
Mousse Magazine: ‘Fluid Nature’, by Jonathan Griffin, N°25, September, 2010, pp. 54-
60

54

Mousse 25 ~ Fluid Nature

Los Angeles is a city that prefers to be pictured 
than encountered face to face. Its streets are a cease-
less Babel of disagreeing voices and signs, but, seen 
from any of the hills that overlook the expansive 
valley basin, its disparate neighbourhoods knit 
together into an intricate blanket, still and quiet. 
Particularly at night, this panorama confirms di-
verse L.A. archetypes: the technological Sublime, 
the suburban sprawl, or the majestic, multi-ethnic 
metropolis. Even the ocean, which laps the city’s 
southwest edge, is itself a picture – a dry backdrop 
that, with the aid of a setting sun and some silhouet-
ted palm trees, instantly flattens into a postcard or a 
t-shirt. Few ever venture onto the water in order to 
look back at the land.
At ground level, buildings are designed to be seen 
only from main roads. Behind them run narrow, 
overlooked streets that allow for the uglier neces-
sities of dense urban living: access for supplies, 
utilities, underground parking, and low-waged im-
migrant labour. Up above, vast images are pasted 
onto billboards, themselves seemingly miraculous 
feats of engineering which tower on steel pillars and 
frameworks. The most iconic advertisement of all, 
the Hollywood sign, is a word made into an object 
made into millions of images. Like the ocean, no-
body (except Ed Ruscha, once) seems particularly 
interested in seeing what it looks like from the other 
side. I’ve been living in the city for two months 
now, and each day involves the redrawing of my 
own picture of the city, which is composed largely 
of clichés and preconceptions. Some of these are 
disconcertingly accurate; most, however, just mis-
understand the city’s sophisticated paradoxes. Not 
far from where I live is a wedge-shaped hotel so thin 
that, viewed from the side, it looks like a façade. At 
the Universal Studios “Backlot Tour”, you can see 
the famous “Falls Lake” backdrop: a massive screen 
which can be painted in any number of styles and 
which is the discrete star of countless Universal 
movies. Back in my own neighbourhood, there is 
a building that looks, from a distance, as if entirely 
covered with Astroturf. Up close, the green matting 
reveals itself to be a real vine, tightly clipped but 
growing abundantly over the walls. A small sign 
announces that the building is occupied by a com-
pany specialising in the production of backdrops 
for film and television.  A little further down the 
street, David Kordansky Gallery is currently show-
ing an exhibition of new work by the L.A.-based 
artist Aaron Curry titled “Two Sheets Thick”. 
Sculptures and collages are installed against grainy 
black and white wallpaper that covers the walls with 
what looks like a close-up photograph of droplets of 
water. In fact, it transpires, this intricate pattern is 
not a photograph at all but a painstakingly rendered 

drawing, sketched by hand with a digital stylus, and 
then grubbily screen-printed onto sheets of card-
board. Curry had performed a reversal that seemed 
peculiarly apt for Los Angeles: what at first seemed 
flat, cheap, repetitive and quickly made was in fact 
the product of careful study and technique. The 
normal hierarchy of value between the background 
and the subject in front was dispatched, and then 
wittily disguised again. It struck me that the work of 
a number of Curry’s contemporaries also gleamed 
in a new light when held against the peculiarities 

of Los Angeles’ urban fabric. These (mostly male) 
artists – including Matthew Monahan, Patrick 
Hill, Thomas Houseago, Sterling Ruby – might 
primarily be regarded as object-makers despite their 
active engagement with the world of images, which 
they often apply to the surfaces of sculptural forms. 
While they all have their own intellectual concerns, 
and none could be said to make work about Los An-
geles per se, they share certain formal allegiances 
that frequently seem to lead us back to the city in 
which they’re currently working. Monahan shares 
Curry’s attraction to trompe l’œil, a technique that 
both artists use in order to conjure an impression 
of space that flickers between two and three dimen-
sions. Houseago, Curry and Hill all make standing 
objects that are built chiefly from flat planes slotted 
together; all have, in various ways, applied skins to 
these planes, whether through printed imagery, fab-
ric, drawn marks, spray paint or veneers. 
An art historian might trace these preoccupations 

to the enduring influence of the Californian artists 
first referred to in the 1960s as “Finish Fetish” Mini-
malists; Ruby admits that John McCracken’s gleam-
ing, flawless monoliths are a particularly important 
touchstone for his horizontal, dusty and scarred 
geometric forms. The absolute conflation of surface 
and substrate that McCracken, Craig Kauffman, 
Ken Price and others achieved in their sculpture is 
also acknowledged, and rejected, by both Monahan 
and Hill who create active, malleable skins that ap-
pear to slip away from their solid supports.
Would it not be equally logical, however, to un-
derstand such an unstable relationship between the 
surface and the object as a reflection of Los Ange-
les itself? While the Finish Fetish artists were fa-
mously entranced by surfboards and hot rods, these 
contemporary artists may be responding instead to 
the ground that such vehicles move over: the urban 
landscape itself. Los Angeles’ frequent seismic ac-
tivity makes itself felt not only by the occasional 
tremor, but, more dramatically, in sudden inclines 
on streets that have, through some historic quake, 
been wrinkled like sheets on a bed. The city’s skin 
seems vulnerable to being ripped up, cracked or 
peeled off at any time. 
And beneath that skin, it seems, is liquid: not wa-
ter, but oil. Adjacent to my local park is a field of 
old fashioned oil derricks, still balefully pumping 
away. There is even one – admittedly disguised by 
flower-patterned tiles – on the campus of Beverly 
Hills High School. On Wilshire Avenue, the dis-
tinctive smell of the La Brea Tar Pits is detectable 
from a considerable distance; fissures created by the 
6th Street Fault have been allowing oil to seep to 
the surface here for tens of thousands of years. Cur-
rently a fibreglass mammoth is frozen mid-struggle 
at the side of the lake, a monument to the many 
animals that perished – and were subsequently pre-
served – in its black depths.
All this adds up to a unique atmosphere of imper-
manence and fluidity at the core of the city. It makes 
sense that glass occurs frequently in the work of Los 
Angeles artists. After all, this fragile substance is – 
according to the fact we are often told but can never 
quite comprehend – actually a liquid at room tem-
perature. Hill and Monahan both exploit this pre-
cariousness to create situations of barely contained 
tension, in sculptures that – in Hill’s case – seem 
to rest improbably heavy objects on sheets of glass 
or – in Monahan’s – bind it to blocks of foam with 
straps and metal ratchets. Wetness is in even more 
explicit evidence in the work of Curry, Hill and 
Ruby but in each instance, though in markedly dif-
ferent ways, it is illusory and ultimately points to its 
opposite: dryness. Ruby is well known for his sculp-
tures such as Monument Stalagmite/Tried & Trode!

FLUID NATURE

B Y J O N AT H A N G R I F F I N

For a couple of months Jonathan Griffin has been roaming Los Angeles, along its major traffic arteries, 
exploring alleys behind sparkling facades, sniffing and sampling the matter of the city. Indubitably liquid 
– with its incessant traffic, petroleum bubbling forth in courtyards and earthquake-wrinkled pavement 

–  Los Angeles has been petrified by a group of artists who live there. Griffin explains how and why Aaron 
Curry, Matthew Monahan, Patrick Hill, Thomas Houseago and Sterling Ruby have managed to solidify its 

essence, without ever directly talking about Los Angeles.

La Brea Tar Pits, Wilshire Boulevard, 
Los Angeles. 
















