

















Gainsborough painting of that name that is the international superstar in the

museum’s collection. A displayed archive like Mario Ayala’s underground Chicano
magazines — source material for skilled airbrush paintings that evoke vernacular
altarpieces — is thrown into high relief in the vicinity of a heavily Anglo-American

library in a town with Indigenous roots in Mexico.

Ellison tucked one of his acutely detailed photographs of the attributes of white
ruling-class society into the American galleries, next to a double-portrait by
Bostonian John Singleton Copley showing 18th century British landed gentry. A life-
sized photocollage by Kandis Williams has Henry E. Huntington, billionaire robber
baron and founder of the place, merging with Goya’s rendition of the pre-Olympian

Greek god Saturn, wild-eyed as he devours the bloody corpse of his own murdered

son.

Museums, after all, are theatrical spaces for historical narratives and their ongoing

revisions. Some artists make that clear.



Meanwhile there’s the catalog, which begins with a handsome if portentous
photograph by William Hertrich, Henry Huntington’s head gardener. Shot in the
famous cactus garden, the black-and-white picture of a colossal Agave atrovirens
shows an immense, asparagus-like stalk shooting skyward from the center of the big

plant’s imposing rosette of serrated leaves.

The agave, a type of century plant, lives a long life — then blooms once and dies.

Taken in 1929, the photograph of abundant life and imminent, flame-out death was
captured just as greed-soaked America was about to crash and burn in the poverty
and chaos of the Great Depression. The shuttered 2020 L.A. biennial is timely, even if

it never opens.



