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Los Angeles is a place filled with history and mystery, a place that has spawned many cults and 
spiritual groups –Scientology was invented in Hollywood and Aleister Crowley’s followers 
converged here – as much as it has propagated ideas of the superficial, urbanism, geography, 
and culture. It is a place with many industries, from fashion to pornography, that impact the lives 
of those who live here. There is a certain energy that exists in this place that in its intangible 
nature is almost impossible to articulate. It comes from the landscape, from proximity to nature, 
from the sun, from the moon, from the few visible stars, and from miles of asphalt. This 
intangible quality is created from these natural elements but is propagated by the imagination. It 
is a search for the poetic rather than the necessarily logical. Next to the feeling, there are few 
ways to visualize the unseen, in alternative modes of consciousness, or in seeing through art. 
This idea has been explored over the decades in art, especially in the work of the curator James 
Johnson Sweeney.!
!
Throughout his career, which spanned from the 1940s to the 1970s, Sweeney worked to 
articulate the modes of consciousness found in modern art by working to emancipate the 
potential of “imaginative, mystically oriented aesthetic experience”  to figure more heavily than 1

was acknowledged by his contemporaries, (i.e. Clement Greenberg, et al.). During his tenure at 
the Guggenheim and at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Sweeney was in the search of the 
“unseen through the seen,” engaging the motifs of mysticism in his curatorial projects. In his 
view, the “instrumental capacity of aesthetics to express – and potentially induce – 
transformational and transcendent states of being, coupled with the imaginative capacity to 
promote the viewer’s symbolic ability to occupy multiple temporal and spatial locations 
simultaneously.”  Sweeney’s position on modern art opened the potential for an experience 2

beyond the aesthetic, in contrast to the prevalent ideology of the autonomous object in 
modernist discourse. His work, which focused on artists such as Duchamp, Alberto Burri, Jean 
Tinguely, and Eduardo Chillida, opened the discourse of modernism into the larger realm of 
consciousness, expanding the idea of abstraction into one that included the possibility for the 



viewer to enlarge their vision of art into the realm of the real and the imaginary. Though his work 
is specifically related to modern art, the advanced concepts espoused by Sweeney resonate 
today. As we culturally connect further through devices and media, there is a a backlash to the 
movement: a return to the body, to the self, and to the soul. Artists have returned to these 
central concepts in order to define a changing age. Considering Sweeney’s curatorial framework 
as its inspiration, this exhibition contemplates a contemporary return of the discourse of 
mysticism and the transcendental in current artistic practices.!
!
The nineteen artists in the exhibition The White Album are involved in the exploration of ideas of 
alchemy, animism, vitalism, magic, corporeal transformation, and wonder. Ideas that generate a 
connection to the universe that exists outside of ourselves and push against established 
intellectual and cultural norms. The possibility to see the unseen is unparalleled in art and if we 
reach closer to the unspoken truths that exist within and around works of art, we might find a 
deeper understanding of ourselves and the world around us. In the search of the things we can 
not explain, artists present questions that occupy the space of consciousness, with the hopes 
that we might see the unseen within the work and into the beyond. !
!
I read the book The White Album by Joan Didion on a house boat in the middle of Lake Powell, 
Utah, surrounded by a vast expanse of water and the wilderness of nature – the kind of beauty 
that only exists in the west. Like many, I moved to California to escape, to start anew, and this 
unassuming book explained many of the unanswered questions that I had in my mind about 
California. In its various chapters – covering topics such as the end of the sixties, the 
importance of water in the desert, the decadence of the newly opened Getty Villa, among others 
– I found a source that described some of those intangible meanings that surrounded me, 
answers to the oral history that became part of my own Los Angeles narrative. For Didion, the 
end of the sixties was the motivating force behind her collection of essays, but its narrative was 
about the loss of social and cultural progress, and the breakdown of structures that maintained 
sanity among the populous. Today the questions asked by Didion remain: Where do we locate 
ourselves in the midst of a time of political stalemate, turmoil, and war? Where does our current 
narrative exist? Where is the potential of imagining the future? “Ancient fountains once worked, 
and drowned out that very silence we have come to expect and want from the past,”  says 3

Didion in her essay on The Getty Villa, proposing a series of rhetorical questions that repeat 



themselves every few decades. Answers that come with the end of one era and the beginning of 
another.!
!
With the exhibition The White Album, I seek to reveal another rupture, one that marks a return to 
the metaphysical as a way to orient artistic practices. In place of the rupture, I propose a cultural 
narrative based in memory, history, and the transcendental. Responding to the various 
industries and histories that surround Los Angeles, each of the artists tell their own unique 
stories in order to live, and attempt to unravel the various psychological states of art making in a 
location full of sunlight and expansive skies. It is an investigation of the possibility of the spiritual 
and the mystical to subtly influence the experience of place around us. Using the art of poetics, 
the artists in the exhibition explore the physical and natural elements of their surroundings. I 
think of the explorations of the Light and Space movement in the 1960s, Bruce Nauman 
claiming that artists reveal mystic truths, or Bas Jan Ader’s tragic journey In Search of the 
Miraculous (1975). The search for the intangible qualities of the psyche and the metaphysical 
have not ceased to influence and direct the attention of artists working in the places where logic 
can not reach. Whether considered to be spiritual or conceptual, these artists were influenced 
by Western philosophies and cognitive sciences. Sol LeWitt wrote in his “Sentences on 
Conceptual Art” that artists were mystics rather than rationalists, “they leap to conclusions that 
logic cannot reach.”  In pushing against cultural and intellectual norms, artists (and curators) 4

give life to the possibility of changing the direction of society and culture-at-large, infusing art 
with poetic, mystical, and political impulses that combine to crystalize a vital energy, ultimately 
connecting with the viewer’s consciousness and perception. With this hope, the exhibition The 
White Album presents an inspirational vision that asks the viewer to not forego the past or fear 
the future, but to look into the present for answers that define whatever comes next. 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