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Tffl lriis owrL wvor'ffls
Ed Ruscha,
who has 2
local shows
running'
talks about
his long
career

SanFranciscoisgracedrightnowwithtwoexcellentshowssurveying
aspectsofcaliforniaculturaltreasureEdRuscha'slongcareer.At78,Rus-
cha(hepronouncesit"roo-SHAY")hasreachedthepinnacleofboththeart
marketandtherespectoffellowartistsinternationallywithhighlydistil-
led,power-packedpaintings,drawings,printsandphotographs.Iwas
introducedtohisworkingraduateschool,andithasbeenacareer-long
concepttiallinchpinforme,asforsomanyothers.

IjumpedattheopportunitytospendsometimewiththeLosAngeles
artistinconversationabouthisworkandlife,onthedaybeforehisde
YoungMuseumexhibitionpremieredtomuseummembers.What follows
areeditedexcerptsfrdmourinterview.

Desmarfeis coretinues ore E2
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Fine Arts Museums of San Franclsco

Ed Ruscha, "Standard Station" (1g66). Color screen print.

uscha's
De8maraisfironepageEI

Howheworks:"Inart
schooltherealspark
happenedwhenother
students,andinstructors
alike,wouldapproach
theirartlikeitwasalmost
ablank canvas -almost \
asblankasthistable.And
thenychtakecolors,and
somehowyoubringthem
tothisblankcanvas,but
the\re'sneverpre-de-
scribednotionsthatgo
withthat.AndI'vealways
wondered,`Whereinthe
worldwouldyoustart
withsomethinglikethat?'``Yetsomeofthatpaint-
ing,thatAbstractExpres-
sionistpainting,was
some of the best art - and
it'sheldupquitewell
throughouttheyears.It's
justasgoodtodayasitwas
backthen."
»"Ihaveoff-and-on(as-
sistants)thatworkpart
time - there's like five or
sixpeople,andtheykeep
thingsgoing.Andldon't
messwithmachines
much,I'mnottoogood
with that - I was sort of
leftinthedustwiththe
Internet.EverydayI'm
reminded:Toobadl
didn'tjoin.Howwouldl
evergetbackontothe
Internet world? So I kind
ofpassonthat,butlhave
anassistantortwothat
canhelpmefindthings.
I'mapaperandpencil
person."
»"1getuparoundaquar-
terto6,or6ifloversleep.
Thenlmakeittomystu-
dioandlbasicallystay
thereallday....Pretty
much,yeah.Exceptwhen
I'mtravelirig.It'sahabitu-
althing,andit'snotas
thoughlhaveplannedout
myday.Idon'texactlydo
that.It'sfluid,and1
bouncefromprojectto
project,andneverreally
completeanythingina
day'stime.Butbytheend
oftheweek,maybelgeta
fewthingsthatl'mhappy
with.„
» ``I find that I want to
spendlesstimethinking
aboutthingsthatl've
alreadydonebecause
that's,initself,time-con-
suming.So1kindofput
thosethingstosleep,as
muchaspossible,and
concentrateondoing
somethingtowardsthe
future.,,
»"It'smaybeastrainof
nervousenergy,orhabit-
ualbehavior,that'sguided
me. If I was so in love with
theworld,whywouldn'tl
wanttobetravelingevery
day?whynotgiveup
everythingandgosuck
thegoodstuffoutofthe
worldandgoevery-
where? But I don't. I live a
kindofprosaiclife.Ijust
getupeverydayanddo

» To read The Chronicle's
July 16 review of these
exhibitions, go to http:/y
bit.Iy/2avpwcw.
Ed Ftuscha and the Creat
American West: 9:30
a.in.-5:15 p.in. Tuesdays-
Sundays. Through Oct. 9. ;
$7-$22. De Young Muse-
um, Golden Gate Park, 50
Hagiwara Tea Garden
Drive, S.F. (415) 750-3600.
http:/rdeyoung.famsf.org
Made ln Sam Franclgc®:
Ed Ftugcha Etchings,
1982-2014= 10 a.in.-5 p.in.
Mondays,10 a.in.-6 p.in.
Tuesdays-Saturdays.
Through Sept. 3. Free.
Crown Point Press, 20
Hawthorne St„ S.F. (415)
9iri4-C;n3.www.c;IcyNIn
point.com

Right: Ed Ruscha," Standard Station,
Amarillo, Texas" (1962).
Photograph (gelatin
silver print).
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Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco

Ed Rus€ha's "Norm's, La Cienega, on Fire" (1g64), oil on canvas.

Iyear career

Whitney Museum of American Art

Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco

Ed Ruscha, "Adios" (ig69). Color lithograph.

thisstuff,anddon'tthink
toomuchaboutit."
Gettingoutoftown:"Whenlgoto(myhomein
the)desert,it'salwaysa
drasticchangefromthe
noiseofthecity.Andl
appreciatethat;Icandig
in.Andthere'salways`eventsofplainliving'that
takeover.So1canbeaway
fromallthisnoiseofthe
city,andthenl'mreadyto
goback.So,it'ssortofa
cyclicalthing."

Youngartiststoday:"I
see a lot of what I consider
healthymotionsintheart
worldtoday.Theyounger
people,especially,they're
justwillingtokamikaze
thewholething.Theyjust
reallythrowtheirguts
intoit,andtohellwith
what the future's like. I see
that and I admire that -
someartistscanreallyget
alongbyexploringio
differentattitudes.They'11
paintarealisticpicturein
onestroke,andinanother
they'vegotsplashed
paint.Andthat'samusing

to see.,,

Criticsandeditors:
``(Critic)DaveHickeyisan
oldffiend,andheonce
said,`Oh,youpainteda
pictureofastandard
station,andyoupainteda
pictureofNorm'sLacie-
negaRestaurantonfire.
Oh,Isee,hepaintsnorms
and standards.'``It'ssuchastrange
observation,something
that I never intended. I
can'tsayit'snottrue.It's
justacoincidenceofthese
twothingsthatsomebody
otherthanmyselfwill
pickout,andexpose.If
he'sdoingitinanantago-
nisticway,blesshim;if
he'stryingtomakeme
realizesomethingthatl
plannedout,wellthat's
nottrue.,,
» ``I've often wondered
whysomebodylikeEr-
nestHemingway,for
instance,wouldeverhave
aneditortotellhim,`Oh,
youcan'tputthatsen-
tence in there.' I found
thattobereallystrange,
howwriters,especially,
haveeditorsthatcan
sometimesattackthevery

thingthatyou'retryingto
say.Orshapesomething
intoamorepalatable
product."Artists,myself in-
cluded,areluckytobe
immune to that. Because
we can rest on artistic
license. You could extend
thattotheworldofliter-
ature(ormusic),too,but
the'noteshavetofall.into
therightplaces.With
visualart,nothinghasto
fallintotherightplaces.
Sometimes,thatvery
thing,whenyou've
achievedthat,youmakea
goodpicture.Soyouhave
alltheseirrationalthings
thatdon'taddup,that
eventuallycanaddup,
andmakeasolidpicture.

``It'slikesailingona
strangesea,wherethere's
almostnothingoutthere.
Thatcanbescary,of
course. Visual artists can
justaboutdoanything,
andthat'sapuzzlingfact
of life.There'snobody
whocomesinandsays,`No,it'sbetterifyou
changethatcolor.Orput
thatcolorthere.Or,if you
likethatcolorsodamn
much,putitoverinthe

upperleft-handcomer.'"

» ``There have been times
whensomebodysaid
absurdthings(aboutmy
work)thatldiscount.
Indifferenceisanother
thing.Thesebooksl
made,Ifeltlikethey'reoff
inazonebythemselves.I
wouldhandthesebooks
outtopeople-thegas
stationbook("Twentysix
Gasolinestations''(1963)).
Isortoffelt,like,`Boy,
maybethiswaskissedby
angels.IlikewhatI'm
doinghere,Igottakeep
makingthisanddoing
this.'Andlwouldfind
thatpeoplewhowere
intellectual-poetsor
peoplelikethatwouldget
thebookandtheiratti-
tudewas,`Areyouputting
meon?Areyouhavingus
on?,"Andyet,ordinary

peoplefromthestreet,
1ikesomebodywhomight
workinagasstation,
wouldsay,`Hey,look!'I
gavethebookstostrang-
erswhoworkedingas
stationsandpumpedgas,
andlgotmoreofawel-
comefromthosekindof

peoplethan1didfrom
so-calledintellectuals."Ikeptmakingthemtill
1feltlike,`Well,1'11putthe
restofmyideasinthe
refrigeratorandseewhat
happensintheyear2o5o
orsomething.'"They'relittlewild
hairsthatfinallyemerged.
Theidea,Iguess,isto
keepthefutureandnear
futureopqntopossibil-
ities.„

»`"whenitcomestothe
exhibititself,usuallywhat
1dois1hayeagroupof
thingsthatgointoacer-
tainspace.Andlfindthe
choicewall,andltakemy
favoritethingandputthat
on that chbice wall. And
theneverythingelsekind
offallsapart.

``I'mnotverygoodat
howtodisplayagroupof
mythings.That'swhy
curatorsaresogoodat
whattheydo.Othereyes
areveryhelpful."

Havinganaudience:"Somemightseea
strangenesstomywork,
and that's fine - I'm OK
withthat.Ithinkit'sbest
tonotexactlyknowwhere
yourpositioninthebig
pictureis.It'svague,and
it'salsochangingallthe
time'too."

» "I've never felt like I was
meant to communicate
withanybody.Soifyou're
notgoingtodothat,then
you'renotgoingtohavean
audience,Iguess.But,
inadvertently,whatever1
mightdoasanartist-
thatlfeelthatl'meagerto
do-willbeseenbyother
people,andthat'spartof
thepackage,Iguess.That
causes me to think about
whattheartworldislike
today,and1seeit'svastly
differentfromwhen1was
younger.Imean,there
wasnopromiseofmaking
a vocation out of it. We
justdiditforthesportof
it.Andtoimpresseach
other.,,

Sustainingacareerfor
morethan5oyears:``I
sortofstartedwithakind
ofamenu,andthennever
reallylookedeitherway.
It's like some undescribed
principlesthat1follow.
But1doitintuitively.
Therehavebeenperiods
whenthingsgotrealslow.

``Idon'tlookatitas
thoughI'vereinvented
myself.Because1think
you'dhavetogoway
down,andalmostquit.
Andthenyoureinvent
yourself.Ialwaysjust
wantedtofollowsome
course.Andthecourseis,
of course,nocourse."

CbarlesDesmaraisisThe
SanFranciscochronicle's
art critic. Email..
cdesmarais@
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