rounded form and reds read 
into the experimentation of its assemblage- 
like nature. Then, to be Alone (2018) drapes 
over a long cylindrical rod to create a cas-
cading shape. The painting’s translucency is 
increasingly made opaque with color and 
traces of color as one moves down the work. 
The overall work, then, forms the image of 
paint itself, suspended in the process of its 
making. Each suspended abstraction wel-
comes a rush of questions: Is it floating? Is it 
grounded by its suspension? Is it heavy or is 
it purely buoyant? Is it spiritual and ancestral, 
or rooted in material, in an earthiness? Is its 
improvisation limitless or is its freedom born 
of its knowledge of constraints? The answer 
being, of course, yes to all simultaneously.

The possibility of change (over time with 
slight contraction or expansion, outside forces  
that could sway the work) and the capacity  
granted to view Jackson’s paintings from be-
low, from one side to another, to the edge 
and beyond, reiterate the ever-perpetuating 
nature Jackson generously seeded more than 
50 years ago at Gallery 32.

Suzanne Jackson, Alice playing harp, her veils in the wind, 2017.  
Acrylic, layered acrylic detritus, laundry lint, scenic bogus paper,  
lace, netting and wood, 104 x 76 x 12 inches. Private Collection.  
Courtesy the artist and Ortuzar Projects, New York. Photo:  
Timothy Doyon. 
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Ephemera and photographs from Gallery 32, operating in the Granada Buildings between 1969 and 1970.  
Photo: Riccardo Banfi. Courtesy of O-Town House.
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Original invitation to the opening reception of Gallery 32, Los Angeles, 1969. Collection of Suzanne Jackson, Savannah.  
Courtesy Ortuzar Projects, New York.

Gallery 32 announcement, 1970. Collection of Suzanne Jackson, Savannah. Courtesy Ortuzar Projects, New York.
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Suzanne Jackson, Then, to be Alone, 2018. Acrylic, layered acrylic detritus, bag netting, fabric swatches,  
59 x 47 x 2 inches. Courtesy the artist and Ortuzar Projects, New York. Photo: Timothy Doyon.
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