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1. Transcript 

1.1. TAPE NUMBER: I, Side One (December 27, 1976) 

PHILLIPS 

Would you like to tell me a little bit about where and when you were born and 

who your parents were and where you lived? 

BLUM 

Certainly. I was born in New York, in New York City, in 1930, and I lived there 

until I was ten or eleven years old. At that time, my family moved to Phoenix, 

Arizona, where I went to high school and subsequently graduated from high 

school and then went on to the University of Arizona in Tucson, Arizona, and 

studied there for three years. I was a drama and English major. After three 

years of college, I entered the air force? that was during the Korean campaign. 

I spent three and a half years in the air force. And when I was discharged, I 

went out to New York and lived in New York for three years during that time. 

PHILLIPS 
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So you were then about how old? 

BLUM 

I was then in my twenties. I was roughly twenty-two or twenty-three. I 

thought about going back to school and taking my degree, but I decided I 

would rather get involved in whatever at that time. 

PHILLIPS 

Flesh out your early life a little more. Did you have some brothers and sisters? 

BLUM 

I had one younger brother. 

PHILLIPS 

And you were the first born. 

BLUM 

That's right. 

PHILLIPS 

Do you remember much about growing up in New York until the time you 

were ten? 

BLUM 

Very little, surprisingly. It was—The contrast between East and West for me 

was so great. And the weather was a really—It's still a kind of important factor 

to me; it was an important factor to me as a child, and it stays an important 

factor to me. I can remember a very closed, closeted kind of growing up. I 

remember being layered in terms of clothes and coming completely undone in 

Arizona. It was a great pleasure and a great joy for me. Growing up in Arizona, 

at least from the time I arrived, it was so exciting to me and so much more to 

my taste, and the contrast was so great, and I was able to really sense it and 

understand it in a lot of different ways. In ways I still do, strangely: I'm very 

nostalgic about the West still for that reason. I think probably it goes back to 

that time in my life. 

PHILLIPS 



What were your parents like? 

BLUM 

Really very permissive, really marvelous people. My father had arthritis, he 

was very sick, and we left New York for that reason. He was critically affected 

by this disease, and we moved to Arizona, because he thought of it as virtually 

a last resort. And it did in truth extend his life a great many years. But it finally 

did kill him. It, progressively, in New York got worse from year to year, and 

when we moved to Arizona,; it. was somewhat arrested. But he was a man of 

extraordinary humor and extraordinary vivacity and crippled as a result of this 

disease, and I always thought it really unfair. I was always disturbed by it. 

PHILLIPS 

Was he in a wheelchair? 

BLUM 

No, he could get around, but he was bent over and couldn't move his neck at 

all; his neck was stiff, he couldn't turn his head at all, and was quite 

misshapen. It was always very difficult for him to move. But he got around, 

and he never lost this kind of humor that he had, and he was very important 

to me in a lot of ways. 

PHILLIPS 

Did he die early? 

BLUM 

He died early, yes. 

PHILLIPS 

Were either of your parents interested in art? Was there anything special 

going on there? 

BLUM 

No. No, there was no interest. 

PHILLIPS 



Was there anyone in your early life who had that kind of interest—a teacher 

or special friend? 

BLUM 

No. 

PHILLIPS 

Let's see, you told me when you were at the university that you took English 

and drama— 

BLUM 

I was a drama major and an English minor. My interest really was in the 

theater: I was very interested in acting and very interested in directing, and 

when I left school and joined the air force, after a very short time I went into 

Armed Forces Radio Service. I'd had some radio experience at the university, 

and I magnified that when I was in the service, and they put me in the Armed 

Forces Network, and they sent me very quickly, after basic training, to 

Germany, I started as a newscaster and as a disc jockey, and I did that for my 

whole tenure in the air force. 

PHILLIPS 

That's one of the reasons you have such a good voice now was that. 

BLUM 

That's right, that training. That's correct, [laughter] 

PHILLIPS 

Did you see a lot of movies when you were growing up? Was that a big part of 

your life? 

BLUM 

No. Not really, no. I just—I got involved in the theater, or interested in drama, 

when I moved to Phoenix. I took a course in drama, just out of the blue, so to 

speak, and I had a fabulous teacher, a lady whose name was Hicks. I 

remember her very well. Lucille Hicks was her name. And she was extremely 

interested in me and in developing this talent she was sure that I had. Well, 

her certainty made me curious and made me want to pursue this tendency. 



And it was just as simple as that. I had the lead in two or three school plays, 

and I was very involved in the theater when I was in high school and pursued it 

into college. 

PHILLIPS 

But you don't see anything unusual about your upbringing or your experiences 

in— 

BLUM 

No. To give you some lead as to why I eventually became a dealer? Absolutely 

none, absolutely none. The really shaping experience, without any question, in 

my life in terms of that had to do with my living in New York after I had gotten 

out of the Air Force, after living in New York for some six months and working 

with one or two off-Broadway groups. I was with a group called The Circle in 

the Square for a short time, worked with them for a short time, but I could see 

that it was going to be very complicated and very time-consuming and costly 

to me to pursue this career. But I was very determined to do it, and yet, some 

six months after I arrived in New York, a friend of mine said, "Are you free for 

lunch?" And I said yes, that I was. And he said, "I'm having lunch with a man 

whose name is Hans Knoll, and he is the owner of a furniture company. He's a 

European, a German, but an extraordinarily interesting man." And "Would you 

like to come?" And I said that I would. So I went to lunch very casually and met 

this man, Hans Knoll, who'd, started this furniture company [Knoll Associates]. 

And he seemed to me a very intriguing, very interesting man, and he found me 

interesting. He said after the lunch that his showroom was just a few blocks 

away from the restaurant, and would I be interested in coming to look at the 

showroom and so and so. And I said I would very much. And it was really my 

first exposure to modern furniture, and I liked very much what I saw. 

PHILLIPS 

And also perhaps the notion of modern architecture? 

BLUM 

Exactly. 

PHILLIPS 

You hadn't really experienced that before? 



BLUM 

Not at all, not really. I mean I'd experienced it only obliquely, but I never really 

focused, never really concentrated on it, on that aspect. And I went to the 

showroom and liked it enormously, and I spent a long time talking to him and 

telling him about myself; he was very interested in me and my attitudes. And 

he thought that I was keen in my response to what I was looking at, which was 

really interesting. At the end of the day, after spending quite a lot of time 

there, he said to me, "Would you like to come to work for Knoll?" And I said 

no. I said, "I'm really interested in the theater; that's what I'm doing in New 

York, and this would be another focus." And he said, "I think you have a real 

talent for this." He said, "I think, judging from the conversation I've had with 

you today, " he said, "I think that you could do this very well." 

PHILLIPS 

How old a man was Knoll? 

BLUM 

He was perhaps, oh, in his, I would say, in his late thirties at that time, perhaps 

thirty-seven, thirty-eight. I was at that time twelve, fifteen years younger. And 

in any case, he thought for a while, and he said, "Well, a career in the theater 

is a complicated thing, it just isn't easy to pursue." He said, "I'll tell you what. I 

really think that you are very gifted for this kind of work as well, and if you 

would agree to stay with me for a year's time," he said, "I will give you X 

amount of dollars a week"—quite a lot of money at the time. And he said, "If 

you stay for a whole year, I'll give you an enormous bonus, and by then you'll 

have the money you need to pursue your career certainly. It will only take a 

year out of your life—you're as young as you are—and if you decide you want 

to continue on here, you'll have that opportunity, I'm sure. But, you know, you 

can test me, and I can test you, and we can gauge each other. In any case, if 

you stay for a year—you know, the length of the contract—I'll give you X 

amount of dollars bonus to do that." 

PHILLIPS 

It's wonderful to: have someone offering you something like that and really 

wanting you. 



BLUM 

Yes. It was very strange to me. And I said, well, I would think about it. I 

thought about it for two or three days and called him back up, and I said, "I'll 

do it." I started forthwith and began working in the showroom. It was 

absolutely a revelation to me; every day was another day and was 

extraordinary and interesting. 

PHILLIPS 

He was at that time carrying and promoting; and did he do some designing, 

too? 

BLUM 

Yes, there was a planning unit attached to the first showroom that was 

headed by— 

PHILLIPS 

He was carrying and promoting and designing, really, the very best modern 

furniture— 

BLUM 

Absolutely. Stuff by Mies van der Rohe, stuff by [Eero] Saarinen [and] 

Corbusier. 

PHILLIPS 

—in the United States? 

BLUM 

Yes, absolutely. 

PHILLIPS 

Really classical material. 

BLUM 

I think the thing to remember is that at that time, as far back as that, there 

was very little modern furniture, and when you wanted modern furniture, that 

was the one place where you could go. He extended showrooms from New 



York to Germany to. France to England—on and on. He was just one of the 

most magnetic and one of the most extraordinary people I've ever known, just 

a brilliant, brilliant guy, a very inspirational kind of guy who—Whenever you 

think of business people ideally, you think of people who have enormous 

imagination and people who really risk and people who are very courageous in 

that way, although very few business people are those things. Hans Knoll, it 

seemed to me, really was that and inspired everybody who worked for him in 

the most startling way. 

PHILLIPS 

And what did you do while. you were there? Tell me again how old you were 

when you started that. 

BLUM 

I was twenty-three. 

PHILLIPS 

You were twenty-three. And you were there for three years? 

BLUM 

Yes. After the first year, I knew absolutely that I would stay—probably stay, 

forever, I thought. 

PHILLIPS 

And what did you do there? 

BLUM 

Well, the key thing I did towards the end of my stay—I stayed, as I say, for 

three years—but towards the last year or so, I began working almost 

exclusively with his wife, with Florence Knoll, who I got on with very well. And 

I worked in the planning unit, and— 

PHILLIPS 

I just saw a picture of Florence Knoll, who was in the same class at Cranberry 

Academy with Charles and Rae Eames and that whole group of people. 

BLUM 



Oh, that's interesting. That's interesting. So Florence Knoll worked in the 

planning unit, or headed up the planning unit section, of Knoll Associates. The 

planning unit would go to a big corporation and—well, a big corporation 

would rather come to them and ask them to fashion executive office suites, 

for example, and Florence Knoll was responsible for everything: she was 

responsible for carpet, for window treatment, for furniture, for choice of 

fabrics, and for paintings, strangely enough. And I became very close to her 

and worked very closely with her in terms of this kind of coordinating. And 

very often I would accessorize these offices, and I would buy the pictures. 

Well, I began going to galleries. 

PHILLIPS 

You probably really hadn't looked at modern paintings until then. 

BLUM 

Never had. Never had until then. I remember—The only thing that I can 

remember absolutely and can tell you about was that I adored Ben Shahn. 

[laughter]. In any case, most of the paintings I bought, early on, were naive. 

Gradually I became a little more sophisticated and would spend a little more 

money, but I bought hundreds of paintings by Josef Albers, because the scale 

was always something you didn't, have to worry about and the color was 

precise. 

PHILLIPS 

And how much were you paying for those paintings? 

BLUM 

Oh, very little money: $600. 

PHILLIPS 

About what year was that? 

BLUM 

This was about 1957. '56—'56, '57. I was buying all this absolutely for nothing. 

I started buying for scale and color, just for those reasons. You must 

remember as well that Knoll was located on Madison and Fifty-seventh Street. 



PHILLIPS 

Oh, my! 

BLUM 

So that, gradually, as I began looking at paintings and considering them as 

appendages, gradually my focus became greater and greater. Virtually every 

day I would go to galleries, such as Betty Parsons, such as particularly Sidney 

Janis Gallery; I think I was trained more at the Janis Gallery than anywhere 

else—and that includes the Museum of Modern Art, and that includes the 

Whitney, and that includes the Guggenheim, located in one of the Rockefeller 

townhouses at that time. I remember doing all that at that time, looking as 

hard at painting as I could look and at as much painting as I could possibly 

focus on. And gradually, since that became almost abruptly a very consuming 

interest of mine, I met a lot of people in the art world. 

PHILLIPS 

Were you reading about paintings, and, too, did you read Tom Hess, people 

like that? 

BLUM 

Yes, absolutely. I began reading everything I could read. I met Ben Heller. I was 

taken to see his things in his apartment, which was an extraordinary 

experience. I was really overwhelmed by what I saw. I didn't totally 

understand everything I was looking at at that time, but I had every feeling 

that what I was looking at was really authentic and possibly revolutionary. 

PHILLIPS 

In that Heller apartment, besides the beautiful Knoll furniture, [were] that 

gorgeous [Jackson] Pollock Number 1, and Blue Poles, and these really, what 

seemed like, gigantic abstract expressionist paintings. 

BLUM 

Oh, yes, I'd never seen anything like it in my life. The big mural-size [Barnett] 

Newman, Vir Heroicus [Sublimis], a big, red, mural-size picture, I remember, 

was an absolutely shattering experience for me, for reasons that weren't clear 

to me at that time: just the scale of it, the authenticity of it, just the intensity 



of what it was that I saw really overpowered me. And I thought it was strange 

that the one place in New York at that moment where you could see so much 

of that sort of painting was Ben Heller's apartment and not really at the 

Museum of Modern Art, where I felt that material should really be. 

PHILLIPS 

And also installed in such a loving way. 

BLUM 

Yes, yes. 

PHILLIPS 

Of course, I think it's true that painting always looks better in a room, in a 

private room, than in an apartment— 

BLUM 

Absolutely, it looks better lived with, I've always thought— 

PHILLIPS 

—or rather, than in a museum— 

BLUM 

—than in a museum. 

PHILLIPS 

—because everything fits, and it kind of has a lived-in, loved quality to it. 

BLUM 

Right. Right. And with luck, you get a kind of style that ideally can illuminate. 

PHILLIPS 

And the environment really sets off the painting, which, as you know, is so 

important. 

BLUM 

Exactly, it's very important, extremely important. And it gives you an easier 

insight into the painting, I think, than you would ordinarily get, you know. 



PHILLIPS 

Who else did you meet besides Ben and Judy Heller 

BLUM 

I met David Herbert who—I bought two or three things from a charming 

young man who worked for Janis at the time and who would spend endless 

hours with me just giving me insight after insight. 

PHILLIPS 

Of course, you did buy the Albers through him— 

BLUM 

That's right. 

PHILLIPS 

—so that was helpful. 

BLUM 

That's right. And that's how it started, you know. He saw that I was serious, 

and he knew that I worked for Knoll, and he knew that he wouldn't be wasting 

his time, and so he took quite a lot of time with me. And we would do lunch, 

or he would take me around, or when there was something important for me 

to see, he would call and tell me that there was something important for me 

to see. And then he convinced me—he above all—really convinced me that 

what I should do, since I had the taste that I had, and the kind of interest that I 

had, is that I should start collecting. He said, "It would make incredible sense 

for you to do that, the impulse that you have, and you can buy the work of 

younger artists very, very reasonably, and I can at least point you to one or 

two people that you might consider." He pointed me to several people: Bill 

Scharf was a friend of his at the time, and I bought a small painting of his 

(which I still own, as a matter of fact), a little gouache, actually. And then he 

took me to visit Ellsworth Kelly. And on my first trip to Kelly—this was in 1957, 

early in '57—I bought for seventy-five dollars a little black-and-white painting, 

which I still own. It's kind of Matisse-like; it's like a plant form, but 

extraordinarily beautiful, and it's a picture I really value enormously, as much 

for that past experience as for the painting. 



PHILLIPS 

What was Kelly like in those days? Where was he living? 

BLUM 

Very innocent, very young. [He] lived in a beautiful studio, I must say, having 

just returned from Paris the previous year; he took a studio on Coenties Slip, 

and Coenties Slip is kind of a hotbed of really curious, interesting artists. He 

lived right next door to Bob Indiana (then Bobby Clark), and just next door to 

Agnes Martin and just next door to Jack Youngerman. So all those people, who 

were all extremely friendly one with the next, shared a situation. And they 

were very close by and neighbors of a pair of younger artists who lived around 

the corner, Jasper Johns and Bob Rauschenberg. So that area was very private; 

Coenties Slip is down on the waterfront. Most of those studios have been torn 

down since that time. That area is pretty much gone by now. But it was 

around the corner from a fish restaurant called Sloppy Louie's, which is still 

there. [laughter] And in the late—In the middle fifties, when I lived in New 

York, there were very many artist studios in that region as you can see. These 

people happened to be particularly friendly one to the next, and I spent quite 

a lot of time with them. 

PHILLIPS 

You weren't too much younger than the rest of them; you were kind of peers. 

BLUM 

No, all about the same age. They were about as old as I was, maybe one or 

two years older, something like that. 

PHILLIPS 

Did you party with some of these people? 

BLUM 

Yes, quite a lot. 

PHILLIPS 

Really got to know them well. 

BLUM 



Absolutely, absolutely. And I had the most intimate talks with them, and they 

were very free to tell you who they thought had quality, who they thought 

didn't, and so I began to participate in these conversations with artists, which 

gave me insight after insight into what influenced and shaped their world. 

PHILLIPS 

And it was a very natural thing that you were doing. It wasn't as if they were 

celebrities. 

BLUM 

No, completely natural, and we did it— 

PHILLIPS 

You were all equals. 

BLUM 

Yes, they weren't celebrities at all; I mean, they could barely sell their work. 

But they were all interested in painting in a way that I was interested in 

painting, and there was no thought that I was going to go off and have some 

career based on that experience; it was just done out of enormous interest 

and out of my own curiosity and my own passion. And they were very, very 

eager to talk to anyone sympathetic. 

PHILLIPS 

Who would listen. 

BLUM 

Who would listen, exactly. So it wasn't complicated at all. 

PHILLIPS 

Can you remember what Johns and Rauschenberg were like in those days? 

BLUM 

Very accessible, very much involved one with the next. That was just about 

the time that the man who (I can't recall his name right at the moment, but I 

think he's still responsible for the windows at Tiffany's and the windows at 

Bonwit Teller's, but mostly, I think, at Tiffany's) worked at Tiffany's [and] hired 



younger artists very often to do windows. And both Rauschenberg—That year, 

both Rauschenberg and Jasper had done windows at Tiffany's, and had made 

quite a little bit of money and had gotten a certain notoriety from having done 

that and a certain kind of amount of interest for having done those windows 

(which they did very beautifully, I think, by contrasting, in many instances, 

sand and driftwood with rare and precious stones). 

PHILLIPS 

And when you think that that was done in the middle fifties, it was really 

revolutionary then. I mean, now, you see anything in a Fifth Avenue window 

display; but then, it really— 

BLUM 

That's right, at that time it was very radical. And you couldn't have a better 

showcase than right there on the corner of Madison and Fifty-seventh Street: I 

mean, people looked, all kinds of people, and assessed what they saw and 

talked about it. So it gave them a kind of notoriety, I remember that, and they 

were very thrilled about it. Andy [Warhol] was hired, as a matter of fact, to do 

the windows at Bonwit's by this very same man—Gene Moore is his name! 

Gosh, there's a name I haven't thought of for twenty years. Gene Moore. They 

really adored him. He was a— 

PHILLIPS 

Did you know Andy Warhol then? 

BLUM 

No, I didn't. No, I didn't. I remember seeing his windows. His windows were 

the very first pop paintings ever painted. That came— I'm sorry, that came 

later; that came around 1960. 

PHILLIPS 

That's probably why you didn't know him: you were probably gone from New 

York then. 

BLUM 

I was gone, yes. And also, Andy at the time, in the fifties, was working as a 

graphic designer, not at all as an artist, so we never crossed paths. 



PHILLIPS 

Can you remember how you reacted to New York during that period you were 

there? 

BLUM 

Oh, yes. I really loved it. I was very—I just hit on so many different activities. 

You know, I remembered it as a child, but it was very different going back. 

New York is a multilayered place, and very often you can just touch on one or 

two aspects of it, and the aspects I happened to hit when I was there that time 

were very extraordinary. It was an up moment. There was really the feeling 

that American painting was for the first time free from the shackles of what 

had preceded it. [Willem] de Kooning was a popular hero. There was the 

Cedar Street Bar where we all went and would meet and often talk with Franz 

Kline, who was comfortably accessible at that time; with de Kooning, who was 

equally accessible. The art community was tiny, really, compared to what it is 

today. It's vast today, and in the fifties it was very small: a few museum 

people, a few critics, a few artists, a club that the artists went to where [Ad] 

Reinhardt would hold forth to everyone's amusement, or Herman Cherry or 

Michael Goldberg. There was absolutely no question among the artists, in any 

case, that something really extraordinary had happened in New York at that 

time. And there was indeed at that time a second generation—by that I mean, 

1957—there was a second generation really emulating the first. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes. I was going to say, you're talking about a period that was a little after 

Pollock and some of those people later—and [Arshile] Gorky—they had 

already sort of fallen on— 

BLUM 

Not really, not really. Pollock was very much—Gosh, I can't remember when 

Pollock died, but I do remember seeing him—it might have been in 1956—I do 

remember seeing him in this Cedar Street Bar. And I do remember sitting with 

him, and I do remember meeting him—very vividly, as a matter of fact. There 

was just an enormous electricity, enormous excitement. Also, there was the 

fact that a lot of the best of that experience was being ignored pretty 



generally, and consequently, that made the people involved that much more 

affectionate one for the next. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes, it was a small world. 

BLUM 

It was a small world. And it was heady stuff, it really was; it was extraordinary 

stuff. 

PHILLIPS 

Now, you were in New York for about three years during that period, and then 

what happened to you? 

BLUM 

Well, I worked for Knoll during that time. After roughly two and a half years of 

being employed by this firm, Hans Knoll opened a showroom in Havana, Cuba, 

and went down to visit that showroom. This is again the end of 1957. He went 

down to visit the showroom at the beginning of 1958 and sent a Porsche 

automobile that he owned by boat down to that island. And he picked the car 

up at the pier, drove around for several days, and one afternoon while he was 

down there [he] was hit by a runaway truck and was killed. 

PHILLIPS 

Oh, I never knew that. 

BLUM 

Yes, he died immediately. And I was about—At that time, just prior to his 

going down to Cuba, he asked me if I would be interested in going to Berlitz 

[to] study Spanish; he was thinking of opening a showroom in Mexico City, and 

it was his intention to send me down to Mexico City and head it up if I could 

conquer the language in a space of time. I thought that I would really do that, 

and I thought it would be really interesting for me. And so, had he not died, I 

would probably be living in Mexico today—speaking Spanish! [laughter] 

PHILLIPS 

Speaking Spanish and dispensing Knoll furniture. 



BLUM 

That's right. Fate kind of works in funny ways. But when he died, all the 

imagination, all the spirit, everything I really adored about the company, all 

the risk-taking—and he really did that, and did that in order to test himself 

from time to time, and I really adored that aspect of it—all that kind of died 

with his death. I stayed on for six months, and I became extremely 

uncomfortable working there. Somehow everything that was never formally 

repetitive to me started to get repetitive, and I became very, very bored and 

very uncomfortable. By this time, I was really totally immersed in the art 

world. In all my free time, I would take hours off from work and wander the 

galleries and go to the museums, and I would see friends of mine, all of whom 

by that time were in the art world. All my friends at the beginning of my stay 

in New York were in the theater at the end of my stay in New York, they were 

all in the art world, doing one thing or another, either as museum curators or 

as dealers or as artists. 

PHILLIPS 

Tell me which museum curators you know and which dealers. 

BLUM 

Gosh. In terms of dealers, Betty Parsons was a great, great friend and is really 

a friend to this day; [Sidney] Janis, in a much more formal way, I would say. 

And then there were young, young people who worked for other galleries; 

names just don't surface. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes, I know what you mean, because all those galleries always had one or two 

people— 

BLUM 

One or two people. 

PHILLIPS 

—who ran the gallery. 

BLUM 



Exactly right. One or two people who really ran the gallery, [who] were really 

accessible when the gallery person himself maybe wasn't. And some of these 

people were terribly, terribly well informed. 

PHILLIPS 

Had Henry Geldzahler started at the Metropolitan yet? 

BLUM 

Not yet, no. No. But a particular friend of mine and, I think, a shaping 

influence, I would say without any question, from that time, as I recall, was 

Dick Bellamy, who had started his gallery, started a gallery called the— 

PHILLIPS 

Green Gallery? 

BLUM 

No, was it called the Hansa, I think, with Ivan Karp—Did you know that? 

PHILLIPS 

No. 

BLUM 

Yes, that was prior to Green. They ran a gallery called (I'm not absolutely sure) 

but I think it was called the Hansa Gallery. In any case, they were in business 

together for a couple of years. Before Ivan moved to Leo [Castelli], he and Dick 

Bellamy were partners, and it's very little known, that fact. But I knew them 

both and spent quite a lot of time particularly with Bellamy and found him 

always intriguing, always enigmatic, and I find him the same today. [laughter] 

PHILLIPS 

What could you expect of someone with a Chinese mother? [laughter] 

BLUM 

Right, but extremely intuitive about what was coming down at that time. 

PHILLIPS 



I don't know the Hansa Gallery, but I know at the Green Gallery he was really 

the one who began showing a certain kind of art. 

BLUM 

No question about it. I mean, when you consider— 

PHILLIPS 

He discovered Mark di Suvero. 

BLUM 

—he showed [Claes] Oldenburg early on and showed di Suvero early on and 

showed [Lucas] Samaras, discovered Samaras. 

PHILLIPS 

Always very tough tastes. 

BLUM 

Yes, very tough taste, and a taste that always encompassed a wide spectrum 

rather than a, you know, a very specific idea about what painting should be. 

Had a very kind of—He always looked for people. I mean, when you consider 

people as disparate as Mark di Suvero, number one, in his habits and Larry 

Poons in his habits and Oldenburg in his, you can get some idea of Bellamy's 

intuition and some idea of his range. I think it was extraordinary, really 

unparalleled. Generally, people have a more consistent taste than that. Part of 

the secret about Dick is that he always went for people: if people came up to a 

certain level of interest as far as he was concerned, he would fix on them. 

PHILLIPS 

That brings up something that's often troubled me in the contemporary art 

world, which is something I'm sure you've run across too, and that has to do 

with these very high-energy people who are charismatic and extremely 

dynamic and gather people to them so that all of the movement and energy is 

sort of around these people, and sometimes their friend who stays at home 

and is very quiet, or is off in Cuba, New Mexico, or wherever, may turn out to 

be the more powerful artist. 

BLUM 



Absolutely. 

PHILLIPS 

I think that's rather true of Rauschenberg and Johns, don't, you? 

BLUM 

I think it is, too. I think that ultimately, if you've experienced a great many—If 

you've had relationships with a great number of artists, you really understand 

that there isn't a kind of a common thread; it can happen anywhere, it can 

come from any kind of source. Inspiration is a—I mean, genius, or that kind of 

talent, is an impossible thing to nail down, and to say that in this circumstance 

this and this will happen, it can happen—and often does—very, very obliquely. 

PHILLIPS 

And sometimes these very high-energy people who sort of capture everyone's 

imagination kind of end up doing almost too much of that— 

BLUM 

That's true. 

PHILLIPS 

—socializing and— 

BLUM 

That's true, that's a danger. 

PHILLIPS 

—and their energies get consumed in running these establishments. 

BLUM 

Absolutely, absolutely. And it's very often the case. 

PHILLIPS 

Interesting. 

BLUM 

Yes, it is. 



PHILLIPS 

Well, let's get you out of New York City. 

BLUM 

Well, after the death of Hans Knoll, and after my continuing on for several 

months, I decided then and there, very abruptly, that—I decided two things: 

that, number one, I really longed for the West and wanted to come back, 

really missed the landscape, missed the space, missed the weather, missed 

everything that you miss when you live in New York and you know what a 

different place can be like. 

PHILLIPS 

And you know that paradise existed on the other side. 

BLUM 

That's right, and you wonder why you're fighting the frost. Well, I think a lot of 

it had to do with the fact that I was very discouraged as well, so it was a 

combination of my being discouraged and my being bored, and finally the 

weather took on a kind of a greater significance. Everything takes on a greater 

significance when you're unhappy, and I was unhappy at Knoll. And so I told 

them I was leaving, and at that time I decided, as I say, to come West, first and 

foremost, and then, if possible, to do something regarding a gallery. I knew at 

that time that that's what I wanted to do. And I thought that I could do one in 

Los Angeles. In any case, without really exploring that possibility, I gave up my 

apartment in New York, I gave up my job in New York, packed all of my 

worldly goods and came to California with that ambition. I arrived in Los 

Angeles and took a tiny apartment and looked around and determined very 

quickly that there was only one gallery to my taste that represented what I 

thought a gallery should represent, in other words, risk taking and loose and 

somehow unstructured and somehow committed at the same time, and that 

was a gallery that had been started by Walter Hopps and Edward Kienholz a 

year before I arrived in Los Angeles. Ferus Gallery started in 1957, and I got 

here in the middle of 1958, in the summer of 1958. And having determined 

that the Ferus Gallery had the kind of energy that I thought a gallery should 

have and the kind of commitment that I thought a gallery should have, I 



immediately proceeded to make myself known to Walter and to Ed and very 

quickly became very friendly with both of them. 

PHILLIPS 

What was Walter like in those days? 

BLUM 

Enigmatic. [laughter] 

PHILLIPS 

How old was he then? 

BLUM 

I would say, at that time, about twenty-four. 

PHILLIPS 

And how long had he been down? Had he come straight from Petaluma to Los 

Angeles? 

BLUM 

Well, Shirley [Hopps Blum] was from Petaluma. Walter was from Eagle Rock, 

PHILLIPS 

Oh, he was from Eagle Rock. 

BLUM 

Yes. So he was really from right here and had gone to school here, and he was 

in service for a short time and got out and always kind of hovered around the 

art world, I think. He had that ambition ever since he was very, very young. He 

and Craig Kauffman, as a matter of fact, went to school together; they were 

very friendly, would always talk about painting. Walter knew [Walter] 

Arensberg, when Arensberg lived here. He visited the Arensbergs, as a matter 

of fact, and he always talks of that as an experience that marked a certain 

time in his life in a very dramatic way. And for Walter, there was never any 

question about what it is he wanted to do: he always wanted to be involved in 

the art world in some way or other. And he did an exhibition called the Merry-

Go-Round exhibition [Action I Show], where he invited artists from here and 



from San Francisco. This was even before the Ferus Gallery. I think that's how 

he got to meet Kienholz; that's even a little sketchy in my mind, but I think 

before the gallery started, he guest curated—I don't know at whose invitation, 

I'm still not sure—an exhibition called the Merry-Go-Round show. 

PHILLIPS 

It may have been at his own invitation. [laughter] 

BLUM 

It may have been at his own. It may have been just something hatched by 

Craig Kauffman and Walter. In any case, he picked up paintings from various 

artists' studios in San Francisco and in Los Angeles: people like John Altoon, 

who was included in the show; people like Ed Corbett; I think [Richard] 

Diebenkorn may have been in the show; Hassel Smith, certainly; Frank Lobdell, 

[Edward] Dugmore, who was up there at the time, Artie Richer. But in any 

case, Walter got this material and hung a big exhibition on canvas which was 

wrapped around these merry-go-round horses. 

PHILLIPS 

Was this on the pier? 

BLUM 

On the pier, in Santa Monica, yes. And I've seen—I know it happened, I saw 

the catalog. I saw the little flier (there wasn't a catalog, he could never afford 

it), but I saw the little brochure. And from there he met Kienholz, who was 

working, really, as an artist, beginning to work as an artist 1957, right around 

1956. And together they built this little shack on La Cienega Boulevard [736A 

N. La Cienega] started this—The gallery was a cooperative gallery, I think, 

virtually from the beginning. Kienholz and Walter shared whatever expenses 

there were. They were in operation for a year's time, as I say, when I arrived, 

and by that time Kienholz was very eager to get rolling as an artist, very eager 

to get out of the gallery business, decided by then that the gallery business 

was time consuming and he wanted no part of it. 

PHILLIPS 

Lots of work. 



BLUM 

And a lot of work in mailing the little announcements and a lot of funny things 

that one had to do, and Kienholz was very disenchanted, wanted out, and I 

wanted in. So we effected a situation whereby I bought Kienholz's share of the 

gallery for, as I recall, something like $500. And Kienholz stepped out, feeling 

he'd made the best of the bargain, I suspect, a huge profit. [laughter] 

PHILLIPS 

Then, when did you move across the street [723 N. La Cienega]? 

BLUM 

We moved across the street—Well, having once become Walter's partner, I 

decided that the space was completely inadequate, really. 

PHILLIPS: 

And you knew something about that because of your experience— 

BLUM 

Because of my experience at Knoll and my experience in New York. I was very 

dissatisfied with the space, and that meant quite a lot to me; I just felt that 

work couldn't be seen to its best advantage in the space as it was set up there. 

And Walter was quick to agree. He didn't argue at all. He said, "Fine, a new 

gallery would be lovely if we could manage it." 

PHILLIPS 

You had to do a little fund raising, didn't you? 

BLUM 

We had to do fund raising, yes. We had to bring a partner in with us, we 

quickly determined, in order to do a new gallery situation and become more 

professional in a way that I felt the gallery had to become in order to be taken 

more seriously. We needed financing. Walter had a limited amount of money. 

I did as well. So we were agreed that that's what we had to do and that that 

was the next step. 

PHILLIPS 



Why don't we stop here for—[tape recorder turned off] Let me ask you about 

the scene in Los Angeles then. Who was reviewing art in Los Angeles? 

BLUM 

As far back as I can remember, it was Henry Seldis. I think he was here. 

PHILLIPS 

Arthur Millier was no longer— 

BLUM 

Oh, I beg your pardon, it was Millier, and I can't really recall exactly when 

Millier stopped and Seldis began. 

PHILLIPS 

Do you remember any reviews of that first year of your gallery that appeared 

in the Los Angeles Times? 

BLUM 

They were virtually valueless, I can remember that. I can remember— Well, I 

think that's jumping a bit, Joann. I think that probably we should say that, 

when Walter and I decided we would do a new situation and extend the 

gallery in ways that we both thought the gallery needed extending, the Ferus 

Gallery, at that time when I arrived, represented some thirty-five artists, and I 

felt that that was excessive. 
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PHILLIPS 

Irving, you were talking about the beginning year of the Ferus Gallery, so I'll let 

you go ahead with that. 

BLUM 

Right. The important thing, I think—Well, there were several salient points, 

one of them having to do with the fact that Ferus before I arrived was 

representing some thirty-five artists, and I felt that that wasn't the way one 

could really do a gallery. I felt that you had an obligation to the people you 

represented, and by taking on too many people you were treating them all 



less than fairly. So I was able to convince Walter that we had to reduce the 

number of people that we were representing. 

PHILLIPS 

I'm sure that Walter's attitude then was a very nonprofessional one. I don't 

say that in the pejorative sense, but he just wanted to expose artists and get 

things going. 

BLUM 

Absolutely. Exactly. 

PHILLIPS 

But since he'd never seen the model of a correctly run contemporary gallery, 

he had no idea how to do it. 

BLUM 

I would say that's very fair. And his attitude was a marvelous one, it was a 

lovely one. It just wasn't workable, it just wasn't effective, you know. And I 

was able to persuade him very quickly that it wasn't, going to be effective and 

hadn't been really effective, and that what we had to do was become more 

critical ourselves, reduce the number of people to a manageable number, and 

proceed from that point. Well, we began doing that. That was a very, very 

painful process, because it meant that we had to exclude people from our 

selection. And some of these people were—It was easier for me than it was 

for Walter, I must say. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes, because he'd, probably grown up with a lot of them. 

BLUM 

He'd grown up with a lot of them, he knew a lot of them, he was very friendly 

with a lot of them, and I came from another place, and I was very cold—not 

so; much cold, but objective and less emotionally involved than he was. So a 

lot of that work fell to me, but I felt I really had to do it. Walter and I would sit, 

and we came to conclusions about who we wanted, and among that hard 

group that we started with were people like Craig Kauffman, people like Ed 

Moses, people like John Altoon. And then Bob Irwin showed at Felix Landau's 



gallery at the time, and he was an artist I was very interested in. We 

approached him—He seemed dissatisfied at Landau's, and I approached him 

and asked if he wouldn't join us in this endeavor, and he said that he would 

indeed join us—and did very quickly. Richards Ruben was another, artist 

[whom] I was interested in [who] came with us. And then John Mason. And 

then several artists from the Bay Area, including Frank Lobdell and Hassel 

Smith, Sonia Gechtoff, Jay DeFeo. And that pretty much was the core. Shortly 

after, we added people like Larry Bell and Ken Price, Ed Ruscha. And that 

became the core of the Ferus Gallery. Once we reduced the number of people 

we thought we would show to a workable number, we then started exploring 

the possibility of raising money from within the community somehow and 

expanding this little situation. I remember Walter and I sitting, and I said, 

"Who are the people that come into the gallery, and who have come in that 

you've sold paintings to in the past? That would be one way to start." And he 

could hardly come up with a list. Indeed, the single modern collection in 

Southern California at that time of any dimension that I really knew about was 

your collection, was the [Gifford and Joann] Phillips collection. There weren't 

very many other people that I knew about [who] were buying modern 

paintings. 

PHILLIPS 

I remember you came to see us and we didn't give you any money. [laughter] 

BLUM 

Well, let me give you the three names, that we were able to produce at that 

time, because I think it will be interesting. One was Sayde Moss, who was a 

lady who came in from time to time. She was the third name on our list. She 

was an older lady who'd recently lost her husband and had quite a lot of 

money— 

PHILLIPS 

Her husband had been quite well-to-do. 

BLUM 

Her husband was well-to-do, and she was well known in the community as 

having sponsored the Monday Evening Concerts. 



PHILLIPS 

Right. She was looking for something to do. 

BLUM 

Looking for something to do, so far as we understood. So that was one name 

we had. She was a real possibility for somebody we might approach for funds. 

Another possibility was Vincent Price, whom I approached and who had no 

interest in being supportive in this way; but he was well known as being 

somebody here in the community who was interested in painting. Do you 

remember?. 

PHILLIPS 

That's right. I mean, he did understand modern painting and did buy a few 

things. 

BLUM 

Exactly. And we thought that he might be a possibility. And there were you 

and Gifford. I remember my coming to you and your saying that you were 

terribly interested in the project and you were promising to be supportive of 

the project, but you felt you didn't want to get involved on that level, in terms 

of really sponsoring a gallery. That was something I could certainly 

understand. Well, finally, when we presented all this to Sayde Moss, she 

agreed to participate up to a certain limit, and we felt that we could pursue 

our idea with her support. So that's how it really began. 

PHILLIPS 

Who were the other dealers in town then that you remember? Did you have 

anything to do with the— 

BLUM 

The only other dealers that I remember in Los Angeles were Felix Landau at 

that time, who had a little gallery [Felix Landau Gallery] on La Cienega 

Boulevard; Esther Robles [Gallery] was here at that time; Joan Ankrum 

[Gallery], I think, was just starting, hadn't really quite started then, she started 

perhaps a year after we began; and in Beverly Hills, Frank Perls [Gallery] and 

Paul Kantor [Gallery]. And that was it, there were no other galleries, as far as I 



knew, except for the one downtown in the Ambassador Hotel [Hatfield 

Gallery], but that was so remote. 

PHILLIPS 

Dalzell Hatfield Gallery and [Alexander] Cowie Gallery and things like that. 

BLUM 

Cowie, yes. But I never really came in contact with them. Even when I was 

here, I never came in contact with them, so there's nothing I can tell you 

about them. And it seemed to me that there was room for the kinds of things 

Ferus—all kinds of room, as a matter of fact— for the kind of thing that Ferus 

was doing. But the painful fact of that moment was. the fact that there was 

nobody collecting art, that there was nobody collecting the kind of thing we 

were selling. And the conclusion I came to after a very short time was that in 

order to survive, what we had to do, and quickly and as well as we could do it, 

was bring some people along, was to start some classes and give some talks 

on painting, show some slides. Walter was married to Shirley [Hopps Blum] at 

the time, who is an art historian, as you know—was and is—and extremely 

incisive and brilliant about modern painting. She and Walter began giving 

some talks. And Henry Hopkins may have been involved at that early moment 

as a friend (somebody Shirley had gone to school with), and he was brought 

quickly into the inner circle of this situation. We began these classes, and we 

would give them in collectors' homes. We started with people like the 

[Frederick and Marcia] Weismans, people who subsequently went on to buy 

pictures, like Mel and Polly Hirsh; the [Philip and Beatrice] Gershes were part 

of those classes; the [Monte and Betty] Factors, very much; Betty Asher, very 

much; and Sterling Holloway would participate. So, as you can see, the nucleus 

of what really came into fruition in the sixties started really largely from these 

classes, I think. 

PHILLIPS 

Let me ask you something: How did you feel that the painters from Los 

Angeles and San Francisco compared with the New York artists of the same 

age at that time? How did you react to it at that time? 

BLUM 



At that time I thought they were virtually equivalent. I thought they were 

absolutely equivalent, in my experience, to painters of their generation in New 

York. I was enormously struck by them, enormously excited by them, and I 

thought, well, there's something really fantastic and really unique happening 

here in Los Angeles, and I was very, very happy to be able to participate in that 

whole experience. Shortly after we started the gallery, I said to Walter, "You 

know, most of my experience in the art world came together for me in New 

York. I have friends there and people that I know there, and in order to do 

what I feel I want most to do, I think that I want to include people from New 

York in our situation, not only to maximize their exposure here in the West but 

also to prove to people that the work out here is absolutely equivalent to the 

best work East, and the best work East, absolutely equivalent to the work here 

in the West. I think the best way to do that is to expose it, is to show it." And 

so that was my intent—also to make the gallery more international, less 

provincial, which I felt one really had to do. 

PHILLIPS 

And also, in part, educate the artists. 

BLUM 

And also to educate the artists and also to create lines of communication, 

which I thought were absolutely urgent and the only way the situation could 

develop ideally. And so I began to add to our roster people East. I remember 

that Albers, of course, having to do with my early experience at Knoll, was one 

of the very first that I added. And then people who were younger: Ellsworth 

Kelly came immediately after Albers. I always had that kind of abstract, 

geometric orientation, having worked for Knoll's and having been very 

involved with Florence Knoll, who was very involved With Mies and very 

involved with doing, [the] Seagram's [Building, New York]. I worked in that 

building and around that building for years when I worked for Knoll 

Associates. My taste, really—Well, I mean, I liked a range of things, but my 

most, my deepest appreciation, I suspect, was for—and still is—for painting 

with that hard orientation, for geometry, having to do with my early 

experience, I think, and my first encounters. So, of course, it's natural that I 

gravitate to Albers, to Ellsworth, to Frank Stella. When the pop phenomenon 

hit in 1960, '61, when it hit in New York, and I was there and was able to visit, I 



determined very quickly, and I think very intuitively— Something I'm very 

proud of was that it seemed to me the three most significant people early on, 

when there were dozens and dozens and dozens of people working in that 

style, were [Claes] Oldenburg, Andy [Warhol], and Roy Lichtenstein. And the 

two people I gravitated to were Lichtenstein and Warhol, simply because their 

aesthetic came closest to mine. I excluded Claes because he was the most 

expressionistic and I didn't want the gallery to be too heavily oriented in that 

pop direction, you see. So I did that. It's interesting, looking back on it. 

PHILLIPS 

It seems to me that one of the really significant things that you did was to 

recognize the need to bring about an alliance between Los Angeles and— 

BLUM 

And New York. Absolutely. I felt that that was essential. 

PHILLIPS 

And I've always felt that—Well, I feel, for instance, that younger artists that 

are making art right now—let's say, people under thirty-two or so—that they 

are equivalent; the West people in Los Angeles and the people in the East 

Coast are very equivalent. But the atmospheres are so different that there just 

has to be—someone has to almost make an artificial union between the two. 

And it's because the apparatus of the art world is all in New York City. It isn't 

that good art can't be made anyplace else; but it won't be talked about if it's 

not made or shown there. 

BLUM 

That's true. And if it isn't talked about, it's likely somehow to— If it isn't talked 

about, if it isn't supported, if it isn't. nurtured, it's, likely somehow to fade. 

PHILLIPS 

I think that you really recognized that and were very instrumental at a time 

that this area was just ripe for it, for seeing that that happened. 

BLUM 

I think so. I might also add that the most extraordinary experience I've ever 

had, and the thing that my Knoll experience and my experience in New York in 



the fifties began the voyage—but the thing that ultimately shaped my life in 

the most extraordinary way in terms of the art world, and the thing that 

honed my taste in the most extraordinary way, was my relationship with 

people like Bob Irwin, particularly, Billy Bengston, Craig Kauffman, Ed Moses, 

who were very isolated here and who insisted always on priorities in art. Now, 

if you're involved in the art world, you understand that it's very hard to deal 

with priorities. It's very hard to say: this first, this second, this third, this 

fourth, this fifth—hierarchies, like so. Extremely difficult, but it's what they 

insisted on. And most of all, it's the way I was trained, and I was trained, really, 

by these artists. I'll always be grateful to them. But, in a way, I kind of began to 

separate from them, ironically, as a result of the way they had trained me. 

PHILLIPS 

It's because you began to compare them with others. 

BLUM 

Exactly. I did exactly what they suggested I do. They wanted no sympathy—

ever. 

PHILLIPS 

Right. Wanted you to be totally cold and objective. 

BLUM 

Totally cold, totally objective, totally hierarchical. 

PHILLIPS 

And you began to compare them with other artists from the East Coast and 

found them somewhat lacking. 

BLUM 

Having been trained through the years by them, exactly. I began to compare 

them, unhappily, with certain people East. Take, for example, the pop style as 

it surfaced in '61 and '62: I think I began going my more independent way as 

early as that. I think I began measuring the work of Warhol as I knew it and 

understood it, and Lichtenstein and Oldenburg, against the work of [Phil] 

Hefferton and Ruscha and Robert [O'Dowd] and Joe Goode, and it didn't seem 

to me to be equivalent. I began to really go my separate direction as early as 



that, and the various ruptures that occurred between myself and a lot of the 

local people that I represented began really as early as that. It took much, 

much more time for it to surface and to become out-and-out division. 

However, that's when it started. 

PHILLIPS 

Did you find that the West Coast artists were not as sophisticated in some 

ways, not as well educated, not as—kind of lacking that East [Coast]-European 

exposure that's so much a part of New York? Did you feel that? 

BLUM 

Not early, but much later I felt that there was a difference in—gosh, it's 

difficult to say—a difference in commitment, finally, I think, having to do with 

the western ambience, or the western life-style, or— 

PHILLIPS 

Sort of the lack of culture here. 

BLUM 

All that. The climate even. 

PHILLIPS 

Let's put it in a more positive way: the density of the culture in New York is— 

BLUM 

Absolutely. [It] is so overpowering, so completely overpowering. 

PHILLIPS 

So overpowering, so stimulating. 

BLUM 

Enormously stimulating, and the range of work that one is exposed to is so 

great that there isn't any way you can baffle yourself. You see the best of 

what's being done, and you see it all around. You have great opportunities to 

look, and as a consequence, you kind of hone your own work more sharply, I 

think. At least that's been my experience. 



PHILLIPS 

Also there's more interaction among the artists there. 

BLUM 

There's a lot of that. There is, yes. Maybe it isn't as precise as that, but 

nevertheless you're right; in terms of just the range of work they see, also in 

terms of the way they communicate, there is more. 

PHILLIPS 

And there's more interaction between the artists and other art fields: music 

and dance and so on. 

BLUM 

That's true, that's true. I mean, you have Rauschenberg working as hard as 

he's worked for Merce Cunningham, and on and on. Somehow there is more 

interaction, and somehow that makes for a kind of broader outlook, or a 

broader view. 

PHILLIPS 

And it's true that all of those artists who live in—Those successful artists who 

have lived in New York did come from Seattle and Des Moines and San 

Francisco and Portland, Oregon. They were there during that creative period. 

BLUM 

Right, absolutely. They're not necessarily from New York, they come from 

other places; but the best of them, it seems to me, kind of gravitate to New 

York and want to challenge themselves against the toughest situation that 

they can. 

PHILLIPS 

How was Walter's attitude in all of this? 

BLUM 

Well, Walter—You know, the beginning years were really innocent years, and 

they were very—We were largely ignored by the local community. However, 

we took sustenance from one another, and we were all very close, and we 



lived with each other, ate with each other, spent endless amounts of time 

speculating, talking, dealing with art issues, dealing with events as we 

understood them. And then, as things began to get more complex, say, two or 

three years after we started, Walter left, divested himself of his interest in the 

gallery, and went to work as the curator at the Pasadena Art Museum, so that 

I ran the gallery virtually myself from 1961. Walter left the gallery after—We 

were in partnership for two and a half years, and at that time he went off to 

Pasadena. And somehow, our relationship was somewhat strained, and it 

never ever subsequently became what it was early on: the intimacy was 

special, the innocence was special, but all that somehow changed in a way 

that things do change. And Walter went on to Pasadena, and I took over the 

helm of the gallery and was really ultimately responsible for the direction it 

took from that moment. 

PHILLIPS 

What would you say were Walter's strong points as an art person? 

BLUM 

His strong points, without any question, were conceptual. The man was 

absolutely one of the most brilliant people I've ever encountered in my life, 

certainly in the art world, and his ability to juxtapose events, to juxtapose 

ideas, was, for me, without parallel. I learned an incredible amount from him 

about painting, about ideas, about exhibitions and how to make them work 

and how to make them make sense and how to make them eloquent. I 

learned all that from him, I must say. 

PHILLIPS 

He was conceptual and visual, too. 

BLUM 

Conceptual and visual, too, but mostly conceptual, I would say, mostly—Craig 

Kauffman always had this funny idea about what Walter should do, and it may 

be worth relating. His idea was that Walter should certainly go to the Museum 

of Modern Art, should become the director, with one qualification: his office 

would consist of a cage, that he would be kept in there, and people would go 

in and kind of ask, "Well, what direction shall we take this year? What shall we 



do in terms of exhibitions this year?" And Walter would be very quick to tell 

you what his idea was. You would then lock him back in his room and proceed 

on the information he was able to give you. He was never able to put it into 

effect; every practical aspect of whatever he said was really lost to him, and 

he made one enemy after another as a result of being— 

PHILLIPS 

And unlike someone like Alfred Barr, [he has] never been able to write. 

BLUM 

No, no he's never really been able to write. 

PHILLIPS 

He's not that disciplined. 

BLUM 

He isn't that disciplined. [He] certainly has the equipment to do it, but— 

PHILLIPS 

It makes him almost useless in a museum situation. 

BLUM 

It makes him unparalleled in one way and useless in another, not only useless 

but indeed harmful. 

PHILLIPS 

Destructive. 

BLUM 

Destructive, I would say. Really destructive, because he has these 

extraordinary concepts, these extraordinary ideas, and just no concept as to 

how to implement them and somehow is not really even interested. Once 

having had the idea, he's altogether prepared to let it sit. He says he'll take full 

responsibility, he gets support and he gets cooperation and finally goes on to 

the next concept, has the next idea. 

PHILLIPS 



Would you say he was ambitious? 

BLUM 

I would say, extremely. 

PHILLIPS 

Extremely? 

BLUM 

Yes. 

PHILLIPS 

And that's one of his problems, isn't it? Because he really wants it all and can't 

quite produce it. 

BLUM 

And can't quite handle every aspect. If he could, he would be the most 

diabolic and the most intriguing and the most extraordinary person ever to 

come down the pike. But somehow there's a screw missing. 

PHILLIPS 

I think that's one of the things that's troubling about him, or it's at least my 

reaction to him: that you sense this kind of overweening ambition and really 

wanting to control everything. 

BLUM 

Oh, absolutely. He's a control freak, there's no question. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes, and then [he] sort of gets himself nearly in that position and then just falls 

absolutely flat on his face— 

BLUM 

And then falls flat. 

PHILLIPS 

—taking everybody with him. 



BLUM 

And is destructive. And it's happened in situation after situation. The pattern 

repeats itself. One of the great Walter stories is [my] confronting Joshua 

Taylor, his boss, at the NCFA [National Collection of Fine Arts], in Washington, 

who was full of fury about some detail he had overlooked regarding a 

Rauschenberg exhibition, and his remark to me was, "Walter? If I could find 

him, I'd fire him!" [laughter] And I thought, brilliant! That kind of is a 

summation. [laughter] But he's frustrating to people, he really is, and yet he's 

as bright as he is and as intelligent as he is, and it's—He almost, in a way, 

cancels himself out. Heartbreaking. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes, that's right. 

BLUM 

He finally cancels himself out; finally, he's too complicated to deal with. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes. And since there is very little substantive there— 

BLUM 

Is and isn't. [laughter] It's— 

PHILLIPS 

You get somebody like Bill Rubin at the Modern, who is just awful with people 

and is very difficult— 

BLUM 

Right, but effective. 

PHILLIPS 

Well he, you know, he sits down, and he produces these four major books 

every year. 

BLUM 



Absolutely; and also has his priorities in order in a way that Walter never has 

had. Never has had. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes. So at least, you know, you can—No one's perfect in these museum 

situations, which are so demanding, but you've got to be able to do two or 

three things very well. Like somebody like Tom Armstrong I take to be good 

with people, but probably has no priorities— 

BLUM 

No priorities, no, not as far as art's concerned. 

PHILLIPS 

—or no insight into art even. 

BLUM 

Perhaps a mysterious insight. 

PHILLIPS 

But he will be viable in that position at the Whitney [Museum of American 

Art]— 

BLUM 

Oh, he's very vivacious. 

PHILLIPS 

—because he can do part of it very well. 

BLUM 

Sure, and that counts for whatever it counts for, you know—quite a lot 

sometimes. 

PHILLIPS 

Right. 

BLUM 



But Walter falters, I'm afraid. And he kind of works his way through people. As 

soon as you've discovered that he's flawed in certain ways, his impulse is to 

leave you—really and truly. It's just too difficult for him to deal with. And he's 

left a lot of bodies in his wake, he really has. 

PHILLIPS 

I know Hal Glicksman doesn't love him too much. But I guess Hal worked with 

him, and Hal got— 

BLUM 

Nobody could have been more loyal and more attentive and less demanding 

than Hal; and Hal simply, when Walter's name comes up, he bristles. I find that 

true in situation after situation. Walter's just a very complex mechanism. 

PHILLIPS 

And that's probably true of the painters out here. 

BLUM 

It's absolutely true of the painters, absolutely true of the painters. You can ask 

any of them and, gosh, they bristle, having to do with what they've been 

promised by him, very often in good faith by Walter, which he simply hasn't 

been able to deliver. There's been no chance that he would deliver. And he 

kind of takes you in with his genius and his charm and his brilliance. 

PHILLIPS 

I just remember one time we had just acquired that Franz Kline of ours, August 

Day, and it was kind of a big event for us, and so we had a little party and had 

a number of people over (you probably came that night). Walter came, and I 

know we sort of discerned that he was somehow very standoffish with us, 

which I couldn't quite understand, but that was the way it seemed to be. And 

he said—I remember him standing at the top of our stairs and saying, "Oh, but 

I've always considered you to be an older collector." This was about fifteen 

years ago, and I don't think I'm five years older than Walter, [laughter] 

BLUM 

That's right. How do you mean, "older"? [laughter] That's funny. 



PHILLIPS 

Let's see. Let's get ourselves back to Los Angeles and Ferus. Walter left in—do 

you remember what year that was? 

BLUM 

In 1961. 

PHILLIPS 

In 1961, and went to Pasadena. Things had changed some by then, hadn't 

they, in Los Angeles? 

BLUM 

Yes. Things had changed some by then, by 1961. Certainly by 1962 things had 

changed in this way: that there was a first generation of modern collectors in 

the community, as far as I was able to ascertain. There was certainly activity 

before I arrived; I don't want to claim that nothing had occurred prior to— 

PHILLIPS 

Oh, sure. I mean, there were all the Hollywood people, 

BLUM 

There was a whole series of European expatriates, mostly of—Like an [Edward 

G. ] Robinson and like an [Otto] Preminger and Billy Wilder and Charles 

Laughton, but they were all really interested in European master painting. 

PHILLIPS 

Right. And they went to New York to do their buying. 

BLUM 

And they went to New York to do their buying. Exactly right. But for the first 

time there were people like Ed Janss, people like Bob Rowan, people like Don 

Factor, particularly, people like Betty Asher, like the Weismans, the Hirshes, 

the Gershes— 

PHILLIPS 

Betty Freeman. 



BLUM 

Betty Freeman, absolutely. The Alpers—Nate and Pidge Alpers—the [Harry 

and Phyllis] Sherwoods, Taft Schreiber, surfacing at that time. Some 

extraordinary collections were just on the verge of being put together by the 

early sixties; by the end of the sixties, they came into maturity, they really did. 

And it was an extraordinary experience to track that. 

PHILLIPS 

And I think that you were very important with most of these people, in helping 

show things. 

BLUM 

I think several people played roles, and I certainly think I played my role. 

PHILLIPS 

Well, don't be too modest about it, but obviously the collectors are sort of 

ready for it, but they need to be shown and need encouragement. 

BLUM 

Right, right, right, they certainly did. 

PHILLIPS 

And then, you know, some of them develop on their own, and some people 

are always sort of with a certain dealer. 

BLUM 

Correct, correct. 

PHILLIPS 

But it's a symbiotic relationship, it always has been. 

BLUM 

Absolutely. I would say that. 

PHILLIPS 



Do you want to tell me about some of your experiences with artists in the 

galleries, some things that you remember? 

BLUM 

As I sit here just chatting and reminiscing, my experience is particular. I think 

probably the one thing—Well, there are several things we can go into, but one 

thing I certainly want to talk about is the fact that how short-lived many 

galleries are, that the one thing I can think about, having been here for fifteen 

years, say, from 1958 until I finally left California in 1973, I saw literally dozens 

of galleries. I can think of several: the Dwan Gallery, Rolf Nelson had a gallery 

[Rolf Nelson Gallery] here at the time, Palmer-Feigen [Gallery], Dilexi [Gallery] 

was down here at the time, Everett Ellin, particularly, on and on and on and 

on. And the tragedy is that, although my experience was as extraordinary as it 

was and I happened to have done the gallery at a particular moment (I think 

my timing was very, very good; I'd like to take total credit for that, but I'm 

afraid I really can't), there were galleries virtually as interesting as mine, I 

think, that somehow didn't go the distance. And it's sad in retrospect. 

PHILLIPS 

You have to stay in business for a while. You have to stay there— 

BLUM 

You have to stay in business; you simply have to do it, right. And you can't be 

deflected in a way that a lot of these people were deflected, a lot of them for 

different reasons: no support, lack of enthusiasm, finally, lack of interest, or 

one thing or another. But the trick is really not to be deflected, not to be 

deterred, and to stay at any cost. 

PHILLIPS 

And you almost, in Los Angeles, and I would say almost any place outside of 

New York City in this country, you have to make your own market. 

BLUM 

Absolutely. 

PHILLIPS 



It's a difficult thing to do, but you have to do what you did, bringing the 

collectors along with classes and so forth. And then, once the market becomes 

a reality and these objects of art really have a sound monetary value, then it 

begins to go by itself. 

BLUM 

Sure, but that takes an incredible time, it really does. It takes lots of time. One 

of the most shattering things to me, just prior to leaving this city (which I did 

for a whole series of reasons, but one of them, without question, was the fact 

that, having nurtured and brought along over a long period of years this first 

generation of collectors that I speak about, it was just an assumption of mine 

that a second generation would surface, and they never did; I was just so 

disconcerted by that fact)— 

PHILLIPS 

Why do you suppose that happened? 

BLUM 

I can't even tell you. It finally seemed to me to be the nature of the place. 

PHILLIPS 

I think one of the reasons was the cost of art went up so much. 

BLUM 

Yes and no, Joann, because as I come back to Los Angeles now, and as I look 

around, and as I do studios (as I do from time to time just for my own 

interest), there's a lot of art activity in Los Angeles, there's a lot going on. The 

strongest aspect of the city has to do with the fact that there's a community of 

artists making art here. That's the most salient point about this place. And the 

fact that they're overlooked in the way that they are and ignored to the extent 

that they are is tragic, is really tragic, and I just don't really understand why. I 

think it has to do with priorities again. I think that is the only assumption one 

can make; I think art simply isn't a priority in Los Angeles. But that's not how 

you get your credential here. You get it, rather, by owning a German motor car 

or by owning a house in Malibu or whatever, but not by having a painting that 

your friends aren't going to understand and aren't really going to compliment 

you over. And I think maybe it's that. I don't know what it is. I just don't know 



what it is. But in any case, I was so despondent and so discouraged and I 

thought, well, I'm faced with— 

PHILLIPS 

At the same time, there's this enormous. interest in art, and everyone is a 

docent— 

BLUM 

Everyone's a docent. 

PHILLIPS 

—at the museum. Everybody wants to belong to the Fellows, do their 

traveling— 

BLUM 

Yes, but I think that's social, somehow. Somehow it doesn't have to do with 

collecting. It has to do with— 

PHILLIPS 

They all want to be identified with art. 

BLUM 

It has to do with living a life somehow and not with being supportive of the art 

situation. Well, I think Missy Chandler is an example of somebody who's 

been—I only mention her name because she comes from one of the most 

powerful families in Southern California. It's a publishing family, as you know, 

and she is a pacesetter here without any question. She's also been a part of 

the art world in her way. 

PHILLIPS 

Yes, and she has decided that art is going to be her thing, just as music is her 

mother-in-law's [Dorothy Chandler] thing, and she's, you know, done so much 

to support our Otis and all of that—Otis Art Institute. 

BLUM 

I know. 



PHILLIPS 

But she doesn't know about painting, that's what you're going to say. 

BLUM 

That's what I'm going to say: that finally, when you go to their house for 

cocktails or one thing or another, you're confronted with two stuffed polar 

bears in the living room. 

PHILLIPS 

That's because Otis is a hunter and a collector of antique cars— 

BLUM 

Oh, well, [laughter] you know them very well. 

PHILLIPS 

—but won't allow any of that junk in the house. 

BLUM 

But you know, if somebody like the Chandlers—if people like the Chandlers 

don't take a really dominant position, then you can't expect anyone to. You 

can't expect other people to, because these are people who have the means, 

number one, they have the authority, they have the exposure, they have the 

education, and if they're not going to do it, you're in trouble here, you really 

are. And that, at least, was my conclusion several years ago when I decided it 

was time to really go back to New York and to test myself there. I felt if I was 

ever going to do it, that was really the moment to do it. And having done it, I 

feel as if I did the right thing. 

PHILLIPS 

I think I told you that I'd been really surprised, in living in New York City, at the 

number of people who are very strong trustees of the Modern, for instance, 

who've worked for that museum for years, [yet] have no paintings on their 

wall; who are not really collectors, but they have a sense of noblesse oblige, 

and what they're very much like are like the trustees of the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art; they're nonart people. But it was just that the Modern 

was the Rockefeller museum, and that's how they all got into it. 



BLUM 

Right, and that's how they got into it: they got into it for social reasons. 

PHILLIPS 

And then they got educated some by Alfred Barr and Rene d'Harnoncourt, but 

they're not really art people. 

BLUM 

They're not really art people, they're not really collectors. 

PHILLIPS 

So it is rather like here. [laughter] 

BLUM 

So it's rather like here. With the one difference—well, several differences—

but one major difference having to do with the fact that in New York, I know, 

having [had] a gallery there now for several years, that I don't really sell that 

much to people who live in the city, but rather to that one person who comes 

in from Minneapolis, to the two people who come in from St. Louis, to the one 

person who comes in from San Francisco, the three people who come in from 

Los Angeles, or the however many number of people who come in from Texas. 

When they decide they want painting, these people who are serious in all 

those different places come into New York to buy, and that's why New York 

can support the number of galleries that it's able to support. The business isn't 

necessarily in New York. 

PHILLIPS 

Well, you know, it's the cultural capital of the world, and certainly in this 

country, and everybody goes there to get their culture. They used to go there 

to get their high fashion. They don't have to do that anymore, but they go to 

get their culture, and they buy their stuff there. That also must have been very 

hard on you. 

BLUM 

Yes. 

PHILLIPS 



You'd develop collectors, and then they'd go back to New York to buy. 

BLUM 

Extremely hard, extremely hard. And now it's much easier for me as people 

come in off the airplane from wherever, having been trained by whomever, 

I'm there to greet them, you know. [laughter] Having lost them for years, I feel 

that I can do it with some relish. 

PHILLIPS 

Tell me some stories about artists that you worked with out here. 

BLUM 

Oh, gosh. 

PHILLIPS 

Funny, terrible things that happened. 

BLUM 

Why don't we stop for just a minute and I'll kind of—[tape recorder turned 

off] Aside from stories about specific artists that I can certainly tell you—and 

will, if you like—the thing I want to stress most of all, because [it's] the thing 

that's still important to me, is that this group of artists, the Ferus group, so to 

speak, was very, very isolated, to begin, and at the same time extremely 

critical of each other. And so long as they could do that in a positive way, 

which they really did, to begin, it was constructive, extremely constructive. 

You have to remember that they were the only audience they had, one for the 

next, and they were incredibly honest in terms of their criticisms and 

straightforward in terms of their criticism in a way that I've hardly seen artists 

be since. They kind of relied on each other, and they were extremely positive, 

one to the next; they were critical and yet supportive at the same time, which 

is a difficult, difficult balance. I remember those years in the most vivid and in 

really the tenderest way that I can tell you. That ultimately broke down. The 

kind of presence that Altoon was, particularly, the kind of poetic figure that he 

was, the kind of authority that he had at a certain moment was just 

extraordinary. He was that way personally in a way that maybe the work 

doesn't give you an insight into, but he was a very, very moving and poetic and 

influential figure. Irwin as a kind of moral force; Bengston as a kind of arbiter 



of style; Larry Bell as the youngest member of the gallery, with maybe the 

keenest ambition and the sharpest perceptions Ed Moses, as eccentric as he 

was always, as erratic and yet as committed to an idea of art that was so 

authentic and moving whenever he expressed it in those terms: those are 

certain recollections that I have. 

PHILLIPS 

Do you feel that some of those artists may have been enhanced by more 

exposure to other art, seeing more shows, seeing more museum shows? 

BLUM 

I don't know, it's pure speculation at this point. I'm inclined to think that, to 

begin with, they had as much talent as anybody I've ever encountered. They 

had as much gift as anyone might wish to have. And it's hard to understand 

why their careers haven't taken the kinds of turns that one would have 

guessed that they might have [taken] earlier on. It's just speculation. 

PHILLIPS 

It seems to me that a good deal of it has to do with their kind of 

nonacceptance in New York, their not having been shown there year after 

year, not having been written about, not having been accepted by those 

critics. 

BLUM 

In some instances—in Bengston's instance, by having been show prematurely 

at the Martha Jackson Gallery in, say, for example, 1961. Martha came out in 

1960, saw the painting, was very intrigued by it, and agreed to show Billy. And 

Billy had this exhibition, but I think he wasn't ready for it. The work wasn't 

simply what it was still to be. And he had this exhibition, it was received in 

New York in the most casual way, and it was a crushing experience for him. 

PHILLIPS 

If a painter has a show once in New York, or maybe twice, people are not used 

to coming in—People want to be used to coming in each year and seeing that 

artist's work and kind of discovering that artist and growing along with him. 

The writers feel that way, and if they only see someone once or twice over a 



ten-year period, it means nothing to them. They don't identify with them, 

even if it's a person who has a good eye and if it's an excellent painter. 

BLUM 

Absolutely. 

PHILLIPS 

It's because it's not theirs, they didn't discover it, and it makes it so hard. 

BLUM 

That's true. It's just as parochial as any other place. You have to really 

understand that. There was a time when you would say to Bengston, "Who's 

the most important sculptor you've ever encountered?" He would say, "Ken 

Price." You would say to Ken Price, "Who's the most interesting painter?" He 

would say, "Altoon." You would say to Altoon, "Whose paintings do you 

admire?" He would say, "Bob Irwin." And it's as close as that in New York. 

1.3. TAPE NUMBER: II, Side One (August 1, 1978) 

WESCHLER 

OK, as we were just saying, we thought today we would talk about some of 

the artists who made up the Ferus group. You covered a lot of the early 

material—your early life and your entrance into Ferus— in your session with 

Joann. I was thinking that perhaps as a way of starting we might talk about 

some of the artists who didn't make it into Ferus when you made the split 

between the old Ferus and the new Ferus. You can perhaps talk about what 

the criteria were for that process. 

BLUM 

Well, when I arrived in California towards the end of 1957, the Ferus Gallery 

that was started the previous year by Kienholz and Walter Hopps was very 

active and very much in motion. And it seemed to me, as somebody, recently 

here from the East Coast and interested in the art world, that the gallery was 

extremely lively and very exciting. I got to meet both Ed Kienholz and Walter 

very quickly. I don't know if I covered that with Joann or not, but I met them 

merely by walking into the gallery and introducing myself. Shortly after that, 

Walter and I had many meetings and discussions about what a gallery could be 



ideally. One area that I was able certainly to convince him about—where we 

kind of parted company—had to do with the scale of the gallery, with the 

number of people the gallery could probably represent. When he and Kienholz 

were involved, they represented roughly some forty or fifty or more artists: 

the list was endless. That's my recollection. Walter had every intention of 

showing one person after another and had the most—I mean, a schedule that 

I felt six galleries couldn't realize. 

WESCHLER 

Was this partly because there weren't six galleries in Los Angeles? 

BLUM 

It's partly because there weren't six galleries, absolutely; that Ferus was very 

unique at that time; and Walter's own interest and certainly Ed's own interest 

kind of led them both in that general direction, as opposed to a more elitist 

situation. I felt that a more restrictive situation was absolutely necessary. So 

we decided at a certain moment to combine forces. At the time we came to 

that decision, Kienholz was already very bored with the gallery. He was 

interested in taking a studio somewhere and in doing his own work, which was 

progressing in a very extraordinary way. He was doing work at the gallery, as a 

matter of fact. I remember seeing him working in a small back room of the 

gallery, putting together relief paintings, mounted on board, as I recall. His 

paintings evolved to these relief pictures, which gradually evolved to more 

sculptural and assembled configurations. He was working away very 

vigorously. 

WESCHLER 

At the same time watching over the gallery. 

BLUM 

At the same time watching over the gallery. But, as I say, more and more 

focused on his own work and his own activity. After several talks, I made my 

ambition clear, and he agreed to sell me his share of the gallery for—I can't 

recall now—roughly $500. It was a very nominal amount of money. And I 

bought him out. Walter and I became associated and began to formulate plans 

for a more attractive gallery situation. The old gallery was in the back of a 



structure on La Cienega Boulevard. Streeter Blair, who was a primitive artist 

and furniture maker, had a little shop in the front. You had to walk through an 

alley down La Cienega to get to the rear part of the building where Ferus was 

then located. The building was incredibly raw, and the structure was very raw. 

And I thought that, number one, you would have to reduce the number of 

people that the gallery represented number two, you would have to move 

into a situation that was more accessible, something ideally with street access. 

And that's exactly what we did: locate across the road; a store freed up. And 

then we determined that we needed a certain sum to begin the new situation. 

I had very little money at the time, Walter had very little as well, and we 

thought that we would have to bring in a third party who could help us to 

finance this new situation. I asked Walter early on, I remember, who some of 

the people were who frequented the gallery as collectors. He gave me several 

names. We reviewed those names together: Vincent Price was one of them; 

Gifford and Joann Phillips came up on the list; a lady by the name of Mrs. 

Oscar Moss also kind of surfaced. And I began methodically to visit these 

people and to tell them exactly what we were planning. 

WESCHLER 

As a sidelight, before we go on, can you describe what the financial situation 

was at the old Ferus? I mean, when you say some people had been collecting, 

was anybody really buying anything there? 

BLUM 

No, no, no. By collecting I really mean that several people would come in, in a 

regular way, to the gallery. But there was very little sales activity and 

practically no money. The financial thing was very chaotic in the old gallery. It 

was catch-as-catch-can. It was Walter, who was able to work at odd jobs at 

one thing or another. It was due to his support, the support of his wife—he 

was married to Shirley at the time—who was teaching. Part of her salary went 

to maintain the Ferus. Kienholz would steal tires on occasion, or one thing or 

another, and the revenue from that activity would support the gallery. But 

money was always an issue and a problem, and there was never enough of it, 

ever. So I began to visit—I contacted Vincent Price, I contacted Gifford and 

Joann Phillips, who were very interested in the project, but not really 

interested in becoming backers of this new situation. But they assured me that 



they would be supportive of the situation, as indeed they were. Mrs. Moss 

became a very logical prospect for us. Her husband had died; he was a 

prominent accountant here in town. She was very interested in painting. She'd 

studied with Hans Hofmann on the East Coast for several years during brief 

vacations there. And she was advised by her family physician to broaden her 

interest, and I believe I gave her the opportunity to do just that. I was able to 

convince her that this might be worth doing, for several different reasons, and 

she became convinced and gave us enough money to begin to restructure this 

new space that we had secured. And she, right from the start, was extremely 

supportive in every way, by making up financial deficits that we suffered—and 

did suffer for several years. 

WESCHLER 

Can you talk a little about the range of that kind of support and money? 

BLUM 

It wasn't a massive amount of money at that time. But say, for example, we 

would—I was taking very little salary out of the gallery. I was taking, as I recall, 

something like, between [$]50 and $75 a week. Walter was taking nothing. So 

our expenses were really minimal. They really had to do with my salary, which 

was as narrow as it was; the rent, which was roughly, as I recall, [$]150 or 

$175 a month—right there on La Cienega; and then small sums of money 

which I would advance to the artists from time to time, just to help them 

sustain themselves. Altogether we're talking about a budget of—It couldn't 

have been any more than about [$]1,200 or 1,500 a month. 

WESCHLER 

And her infusion to that was about how much? 

BLUM 

And her infusion to that was roughly half that sum. So we're talking about an 

infusion of $6, - 7, - or 8,000 by Mrs. Moss every year for a period of about five 

years. And without that support, the gallery never could have made it. 

WESCHLER 

Did she have any policy—the three of you owned the gallery together—did 

she have any policy— 



BLUM 

The three of us owned the gallery together, and she really had no policy, but 

she wanted to be included on policy decisions. She wanted all of those 

decisions analyzed and discussed at length. She wanted our conclusions 

presented, and she argued those conclusions; we were then put in a position 

to defend them. And very often at the time, I know, I bristled often at that 

arrangement. But I came, in time, to see it as valuable. 

WESCHLER 

Were there ever any occasions where she vetoed plans that you otherwise 

would have had? 

BLUM 

Yes, but not with any real aggression, and she was adamant but still flexible, 

which I think is really ideal. 

WESCHLER 

Coming back to the question we started with: as you took over the situation, 

several of the early Ferus people went by the wayside. And are there any in 

particular who you have second thoughts about in retrospect or who you'd 

like to talk about as particular people? 

BLUM 

Well, one always has second thoughts. There was an artist by the name of Gil 

Henderson that I thought was interesting. Dane Dixon, another artist that we 

chose to ignore. Julius Wasserstein I thought was a really marvelous painter. 

Manuel Neri. Joan Brown. Who else? Oh, gosh, finally there were dozens, 

there were just dozens, and it's never an easy task to assume a kind of godlike 

stance and say, this person can be included on the boat and this person has to 

be excluded, simply dealing with your own—largely your own intuition. I had 

regrets then, and, I mean, to say that I have regrets now—there's been just 

too much distance. I think about it only on occasions such as this. I think I 

did—If I had to do it over again, I would have done it exactly the same way. It 

had to be done. I felt the gallery couldn't survive, couldn't do what it needed 

to do for certain people if it attempted to do all that for large numbers of 



people. There was no way, there wasn't that much—The pie wasn't big 

enough. 

WESCHLER 

I think it is striking that the people you ended up choosing, I think—or many 

people commented—were the major people of that group. 

BLUM 

Yes, but it's also interesting to think now, Were they the major people, or did 

the Ferus situation affect them in some way and enable them to sustain lives 

and careers, whereas a great many of the others who weren't included, were 

dropped, had, at the very least, an infinitely lower profile than the people who 

were included? I think that that's certainly fair to say, and it's certainly fair to 

speculate, and I have no response to that. I mean, that's just a speculation. I 

think maybe both things are true. I certainly tried to get the people who 

seemed to me to be the most interesting, seemed to me the most talented. 

But nobody can do it flawlessly, everyone is vulnerable, and it's certainly 

worth thinking about. 

WESCHLER 

One person, in particular (I'm just looking over) is Wally Berman. Was he not 

included in the second— 

BLUM 

Wally Berman was not included. He was not. He was there and had a brilliant 

show at the—As a matter of fact, the last show before Walter and I moved to 

our new premises was the Berman show [June 7-July 4, 1957], which was 

controversial and, the police claimed, pornographic. One piece was seized, 

and, I think, the show was forced to close at an earlier moment than was 

scheduled because of the controversial nature of what Wally showed. But I 

felt that Wally's work somehow, for me, lacked a kind of edge, and it was 

difficult. But we set him to one side and gradually became—Walter and he 

were very, very close, and Walter stayed in constant touch with him and knew 

always what he was doing and what he was up to. Wally stopped working 

after that one show, didn't do anything for years, so it wasn't a problem. And 

then [he] began the Verifax work. But we're talking about a pause that lasted 



between, say, for example, 1957 and 1962, when the Verifax thing started. But 

other aspects of his activity continued: for example he was a poet, he also 

published a magazine of poetry, Semina, that went on right through those 

years. 

WESCHLER 

Is it possible that the art became somewhat suspended because he lost the 

gallery connection? 

BLUM 

I would say it is possible. I can't say absolutely, but I know that his focus—His 

focus turned elsewhere. 

WESCHLER 

Can you describe him a little bit? 

BLUM 

Extraordinarily provocative guy who could convince you about anything, and 

somehow I was a bit suspicious of him, I remember. Although I was assured by 

everyone that he had extraordinary genius, I somehow felt that there were 

some problems that his interest was disparate, that it was too scattered, that 

he wasn't sufficiently focused and would pay a price as a consequence. I still 

feel that way about him. But he was a provocative guy. A very extraordinary 

human being, extraordinary person. Sensitive, warm, brilliant, I think, and 

really the touchstone for all the poetry activity that existed in California. The 

beat people were all friends of Wally's. He knew [Jack] Kerouac very well. He 

knew, oh, all kinds of people in the Bay Area. He lived there, he went up there 

and lived for a time in the Bay Area region and cultivated all the people 

connected with City Lights, the bookstore which was the hotbed of poetic 

activity in the Bay Area region during the fifties and sixties. 

WESCHLER 

He also then was central to the whole cabalistic poetry of Topanga Canyon 

and that area later on. 

BLUM 

Yes. Yes. He was always a touchstone, wherever he was, for artistic endeavor. 



WESCHLER 

Did he continue to frequent the gallery during the period that he wasn't 

himself doing anything? 

BLUM 

Yes, he would stop in and visit regularly. Yes. 

WESCHLER 

I just have a picture of him to remind you of any anecdotes or something. Just 

looking at them might—[laughter] 

BLUM 

He was a great pool player. The guy was one hell of a pool player, I remember 

that. And another artist that he was very close to (I see sitting in the 

background) is Artie Richer: in the vanguard of the drug generation, Artie and 

Wally—marvelous to talk to and wonderful to spend time with. 

WESCHLER 

Your mentioning the vanguard of the drug generation brings up an interesting 

question. To what extent was the Ferus situation involved in the early dope 

scene? 

BLUM 

In the dope scene? Not to any great extent at all. The two confirmed heads 

were Wally and Artie Richer at a very early moment, it seems to me, having to 

do with their involvement with poets, their involvement with the jazz scene, 

particularly. I think that's how—I think Wally played an instrument, if I'm not 

mistaken, in any case, he had very many friends who were musicians. 

WESCHLER 

He did illustrations for record covers of jazz. 

BLUM 

Right. Right. It all stems from an earlier life. 

WESCHLER 



Well, moving from the group that didn't get in, I thought perhaps we could 

talk a little bit about some of the people who did. Does it make sense to ask 

who among the artists were the leaders of the Ferus, of the Ferus collection? 

BLUM 

I think, as I review it in my own mind, I think that most of the people there 

really had their own individual strengths, I don't think—I'd be hard pressed to 

say that there was a dominant, absolutely a dominant personality. It seems to 

me if I were to characterize that situation as having a single dominant 

personality, it might have been John Altoon. 

WESCHLER 

Can you talk a little bit about him? 

BLUM 

Yes, He was probably the most charismatic person that I've ever met. 

WESCHLER 

You've met some rather charismatic— 

BLUM 

I've met some charismatic ones. John was an Armenian. He was a poet and he 

was a fabulous artist. His problem had to do with the fact that he was too 

gifted. Everything he did was easy, didn't require any energy. When he 

worked, he worked in the most lyric and extraordinary way, and I think [he] 

paid a price for that. But he had an incredible intuition and a real kind of 

poetic sensibility and aspect. And all the other guys, like—I think everybody he 

ever knew was very drawn to him and really adored him. He was the most 

loved, as I recall, of all the people—all of whom lived extremely closely, both 

by choice and by necessity. There weren't a lot of people knocking on the 

gallery door. There wasn't a wide collector interest. The work that was done, 

was done, really, for the people of the gallery; they worked really for each 

other and for their own amusement and for their own pleasure. 

WESCHLER 

Do you have any stories that come to mind to bring out Altoon's personality? 

Any incidents? 



BLUM 

Gosh. Well, just—He was very mad, and his madness would take different 

forms. He was always exhilarating to be with, and unfortunately, the loony 

periods became extended towards the end. 

WESCHLER 

What do you think the cause of the loony periods was? 

BLUM 

Hard to know, but I think the cause was probably the disparity between what 

he was able to achieve and what he had in his head. I think what he had in his 

head was so dazzling, the man's mind was so extraordinary and his ambition 

was so limitless, and I think what he did was brilliant, but I think it was never—

It never quite measured up to what he'd carried with him, the baggage he had 

in his brain, and I think maybe that disparity had something to do with his 

death. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think that comes out of the facility he had with things, it was so easy 

for him to do? 

BLUM 

I think it was easy, but I think what he had in his head was always grander 

than what he was really able to do 

WESCHLER 

Did it have to do with his public reputation not being as large as he would 

have liked? 

BLUM 

He had an enormous public reputation, he really did He was maybe the best-

known California artist. 

WESCHLER 

So that wasn't it. 

BLUM 



So that wasn't it. Everybody who met him was absolutely transformed by his 

poetry, his intelligence, his sensitivity. He was amazing. 

WESCHLER 

What was he like during the loony periods? 

BLUM 

Well, he was incomprehensible. But there were— 

WESCHLER 

What he would say would be incomprehensible? What do you mean by that? 

BLUM 

Well, I mean he was completely unhinged. I remember once I tried to reach 

him on the telephone. I knew he was at home. And I went to a little house 

very close to Western Avenue, where he was living; he had rented a little 

house, he was using it as a place to live and a studio. And I discovered him on 

the front lawn completely doused in ketchup staring up at the sun completely 

naked, and I had to take him into the house and hose him down, get him 

dressed and somehow organized—which wasn't easy, I remember another 

time when he'd finished an absolutely incredible series of paintings—this is 

very close to the end of his life. When he came into the gallery, I had very 

carefully removed six or seven of these really remarkable pictures—I think, 

probably, the most remarkable things he'd ever done. They were very poetic, 

very Miró-like, very fanciful, abstract, but with extraordinary pictorial 

references. I remember moving them to the gallery and John coming in one 

afternoon, and he held a knife to my throat and said he wanted access in to 

the storeroom. I took one look at him; I knew exactly what he was going to do. 

I knew he was hell-bent on destroying the pictures, but I thought if I didn't 

allow him to do that, he might conceivably destroy me, even though I think he 

liked me very much. We had a relationship that extended, by then, through a 

decade in time, but I didn't want to stand in his way. And I didn't: I let him in, 

and sure enough, he wiped out six or seven of these monumentally beautiful 

pictures, and it was pathetic. He snapped to as soon as the last one was 

finished. He kind of found his balance and was able to shake off this madness 

and look clearly at the residue of what he had done, burst into tears, and left. 



WESCHLER 

Why had he done it, do you think? 

BLUM 

I can't tell you. He was at the end. He'd had a bout at Camarillo [State 

Hospital], He'd had shock therapy and suffered enormously. He was very 

anguished, incredibly anguished, and had these high periods and low periods 

and did it for no understandable reason. 

WESCHLER 

Anguished about his work or about his personal life? 

BLUM 

Anguished about his personal life. Well, the work was so much a part of his 

personal life. It had to be both: it had to be about the work to a degree, and it 

had to be about his life. He had always a hard time, painting. Painting was 

difficult for him. The guy could draw like an angel, but the paintings always fell 

somehow short of his expectations, and he would be extremely hard on 

himself as a consequence of all that. 

WESCHLER 

It's really striking: the various stories I've heard about him kind of do a 

dialectic between him almost being blessed—I mean, he was a blessed person. 

BLUM 

Oh, he was. 

WESCHLER 

Bob Irwin talks about him in high school just being, you know— Everything 

was easy. 

BLUM 

He was adored by everyone he— 

WESCHLER 

And this terrible self— 



BLUM 

I remember at his funeral, they had a (I don't know, you may know this or 

not)—It was open, and there were several invitations that were sent out and 

many people were called. Thousands of people appeared, people I hadn't 

even—I knew John as well as I knew anyone. I had no idea who they were, but 

somehow they had met John or they had come into contact with him. They 

may have been tradespeople or working people or the Con [Consolidated] 

Edison man or one thing or another, and having spent time with John, [they] 

felt that their lives were absolutely shifted, changed, transformed in the 

process. And they never forgot him. When they heard that he had died, they 

all appeared to pay a kind of homage to him. It was an incredibly anguished 

and incredibly beautiful ceremony. 

WESCHLER 

What did he die of? 

BLUM 

His heart gave out I think as a result of the earlier shock therapy, and all of this 

strain and madness took its toll. 

WESCHLER 

And what was the toll of all that on the gallery, in terms of the community of 

the gallery when he was in these periods? 

BLUM 

They never lasted for too long. People always had every confidence that he'd 

be back. He did, indeed, rebound with alacrity. [laughter] So it was never too 

depressing for too long. It never was. 

WESCHLER 

Moving from him to some of the other figures, was Kienholz another leader of 

this gallery scene? 

BLUM 

Well, Kienholz was a dominant personality in an area of dominant 

personalities. Kienholz had an extraordinary personality. Altoon, I just 



described. Bengston was extremely arrogant: what he didn't know, he was 

very quick to invent. Ed Moses was scholarly, was mature, was intuitive. Craig 

Kauffman was brilliant, an extremely audacious painter, very advanced, I 

think, for his time. Ken Price, who came shortly after the gallery moved into its 

new situation, was extremely well trained, very well schooled, knowledgeable 

about his craft. This was a community of artists and of people who understood 

their own strengths and admired the strengths of the other people involved. 

And to talk of a really dominant force among the artists over that period of 

time is incorrect. There were periods when one person, due to an 

extraordinary exhibit or due to a unique point of view of one kind or another, 

would dominate for a short period; but that quickly lapsed and he was 

replaced by another personality. 

WESCHLER 

Was there jealousy between them? 

BLUM 

Very little jealousy, very little jealousy. 

WESCHLER 

It's remarkable considering— 

BLUM 

That came later, but for roughly five years there was a—four or five years—

there was just a remarkable support, a remarkable unanimity, and I think 

largely because there was so little attention. 

WESCHLER 

How do you mean? 

BLUM 

There was no buying activity, or very little there; there were one or two or 

three collectors who came and bought little things in a regular way. Betty 

Asher was a very strong supporter of the scene, right from the beginning. 

Sterling Holloway was extremely supportive. Don Factor, the Gershes—Bea 

and Phil Gersh—the Weismans would come round and—But altogether, there 

wasn't a, you know, there wasn't a vast number of people vying for this 



material, and there were no reasons for jealousies, especially early on, no 

reasons at all, and they didn't exist. It was a strong, supportive, very positive 

scene. 

WESCHLER 

Well, short of talking of dominant personalities, why don't we just talk about 

them one at a time, starting, let's say, with Kienholz, if we can. Let me ask you 

this about Kienholz: After he left the directorship, did he really withdraw from 

the gallery altogether for a period? 

BLUM 

No, I think—Yes, I think he withdrew for a bit, but after all he was a part of the 

gallery. The gallery had exhibitions by Kienholz. You have this chart here. I'm 

trying to think—He was included in group shows, and— 

WESCHLER 

He was included right from the very—In 1959— 

BLUM 

Right. 

WESCHLER 

—the Bengston show ["Collages Constructions, " February 17-March 4], very 

early on. 

BLUM 

Right, right, and there were shows—Well, there was a one-man show here in 

[December 5-December 31] 1960, Kienholz, and then maybe two years past 

that there may have been a— 

WESCHLER 

In [March 6-March 24] '62, there— 

BLUM 

In '62 with tableau— 

WESCHLER 



That would be the— 

BLUM 

Was that Roxy's? 

WESCHLER 

Roxy's, yes. 

BLUM 

Oh! Yes, well, that was the first presentation of that big bordello, which was 

very controversial, and it was a sensational show, and people were—

Everybody was, I think, quite knocked out by it. 

WESCHLER 

Can you talk about that—well, from your point of view at the gallery, as he 

was talking about generating it and as you first saw it? 

BLUM 

Of the tableau? 

WESCHLER 

Yes, and then just how the opening went, and so forth. 

BLUM 

Well, Kienholz's career moved in an extremely dogged and logical way, moved 

from oil paintings on canvas to relief paintings on plywood or board to 

sculpture, and he evolved from sculpture in the early sixties, from sculpture 

into the tableau concept, which, it seems to me, he's still very much involved 

with. I heard of a very recent piece that he's now showing in Europe called The 

Art Show, I believe. So, it's something that he evolved painfully over a ten-year 

period that still engages him. I thought always that they were extraordinary, 

that Kienholz was interesting. I always had some little reservation about them 

myself, but I had no reservation about Kienholz as a force and as a provocative 

artist. 

WESCHLER 

What were your reservations about the work? 



BLUM 

I thought the morality in Kienholz always—To call Ed amoral, I think, was just 

crazy: I mean, I always saw him as kind of an amateur preacher. I thought 

always his work had an excessively moral edge and overtone, and I found that 

somewhat offensive. 

WESCHLER 

Where do you think that comes from in his personality? 

BLUM 

I think it comes from his background. 

WESCHLER 

How so? 

BLUM 

Well, I think Kienholz has a kind of fascist temperament. I think that he sees 

everything in black-and-white terms. He's quick to tell you about all that if you 

engage him in conversation, and I think the work ultimately reflects exactly 

that. And I think it always has. 

WESCHLER 

Are there particular occasions when you and he got into black-and-white 

interchanges? 

BLUM 

Not really. My feeling was—You know, the one thing I never liked to do—I 

mean, I'm a dealer, and as a dealer I speak as an agent for these people and as 

a voice for them to an audience of collectors. Kienholz and I would have little 

dialogues, but I would never accuse him of one thing or another; although I 

might harbor certain feelings, those feelings were my feelings, and I would 

never have done— 

WESCHLER 

Did he accuse you of doing so? 

BLUM 



Oh, yes. Yes. 

WESCHLER 

Like what? 

BLUM 

He would accuse me of being less than extraordinarily enthusiastic about the 

work. We had that dialogue on more than one occasion, and I had to give him 

whatever assurance I could give him that whatever reservations I had were 

personal reservations, and in any case, I had every respect for the work. And 

indeed, if I didn't have that respect, I wouldn't have included him in the 

gallery. I was able, by these arguments, to, I think, really persuade him of my 

interest. 

WESCHLER 

Did he have misgivings generally about the whole move— 

BLUM 

Gallery situation? 

WESCHLER 

Yes, the whole gallery situation. 

BLUM 

Absolutely, absolutely. 

WESCHLER 

In what terms? 

BLUM 

He had misgivings. He liked a much rougher situation. He had the feeling (and 

he was absolutely right) that with this new situation, all kinds of problems 

would occur; all kinds of things would become necessary that weren't 

necessary then; all kinds of expenses would increase. He had extreme 

reservations about the gallery professionalizing itself. 

WESCHLER 



Which he took to be you. 

BLUM 

Which he took to be me, yes. 

WESCHLER 

Did those ever reach kind of crunch dimensions? I mean, was it—Were 

there— 

BLUM 

Not really. 

WESCHLER 

—real crises in that, or— 

BLUM 

Not really, not really. There was always a kind of undertone between us, I 

think, having to do with all these issues I've just covered but nothing as serious 

as any kind of break until much later, when such a break indeed occurred. 

WESCHLER 

Before talking about that, you know what people are referring to when they 

talk about the immoral side of Kienholz. There's a kind of freewheeling, jovial 

side. 

BLUM 

Right. 

WESCHLER 

Can you talk about that side of him as well? You've mentioned the Melville-

Jonathan Edwards side of him a little bit, but what about the other stuff that's 

there? 

BLUM 

Well, it's somewhat difficult to talk about because it's very contradictory. On 

the one hand, he has this freewheeling side that you suggest: he's a horse 

trader, he's a huntsman. As you know, he has an enormous ranch, a really big 



ranch in Hope, Idaho. [He] spends half his time now in Berlin, as a ward of the 

German government—and he's perfectly satisfied to be that—and the other 

half of his time in Hope, where he is nothing less than a midtwentieth-century 

frontiersman. I daresay, the guy makes his own clothes, he hunts, he takes 

enormous pride from his art, and, I daresay, from the fact that he can single-

handedly live off the land—And that's something he's always taken pride in 

and something he continues to take pride in; not only this but he goes about 

and demonstrates it at every opportunity. He's amazing, he's absolutely 

amazing. I've never known him to have any less than the most complete 

arsenal wherever he's lived. He's, had rifles, shotguns, pistols, hand grenades, 

one thing or another. The guy is a—He's an absolute fascist! an absolute 

fascist [laughter] with a kind of redeeming sense of humor. 

WESCHLER 

Can you give us some instances of that, perhaps. 

BLUM 

Well, you know, there have been so many brushes I've had with the guy, I 

hardly know— 

WESCHLER 

Well, just tell us some. 

BLUM 

I can remember his needing a sum of money very early in the game, and the 

way he contrived to get it was to drive his pickup truck to used-car lots, park a 

block or so away, ask to drive a used car around the corner and test it; and 

when he got to his truck, he'd open the trunk, unload the spare tire, and by 

the end of the day, he had a truck full of spare tires, which he was able to 

convert into quick cash. Kienholz always had these first-rate, quickie money-

making ideas. 

WESCHLER 

Any of them at your expense ever? 

BLUM 



Oh, God, yes! Dozens of them at my expense. He bought several cars. He 

traded me for old automobiles. He'd come in, and I'd own a certain kind of car, 

and he'd sit there for days until he'd kind of weaken me down and would 

trade me an artwork that he had banged together the previous day for the 

automobile—wouldn't leave until I effected that trade with him, or he 

effected that trade with me, rather, and then would merrily drive off leaving 

me holding an unsalable artwork, but extraordinarily beautiful. 

WESCHLER 

When you talk about the fascist side of him, isn't it more accurate— The 

fascist kind of is a European set of images, whereas I really see it as more a 

kind of frontier— 

BLUM 

Absolutely, absolutely— 

WESCHLER 

—that would be the more— 

BLUM 

—he's a frontier fascist. Absolutely. 

WESCHLER 

What was the situation that led to your breakup, and how did that work out? 

BLUM 

It finally had to do with dollars. Most issues in Kienholz's life have to do, in 

some way or another, with dollars. 

WESCHLER 

Is that that he loves the money, or he loves the wheeling and dealing? 

BLUM 

Both, both. I think he loves the wheeling and dealing as much as the money 

but certainly loves the money as well, so I'd be hard pressed to tell you which 

one takes precedence. But finally, I can't tell you specifically; it really had to do 

with his making a demand that I considered excessive. At that time, the gallery 



situation had developed to such a degree that Virginia Dwan was here with a 

great deal of money and a new gallery in the offing, and she was able to make 

certain overtures to Ed that I simply could not equal. And as a consequence, 

she and Ed entered into an agreement, and he left the Ferus Gallery. 

WESCHLER 

Some other questions occurred to me about him before we leave him. He was 

raising his children at that time, wasn't he? 

BLUM 

Yes, but he was at that time married to Mary, and they were living together. 

He and Mary and the two children were a family unit. 

WESCHLER 

During the entire time that he was at Ferus? 

BLUM 

During pretty much the entire time that he was at Ferus, yes. 

WESCHLER 

I see. What kind of attitude did he have to his family life? That's another part 

that's such a paradox, this carousing— 

BLUM 

Exactly. Exactly the kind of attitude that you would think—He was the 

provider. He was very close to his children. He was extremely affectionate 

towards them, an excellent father in the most traditional sense. Another thing 

that just occurred to me that I can remember: Mary was quite a good cook, Ed 

was a good cook as well, and they had this wonderful little house up on top of 

Laurel Canyon—a street called Kirkwood, as I recall. And one wall would open 

up to reveal his arsenal. I've never forgotten my first confrontation with that. 

He developed this house and had, I would say, forty guns, you know, just of 

every size and kind, brilliantly installed in one wall and hidden from view, to 

be revealed only when Kienholz elected to reveal them. He invited me up for 

dinner—well, I used to eat there from time to time, and always enjoyed it; it 

was always convivial. Once I had just a very rich, dark stew and I commented 

on the quality of it, I remember. I told him how much I enjoyed it and how 



sweet the meat had tasted, and he said, "Did you really like that, Irving?" And I 

said, "Yeah, I loved it." I said, "What kind of cut was that?" He said, "Horse." 

[laughter] Caused me a bit of anguish, but I quickly recovered. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think it was horse? 

BLUM 

I know it was horse! I went home and neighed [laughter], whinnied. 

WESCHLER 

What was the impact of his show of the brothel when that was shown at the 

Ferus? 

BLUM 

Well, by 1962 and 1963, by then the gallery really was beginning to achieve 

notoriety in the community, and by then we were attracting—we still weren't 

selling to lots and lots of people—but we were attracting a really sizable 

audience. We had a big opening, which included renting a spotlight, and we 

had hundreds—By then, as I recall, the Monday night art walk had recently 

been instituted. That was something that occurred here for a period of time: 

in the sixties people would walk up and down La Cienega where many of the 

galleries were located. Esther Robles was there; Molly Barnes had a gallery at 

the time; Felix Landau, of course; the Ankrum Gallery was there. There were 

several—There were, altogether, oh, at least a dozen galleries, perhaps fifteen 

galleries in the sixties, and they all got together and agreed to keep open on 

Monday nights. 

1.4. TAPE NUMBER: II, Side Two (August 1, 1978) 

WESCHLER 

We're continuing talking about the art walk. 

BLUM 

Right, the art walk, which was a big convention by that time here in Los 

Angeles: people would stroll up and down La Cienega Boulevard and visit all 

the galleries that had agreed to remain open. We opened the show on the 



sixth of March, 1962. I know that only because I'm looking at the flier, the 

Ferus catalog of that exhibit. And it was dynamite, bedlam. It was extremely 

controversial. As you know, the ladies of the bordello were all organized in 

different ways. One of them was slung across a sewing machine treadle and 

bobbed her body every time that machine was made to work. Another one, a 

very hideous old hag, was completely covered, from her torso up, with a 

potato sack, which you could remove and she would become frighteningly 

revealed. So there was a lot of involvement for people; there was a lot for 

people to do. There were drinks, there was a spotlight in front of the gallery. 

There was all this activity in the gallery. There was a player piano, there was 

music, there was the atmosphere of a bordello (which Kienholz knew 

altogether as well as anyone, I daresay, having grown up in them as a youth, 

according to his story) and it was terribly authentic, and a lot of fun. 

WESCHLER 

Is it some sign of growing sophistication in Los Angeles that that show was not 

closed down, whereas the Wally Berman [Semina], a few years earlier, had 

been? 

BLUM 

I would say, absolutely. Absolutely. 

WESCHLER 

How do you account for that? 

BLUM 

I think there were several attorney friends of the gallery by that time, and any 

time that possibility surfaced, I think they were able to use their good offices 

and their influence to persuade people of the legitimacy of what the gallery 

was up to. 

WESCHLER 

Any in particular that you recall of that kind of influential clientele? 

BLUM 

Oh, Dick Sherwood was very close to the gallery, and we would go to him on 

occasion for advice. Also, Mrs. Moss's son, later to become a judge: Conrad 



Moss was an attorney with a practicing situation in Los Angeles, who was able 

to advise us on the limits of what we were able to take on. 

WESCHLER 

Was there a serious possibility that that would be closed as you were opening 

it? 

BLUM 

I think there was a possibility that we might be closed, and we were 

concerned. Kienholz was above concern and delighted, I think, at the 

possibility and at the attendant promotion. 

WESCHLER 

The scandal. 

BLUM 

The scandal, exactly. But we survived. 

WESCHLER 

Well, moving from Kienholz, I'm just continuing with some of the people that 

you mentioned. Billy Al Bengston is another obvious person. 

BLUM 

Billy Al Bengston was always incredibly precocious, and— 

WESCHLER 

Even when he grew up. 

BLUM 

Even when he grew up. I think, [he] remains incredibly precocious, right. And I 

have—Yes, you want to know about Bengston, now? [laughter] Well, it's very 

difficult. We were very close. I was probably as close to Bengston as I was to 

anybody when I arrived, and I used him—As young as he was, he was 

extremely intuitive and stylish and really brilliant about life situations and 

certainly about the art world and art activity and art situations. He was as 

bright as, probably as anybody I have ever encountered but also arrogant and 

was among the first to splinter away from the gallery. There's still some bad 



feeling between us as a consequence of that; so it's very difficult for me to 

speak with extreme objectivity about Bengston. 

WESCHLER 

You're not being asked to. [laughter] 

BLUM 

Ah! [laughter] I think Billy, as I say, was extremely audacious, painted 

marvelously—always a disparity between his technique and his content, I felt. 

I didn't feel that at the beginning. I felt at the beginning that that was 

something that he would resolve in time. But, in my mind, he hasn't resolved 

it. I find that he handles paint as brilliantly as it's ever been handled. He's an 

incredible technician, he's really an expert and everything that word implies. 

But finally, the content is not enough to hold the rest of the paraphernalia, 

and I think that that's a real problem he suffers from and continues to suffer 

from. 

WESCHLER 

Do you have any sense of the origin of that? 

BLUM 

No, I think it's endemic. I think it's something he's always—It's a condition he's 

always had and, I think, continues to have. That's simply my critical opinion of 

the guy. 

WESCHLER 

Is it a similar issue with Altoon in terms of his facility? 

BLUM 

I think, in a funny way, yes. Yes. And I think that it's true in more than in just 

these two instances. I can't tell you exactly why. I don't really know. But if I 

were to criticize in a general way, just the level of West Coast activity as 

opposed to, say, for example, East Coast activity, I think maybe I would start 

right there. But I think it probably requires a deeper penetration, deeper 

analysis than I'm prepared to make right at this point. I think I would probably 

just as well leave it at that; having said that, I would just as well leave it. 



WESCHLER 

Would you like to just hint at the causes, perhaps, for that, why that would 

be? 

BLUM 

That would only be guesswork on my part. It would only—I don't know, maybe 

a lack of discipline. Although that isn't altogether true, it's often true. It's been 

true in my experience. And there are other deeper reasons which I—I simply 

don't understand. 

WESCHLER 

A lack of art historical context? 

BLUM 

Perhaps. Perhaps. Certainly a possibility. I mean, you can keep giving me 

reasons, and I can keep saying yes. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

OK, well, we won't do that. Let's get back to talking about Bengston. I'll tell 

you one thing that has been interesting for me, interviewing various people. 

I've never encountered anyone who as often gets the same kind of response: 

incredible opening, amazed by his intellect and so forth, and that there was 

some great break with him. I mean, everybody seems to have had breaks with 

Bengston. 

BLUM 

Yes, yes, yes. 

WESCHLER 

What's all that about? What in his personality— 

BLUM 

It may be that a certain kind of—He may be crippled psychologically in some 

way—or we may be! [laughter] I mean, you're left with either possibility, 

aren't you? 

WESCHLER 



I see you wagging your feet and everything to indicate that you don't seem to 

be crippled, [laughter] 

BLUM 

No, right. Right. I can remember—Oh, it's really very painful and really very 

complicated, and I think I'm not sure what else you want covered. You might 

just—You might just shoot. Clearly I'm having trouble here— 

WESCHLER 

Yes, I can understand. 

BLUM 

Clearly I'm having trouble here, and I don't want to— 

WESCHLER 

OK. 

BLUM 

I really don't want to be clearer than I've been. I don't think it's totally fair, and 

I don't think it's totally correct. 

WESCHLER 

Let me ask this: can you tell some anecdotal kinds of things of him, even in 

your good days. I mean, just to get a sense—Basically, I can imagine people, 

for instance, referring to this volume who want to get a sense of what 

Bengston was like in '59, '60, or '61. 

BLUM 

Well, what he was like in 1960—Nineteen fifty-seven, as a matter of fact, 

when I first arrived is when I first became aware of him. And as a painter, he 

had just a superabundance of brilliance and technique. He was a second-

generation abstract expressionist. The guy would look and absorb de Kooning 

and would translate him in the most heroic fashion. Having come from New 

York in 1958, at the end of '57, '58, I arrived in Los Angeles, and I was very full 

of my experience in New York, and I'd seen a lot of painting. I knew I wanted 

to go into the gallery business, and I spent all kinds of time on Fifty-seventh 

Street, as well as at Tenth Street, [which] at the time [was] where all the 



downtown galleries were located. I would haunt the Tenth Street galleries and 

saw a lot of what was being done, and Bengston could handle himself as well 

as anyone I'd come in contact with. The guy could just—He was just absolutely 

masterful and painted these brilliant abstract expressionist canvases—a show 

which we had at the gallery, which looked marvelous, I remember. And he 

continued to work in that style until he picked up a magazine and saw 

reproduced in that magazine the work of Jasper Johns, whom he, right from 

the start, considered a seminal, brilliant artist. Bengston quickly—He had 

that—Bengston's always had the ability to model himself on someone. He 

began to model himself, I think, on Jasper and on territory that Jasper was 

beginning to mine. For example, he, Bengston, went from painting abstract 

expressionist pictures to painting pictures that were much more precise, much 

more organized—indeed, emblematic. He began painting hearts. He went 

right from the abstract expressionist thing into doing these pictures, variations 

on this heart motif. I had trouble—Even then, I had some trouble with the 

motif as a significant symbol, but Bengston did so many astounding variations 

that somehow you lost the symbol almost entirely, and what you had was a 

breathtaking painting experience. But he was looking hard at Jasper, there's 

no question about it, and subsequent to Jasper, I think, admired and looked 

hard at Andy Warhol. He understood, I think, the soup can show that I had in 

my gallery in [July 9-August 4] 1962 better than anyone, came in and 

acknowledged Andy's brilliance and audacity in a way that no one had. He had 

that kind of eye and that kind of intuition. But, finally, it didn't all come 

together in a way that it should have come together, and I think we, the 

audience, lose as a consequence. I mean, the world has lost something as a 

consequence somehow, because the game is (as Irwin was always quick to 

point out) in seeing somebody absolutely realize himself, and that was the 

most fun, and that was the biggest challenge, and clearly the most interesting 

aspect of this activity. I don't think, finally, that Bengston really measures up. 

WESCHLER 

One question that comes up in the context of that: you mention that he at 

first was influenced by de Kooning and then by— 

BLUM 

Jasper. 



WESCHLER 

—Jasper Johns. At first, you were saying in terms of de Kooning and so forth. 

How did people like Bengston and so forth experience these people? Was it 

just in magazines? 

BLUM 

Magazines. Magazines. 

WESCHLER 

Is there some sense in which experiencing them through magazines may have 

veered their experience in a way that if they'd been able to see them in New 

York would have been different? 

BLUM 

Yes, yes, yes. 

WESCHLER 

Can you unpack that a little bit? 

BLUM 

No, that's just guesswork. But the magazine experience is one experience, and 

the art experience is another experience. Now, you're asking, is there a 

difference? And I'm saying, yes. It's hard to define beyond that, I think, beyond 

the obvious. 

WESCHLER 

Was there any opportunity to have the art experience for these California 

people except for going to New York? Did the stuff come out here at all? 

BLUM 

Yes, it did come out in isolated ways, but never in any coherent way, and 

never in any way that was absolutely significant. Yes, one can cite—If you go 

back into the record about a show of abstract expressionist painting that 

appeared at the L.A. County Museum early in the fifties, to which every young, 

aspiring artist went and so and so, that wasn't sufficient exposure to my way 

of thinking. Still I recall it being often pointed to. 



WESCHLER 

And short of that, they had to rely on magazines? 

BLUM 

Short of that, they had to rely either on trips to New York—which none of 

them could afford to make, and very few of them really indeed ever made, I 

think—[or] they had to rely on magazines, yes. 

WESCHLER 

And did they rely on talking to you about it, since you were somebody—? 

BLUM 

Yes, yes, they relied on talking to me and on my experience, and we would 

analyze my experience very thoroughly; as thoroughly as I was able to analyze 

it, I would rework that ground for them and tell them what I thought was 

provocative in New York and what I thought was important there. 

WESCHLER 

Which artists in particular would have that kind of session with you, that 

influence, or were they all— 

BLUM 

I think they all did at one time or another. I mean, they were all curious, if not 

to use something which might surface which they might be able to 

incorporate in their own work, they were curious in a very natural way. 

WESCHLER 

To what extent were you going back to New York and keeping up? 

BLUM 

Not to any great extent. I knew it was very important for me to go back as 

often as I could, but at that time I couldn't manage to go back more than once 

a year. And so my trips back to New York were very infrequent, and when I 

went back to New York I—Very quickly, when we had the policy of cutting the 

Ferus Gallery group down from, as I say, some fifty names down to fifteen, I 

also had the concept, which I was able to talk Walter into, of showing artists 



from New York. Having recently come from New York, the one thing I didn't 

want to confront was a label, was a provincial label. I wanted to extend 

beyond that label, and I thought the only way I could do that, the only way I 

could prove that West Coast activity was parallel to New York activity in a lot 

of instances—at least I felt then that it really was—was to show the best New 

York activity. At the same time I exposed the West Coast activity and made my 

point that way. And so I was determined to bring into the gallery the best New 

York activity that I could determine. 

WESCHLER 

When you make that point, who are you making that point to? 

BLUM 

To the artists, to myself, to the few friends of the gallery at that time. 

WESCHLER 

But was it primarily West Coast people, or were East Coast people coming and 

getting exposed yet at that early stage? 

BLUM 

Not so much, not so much. 

WESCHLER 

So it was really a point you were trying to make in Los Angeles. 

BLUM 

It's a point I was trying to make in Los Angeles. 

WESCHLER 

Were you also trying to expose—Did you see your role as somehow 

educational for the artists at the gallery, to show them Jasper Johns— 

BLUM 

Absolutely. Extremely, extremely educational, provocative. 

WESCHLER 

—and Andy Warhol and so forth? 



BLUM 

Extremely educational, yes, and relevant. 

WESCHLER 

Well, I want to talk in more detail about how those shows were received, but 

let's continue with some of these particular artists. I gave you two difficult 

artists in a row there—Kienholz and Bengston—and why don't you pick a card 

and talk about somebody now. 

BLUM 

Well, I think that Craig Kauffman was extraordinarily important to the group. 

He seemed to be very well educated. He'd gone to UCLA and really informed 

himself about the world of painting and spoke of it very intimately. He knew 

Matisse's work in the most extraordinary way, was aware— 

WESCHLER 

Again, through slides and magazines or exposure? 

BLUM 

Yes, slides, magazines, trips East, certain Exposure, yes, absolutely. He'd gone 

East, he was sophisticated in that way. He'd even been to Europe. By then, 

he'd spent some little time in France, as I recall; that may have come a bit 

later, I don't—The sequence is a little difficult, but in any case, at an early 

moment had been to Europe and had been to very many museums. He was 

very familiar with the world of painting, had studied at great length and could 

handle all that in a very professional way, and was important. That show he 

had at the—The early show [June 6 -July 5, 1958] he had at the Ferus Gallery 

was a remarkable show in terms of what was going on here in Los Angeles and 

I think had an extraordinary influence on many of the other people in the 

gallery. If one can talk about, during an early moment, a participating member 

having an influence on other people involved, I think that Craig Kauffman's 

show— 

WESCHLER 

What was in that show? 

BLUM 



It was mostly—They were abstract expressionist paintings, but they were 

elegantly painted. I mean, they weren't heavily painted, and there was a lot of 

drawing within the painting. It was deft and spare and vaguely Oriental, which 

has always been an interest—That kind of painting has always been an 

interest of Craig's, still is to this day. [He] fancies the Orient, is very familiar 

with Japanese ceramics, screen painting, scroll painting, and that's always had 

an influence on him, and I think he influenced Ed Moses certainly, Bengston 

certainly, Bob Irwin, I think, at an early time. 

WESCHLER 

Can you give us a little character squeeze of him, personality squeeze? 

BLUM 

Yes, I think so: a little childish, I think, in his point of view; sophisticated about 

painting and yet, emotionally, somehow—he always seemed to have a screw 

loose—[laughter] 

WESCHLER 

Any particular screw-loose stories? 

BLUM 

—in that area. But he was able to work, to put that aspect of himself together, 

I think, in a very mature way. But he was very young, extremely precocious, 

and— 

WESCHLER 

He still looks young today. 

BLUM 

He still looks young today—he does, doesn't he? He and Walter were very 

close. 

WESCHLER 

They went to high school together. 

BLUM 



They went to [Eagle Rock] High School together, and I think a lot of Walter's 

ideas were talked about at great length between Walter and Craig at an early 

time. So Craig's influence on the gallery was a real one, I think, and, I think, a 

kind of profound one, and, I think, a very effective one. 

WESCHLER 

Do you have any particular stories of Craig with his screw loose? [laughter] 

BLUM 

Not really, none that I think would be more pertinent than what I've already 

said. 

WESCHLER 

OK. Well, why don't you, having mentioned Ed Moses, talk about him also? 

BLUM 

Moses was eccentric and always had the same problem, I think, and it's not 

altogether easy to characterize, but I'll give it a shot. Moses, it seemed to me, 

second-guessed himself, and I think that as a painter the only way that you 

can achieve that, ideally, is to work through ideas and to evolve ideas very 

slowly and in time. But Moses would be exposed to something, would shift 

gears abruptly as a result of that exposure and would leave a lot of issues, I 

think, unresolved. 

WESCHLER 

Things that he had still to resolve from his earlier work that he had done? 

BLUM 

Yes, yes, yes. Moses had the same abundance of technique and talent that the 

other people I've already covered seemed to have had, but he may have, early 

on, done less with it than he should have as a result of this problem. 

WESCHLER 

What are some specific examples of influences that came and overwhelmed 

him in that sense? 

BLUM 



Well, he was overwhelmed by Reinhardt, for example. He would paint in a 

certain style (this is just an illustration), and if he were to see a great 

Reinhardt, he was so moved by it and so influenced that he would 

immediately shift his own style and work kind of under the cape of Reinhardt 

or whoever it was he was looking hard at that he had a great conviction about. 

They were always key people, and somehow he had a hard time keeping a 

certain distance from them. He would be inordinately influenced by them. 

WESCHLER 

Can you give us a personality squeeze of him aside from his paintings. 

BLUM 

Very private, very eccentric, really eccentric, with kind of an extraordinary 

sense of humor and a great kind of personal style, which I feel he still very 

much has. Very, very humorous guy, very provocative guy, indeed, brilliant 

guy—but with this problem, which I think still somehow dogs him. 

WESCHLER 

Do you have any particular examples—you mentioned his sense of humor and 

so forth—that come to mind? 

BLUM 

Not really. None that I would feel comfortable in illustrating. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

I think we've covered enough individuals today, and I think we should open 

out a little bit. We'll cover some more later on, perhaps, but let me just name 

some topics and get a sense of where the Ferus group was. Basically, one of 

the things I'm interested in is, you mentioned the issue of discipline in West 

Coast artists in general in that high period of Ferus—'57, '60—where 

everybody was going through such dramatic changes. 

BLUM 

Right. 

WESCHLER 



Do you think there was a problem with discipline with individuals at that time, 

or were they generally in their studios most of the time? 

BLUM 

I think they were generally in their studios most of the time. They were in their 

studios most of the time, I would say. However, I would say that, in my 

experience, an artist can't be in his studio often enough, and I think they were 

all—Well, no, I'll just strike that. I think they were very much in their studios. 

WESCHLER 

Let me name some things and you can give me the association: Barney's 

Beanery. 

BLUM 

Oh, Barney's Beanery is legend. If there was a club in the art community, Ferus 

was very much that club I think; and if there was a place where people in that 

club went in a regular way for a bit of diversion, it was Barney's. We would go 

there virtually every day. 

WESCHLER 

It was just a walk from the gallery? 

BLUM 

It was a walk from the gallery, and that's where we went to play a little pool—

he had a pool table—to drink beer, and to talk about all the relevant issues of 

the day. It was an incredible hangout. We're talking about over roughly a five-

year period, there wasn't any other place where all these people could go and 

feel quite at home or quite so comfortable as at Barney's. We had one kind of 

incredible experience there after another. I can remember spending a lot of 

time there with an artist whom I didn't continue my relationship with, a man 

by the name of Dane Dixon, who'd been an extraordinarily powerful and 

mercurial guy, who had a reputation as a fighter among a certain element 

here in Los Angeles. And I can remember sitting there with Walter and Dane 

Dixon and John Altoon and Billy Al Bengston one evening, as we did regularly, 

and a big man of—A guy who worked at Bekins, a big van and storage place 

which was located next door to Barney's—There were some very tough 

confrontations between people in this little bar, many of which I witnessed, 



the toughest of—the most dazzling of which was this one enormous Bekins 

guy, who walked up to Dane, who was sitting with all of us, and said, "You're 

supposed to be a fighter. I'd like to test you out." And Dane said, "Come on, 

for heaven's sake. I'm just sitting here enjoying a beer with some of my 

friends." And this guy just insisted that Dane step outside and engage him. 

Finally, Dane was persuaded to do it, and we all kind of followed behind 

expecting—God knows what. As soon as we got out on the sidewalk, Dane 

whirled and hit this giant van man right in the stomach and floored him. Dane 

picked him up and scissored him and stuffed him in a trash can. It was just 

incredible. I've never forgotten it. But that was one experience in a number of 

years, and that is exactly the kind of thing that just went on in a regular way. It 

was rowdy, rough, and tumble. 

WESCHLER 

It sounds like frontier life. 

BLUM 

And it was absolutely; it had a frontier aspect. Lots of pretty girls hung out 

there as well. That part of it was entertaining. But in any case, we went, as I 

say, in almost a religious way. Everybody went, and whenever you wanted to 

meet somebody, that's where you'd go. If it wasn't Moses, it would be Altoon 

or Craig or Walter. One person or another would always somehow hang out. 

You could always be assured of somebody's company. And then, at a certain 

moment, Barney decided to renovate the place, and Kienholz was able to buy 

very many of the tables, which had initials knifed into them, and the old 

jukebox and one thing or another, recreated in a big tableau Barney's Beanery 

[The Beanery], showed it; and from the moment that piece of art surfaced and 

from the moment that piece was shown, nobody went back. The place 

changed and nobody went back. 

WESCHLER 

Why? 

BLUM 

And the incredible thing is that I remember that—I maintained the gallery on 

La Cienega for several years past that time—I_ never went back. It's really 



peculiar. I've talked about it to one or two people and then stopped talking 

about it, because it seemed so extraordinarily bizarre, but, I daresay, if you 

were to ask Bengston, Craig, or Irwin or Ed Moses, they would each one tell 

you that since that art piece surfaced, it's like he exorcised the place in some 

weird way. Nobody ever went back to Barney's. I've never gone into the place 

from that day, this from going there a minimum of five nights a week, if only 

for a beer on my way home or after dinner, one thing or another. I've never 

been there. 

WESCHLER 

Can you talk—What did he— 

BLUM 

I don't even—I don't even like talking about it. [laughter] I certainly don't like 

thinking about it! [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

What do you think of his piece? I mean, did he capture— 

BLUM 

I think the piece is extraordinary. I think he did capture the place. [He] 

captured a certain atmosphere in the most extraordinary way; captured a 

moment; captured old Barney, by God, who's dead now—died shortly after 

that piece was made—and that piece is kind of a monument to him in a way. 

He was an extraordinary man, who never said very much but watched, who 

could always be relied on for a drink, could always be relied on for a moment's 

brief conversation, but who was an extraordinary bartender—brilliant, I would 

say. I would characterize him as brilliant—memorable. Kienholz caught the 

essence of him, caught the essence of the place in a way that somehow 

changed it for everyone who'd ever gone there. 

WESCHLER 

Almost seems to have taken out all the oxygen that was there. 

BLUM 

Exactly, exactly. In a way that was just completely mysterious. 



WESCHLER 

Was it the desolation of the piece that freaked all of you, do you think? 

BLUM 

Can't tell you. Don't know. Something did. Something really bizarre did. As I 

say, I'm serious when I say I don't even like to think about it. 

WESCHLER 

OK, well, we won't— 

BLUM 

No, I mean, we can certainly talk about it. 

WESCHLER 

But you'll squirm. 

BLUM 

But I'll squirm, right. 

WESCHLER 

Let me ask you this about the artists: for one thing, when you did go there, 

were you kind of an isolated group, or were there others that you had 

interactions with besides Bekins people who beat up on you? 

BLUM 

No, there were a few others whom we would interact with, people who did 

other things, who kind of became friendly, but it was mostly a Saroyanesque 

private club. 

WESCHLER 

And were artists, as a group, from the outside seen as macho or as ineffectual 

or—I mean, how would people, looking at a group of artists in a corner, react 

to them? Were they kind of just weirded-out people, or— 

BLUM 



I think that the artists were known as artists. I think they were respected—or 

ignored. 

WESCHLER 

By the people. 

BLUM 

By the local people who went as craftspeople. But they were largely, largely 

ignored, and left to their own amusement. 

WESCHLER 

It strikes me that there's a kind of— 

BLUM 

There was a kind of live-and-let-live quality about the place, which was one of 

the [reasons] artists enjoyed it. 

WESCHLER 

What I was about to say is, in the American consciousness about what artists 

are, there's this kind of split between the ineffectual person in high school, the 

guy who is taking art classes, on the one hand, and also the kind of macho, 

somehow tied with beatnik, you know, real strong, powerful kind of thing. 

BLUM 

Yes, yes. 

WESCHLER 

Was that true in that time, and how do you think people— 

BLUM 

At that time, it was a much more macho quality that the artist had. Formerly, 

one would think of artists as being effete or— 

WESCHLER 

Uh-huh, that's what I mean, 

BLUM 



—overly aesthetic or so and so. And these people, the Ferus group, in any 

case, made it a point of policy, I think, to assume a much more tough stance. 

WESCHLER 

Was that, do you think, partly in response to that effete image that artists 

otherwise have? 

BLUM 

I believe. I believe. 

WESCHLER 

In that context, another word just to set you off is motorcycles, or cars. 

BLUM 

Motorcycles were not only absolutely macho, but were also cheap 

transportation. 

WESCHLER 

Double value. 

BLUM 

Double value. And Bengston got on to them early on—indeed, began racing 

them professionally. I don't know if Moses owned a bike. I know that Irwin 

raced and dirt tracked and owned several bikes early on. Altoon owned a bike 

until it became really suicidal for him to continue, and he kind of understood 

that it was suicidal, because he was often precise in his thinking. Very often 

he'd: —I mean, it's one thing you certainly can't be on a bike: you know, your 

head can't be a hundred miles away. You have to be very focused. And he 

cleverly was convinced to give up his bike. But I think all of them had bikes at 

one time or another, and I think for both those reasons: I think it was macho, 

and I think it was cheap transportation. It was both. 

WESCHLER 

Would you characterize yourself in those days as macho also? 

BLUM 



No, somehow that was never a problem with me. I had some experience as an 

actor, I was very interested in style—still am—and somehow my masculinity 

was never an issue. 

WESCHLER 

Were you teased on macho kind of grounds by some of the people, in other 

words? 

BLUM 

Yes, yes, as maybe being somewhat too effete, but that never disturbed me. 

[laughter] And so I never felt the need to put on a leather jacket and buy a 

bike to prove a point. 

WESCHLER 

How about surfing? 

BLUM 

California preoccupation and— 

WESCHLER 

Of these artists? 

BLUM 

Absolutely, and all these artists were Californians and fell very naturally into it, 

and also, as artists, extremely competitive and fell very naturally into the 

surfing style. Bengston had a board, Ken Price had a board, Ruscha surfed, 

Irwin, again, certainly surfed. Craig still surfs; they call him "Gramps" down in 

Laguna. [laughter] He comes out every now and then in his wet suit with his 

board under his arm. So, that was an ongoing and really great interest of 

theirs. I think I'm going to have to— 

WESCHLER 

OK. Well, we're just about at the end of this, we'll just—I'll continue next time. 

1.5. TAPE NUMBER: III, Side One (August 4, 1978) 

WESCHLER 



In the set of questions I was asking you just before we ended, about 

motorcycles and Barney's and surfing and so forth, in a way what I was leading 

to was returning to that issue of discipline and Southern California artists. Do 

you think that with all those kinds of extraneous pursuits, that Southern 

California artists had more of those things than artists elsewhere? 

BLUM 

I think so, given the nature of the place and all the kind of attendant 

circumstance. I think there was somehow more of the kinds of things you just 

mentioned available to them. In a way, it served as a positive thing as well as a 

negative thing; it served as a negative thing insofar as it seems to me that they 

were fairly easily diverted or deflected from just making, art. They could 

engage themselves differently—and did fairly often—and this may have 

intruded in some negative way in terms of their evolution. 

WESCHLER 

How is it positive? 

BLUM 

Positive because I think the art-making thing is very boring. I think it's very 

insistent and very often very boring, and I think there are very long, dull 

stretches. On the one hand, if you can divert yourself from those long dull 

stretches, it's terrific; on the other hand, if you can work through those long 

dull stretches, it's very much to your credit, I think. I think, ultimately, what it 

does to the artist is strengthen the artist. I don't think there's any way you can 

avoid those long dull stretches is what I'm saying. 

WESCHLER 

This is just actually very much of a layman's question: Does more art get done 

in New York in the winter than in the summer? 

BLUM 

I'm inclined to think more art gets done—now, in both places—that more art 

gets done in New York than gets done here. I think this business of diversion is 

very key to that fact. All the little ways that an artist can divert himself, or a 

person indeed can divert himself, they're not as available back there as they 

are here. You can get on your bike here, you can get on your surfboard here, 



you can drive to Tijuana, you can do a million things. I mean, I can think of 

dozens of things one can do, in a very hassle-free way, that you simply can't 

do in New York, especially when the weather turns bad; you're stuck, you're in 

that little room. 

WESCHLER 

Does more work get done in the winter than in the summer in New York, 

generally? 

BLUM 

I think absolutely more work gets done in the winter, yes. Well, summers are 

just intolerable, and no matter how strong and no matter how purposeful you 

are, it seems to me that summers are the dog's dinner. 

WESCHLER 

And more work gets done in New York in the winter than in California in the 

winter? 

BLUM 

I would think. I would think. Oh, oh, I see, compared—Oh, I thought you 

meant California in summer as opposed to California in winter. No, no, more 

work. More work does get done in New York in the winter than in California in 

the winter, having to do with the fact that the weather is appalling back there, 

and very often you simply can't go out into the street. 

WESCHLER 

But (playing devil's advocate for California, then) doesn't New York have the 

whole attendant set of distractions of the whole art scene: the gallery 

openings constantly, and also things like theater and that whole cultural 

scene, which, in a way, you don't have in Los Angeles as much? 

BLUM 

Yes, there is such a rush of events, such an enormous rush of events back 

there, that maybe in the face of that, you can close yourself off to them. Many 

of the artists I know simply close themselves off to those events. You don't see 

them at openings, you don't see them at cocktail parties: I know because I go 

to many of them, and I don't see Frank Stella at these parties, I don't see 



Ellsworth Kelly at these parties, I don't see Jasper Johns at these parties. I see 

them at quiet dinners on occasion, and not on the streets and not in galleries 

and not at events. [tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

Robert Irwin took many of the things that you're saying and flipped them 

around and said they're the things that really make working in Los Angeles 

better: I mean, just that kind of casualness, the lack of intensity and so forth, 

allows a certain kind of focus that— 

BLUM 

I think it allows a certain kind of focus if you're Robert Irwin. I really do. I don't 

think it allows that kind of focus if you're anyone else. And by that I mean, it 

allows that kind of activity if you're extraordinarily committed and 

extraordinarily focused in a way Robert Irwin, I feel, really is. And so he's able 

to absolutely withdraw from all those temptations. But I think that if you're 

anyone less than Robert Irwin, you can't withdraw; you are indeed distracted. 

Irwin, I think, speaks from his own vantage point, and it's a highly developed 

and highly committed vantage point, and I think that there aren't very many 

artists like Bob Irwin. 

WESCHLER 

Well, as long as we're talking about Bob, let's talk a bit about him back in the 

Ferus days. 

BLUM 

Oh, well, it was just an absolutely remarkable career, absolutely extraordinary, 

I think, because as Walter and I did the gallery, and as we decided who we 

were going to retain and who we were going to exclude, we looked around in 

the community and there were two or three artists that we decided to include 

in this hard Ferus nucleus. One of these artists was Bob Irwin, who was 

showing at that time at the Felix Landau Gallery and was painting beach 

scenes and landscapes that somehow had a very curious organization and 

seemed, both to Walter and I, very provocative. But what seemed more 

interesting than the work he was doing, at that time, was indeed several 

interviews with Bob that Walter had and that I had. He seemed extraordinarily 



ambitious, he seemed as committed as anyone I'd ever encountered even 

then, and he seemed like somebody who was absolutely worth keeping one's 

eye on. And so we invited him to participate in the gallery, and after some 

slight hesitation, he embraced the idea and joined us, and we were together 

for many, many years. I watched Irwin's transition from a realistic painter to 

an abstract expressionist painter. He painted some absolutely extraordinary 

abstract expressionist paintings, I think, many of which he destroyed. Some 

are still in private collections and around. I confront them every now and then 

here in Los Angeles. They're really technically marvelous, I think. And then to 

go from that involvement—Whenever he did a series of work, it seems he 

pretty much exorcised them in his own head. He set another standard very 

quickly and another set of ambitions very rapidly and pursued the next phase 

of his evolution. 

WESCHLER 

Where do you think it comes from in his life, this extraordinary— 

BLUM 

I think—I think it comes from— 

WESCHLER 

—intensity? 

BLUM 

I can't tell you. All I know is that there was always this extraordinary 

commitment to the highest levels of quality and a real commitment to 

exploration and to change and to evolution. 

WESCHLER 

He described himself, in an interview that we did with him, as really extremely 

naive before he— 

BLUM 

He was extremely naive. 

WESCHLER 

—entered Ferus. 



BLUM 

He was extremely naive but very committed, open and very curious about 

developments in the art world. 

WESCHLER 

Was that again one of the people who would query you intensely about what 

was going on in New York? 

BLUM 

Yes. Oh, yes, I think they all did. They all did. They were all very curious about 

what was going on in New York and about how they measured up, so to speak. 

They would always debate that measuring-up issue, and it seemed to me that 

you have to remember at that particular time—we're talking about 1958, '59, 

'60, —that the best New York could produce at that time, in a visible way, in a 

really visible way, was second-generation abstract expressionist painting, so 

that we're talking about people who were very much in the public eye back 

east: people like Grace Hartigan, people like Mike Goldberg, people like Al 

Leslie, Norman Bluhm, Paul Jenkins. So these were the people who were in all 

the art magazines in a regular way, and these were the people they looked at, 

and these were the people they indeed superseded, I feel. I feel that Irwin at 

his peak, certainly Craig Kauffman, certainly Bengston and Altoon, Ed Moses—

all were abstract expressionist painters of real ability and of real quality, and 

at least as good as the best of what was being presented and the best of what 

was being done in New York during that comparable moment, but with much 

less focus because they were here in L.A. 

WESCHLER 

What did you make of Irwin's transition from abstract expressionism to the 

line paintings? 

BLUM 

To the line paintings. Well, I thought it was an incredible leap, and it took me a 

while [to adapt], since the expressionist paintings were very ingratiating, and 

there was a lot in them for Irwin to then go to a very reduced format, just a 

flat color field with three or four horizontal bands on the surface. They 

seemed to me extremely reduced, different, finally contemplative and, I 



thought, very moving. I liked them. I liked them very much. They took a while 

to get on to; but once you got on to them, they were very eloquent. But, of 

course, in the process, everyone who I had painfully developed in terms of a 

kind of sympathy to the earlier work, they simply couldn't make head or tail 

out of the band paintings, and so the process, even for me, of just educating 

people and speaking as eloquently as I was able to speak, the process simply 

began all over again. 

WESCHLER 

Did Irwin lose a followership with that in terms of— 

BLUM 

Oh, I think he— 

WESCHLER 

—financially? 

BLUM 

I think artists always lose a follow—I think they always lose a following. I think 

an audience is prepared to examine and to comment on and to think about 

and to support a particular thing, and when it changes to another thing, you 

invariably lose people. And if it's a better thing, you somehow lose people and 

then gain people. You gain a very different kind of even larger constituency, 

but that all takes time. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think that happened with Irwin? 

BLUM 

I think it did happen with Irwin, I think it did happen with Irwin. I think, 

ultimately, it did. Ultimately, he lost some people here, but he gained a 

national audience. I think people who passed through were looking hard at 

Irwin's paintings at that time and really beginning to deal with them. 

WESCHLER 

Was Irwin one of the primary people in Los Angeles who people nationally 

were looking at? 



BLUM 

I would say one of the primary people in Los Angeles. 

WESCHLER 

Do you have any stories about him painting those? Various people have told 

me stories about the hours he would spend with the line paintings. 

BLUM 

Oh, there was never—He could never put enough time into making those 

pictures. I remember, whenever I was in the gallery and had to take a collector 

out to visit an artist's studio, that I would have to call Bengston and make sure 

that he was there, and I would have to call Ed Moses and make sure that he 

could be found, and Irwin was one person, I remember then, that I never had 

to call: I always absolutely knew that he would be in his studio, and I would 

always go with that idea and always find him. He was never anywhere but that 

studio and—[tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

We're "with Bob Irwin in his studio." 

BLUM 

Right. So, as I say, one could always be assured of finding Bob. His 

commitment was the most extraordinary kind of commitment. The energy 

was limitless, and the ambition was as great as I think I've ever encountered. 

The guy was fiercely competitive, extraordinarily gifted, and very committed 

to his art. 

WESCHLER 

Today he seems almost serene. I mean, he's just a very happy guy. 

BLUM 

Well, I don't think I understand that serenity, and I kind of—I kind of don't 

understand what's beneath that serenity. That serenity certainly exists on the 

surface, but beneath all that, I can't believe there isn't something—there isn't 

a kind of endless, agonizing, churning, as there's always been. I'm suspicious of 

that serenity— 



WESCHLER 

Is that different today than it used to be? 

BLUM 

—although I've confronted it. It's absolutely different from the way he used to 

be. 

WESCHLER 

Can you describe how he used to be because— 

BLUM 

Well, he was always a tough competitor, and he made no bones about it. His 

ambition was, as I say, limitless, and that was all very clear upon meeting him 

and spending any time with him. He seems now almost tranquil, and I mistrust 

that tranquility. I mistrust I don't know how to deal with it. I just know Irwin as 

a kind of—as the eye of the hurricane, and I don't understand this new Zen 

quality. 

WESCHLER 

Well, I mean, way back in the early abstract things, he was dealing to some 

extent with Zen kind of themes, and so forth. 

BLUM 

Always, always, but dealing with Zen in the most aggressive way that Zen has 

ever been dealt with. 

WESCHLER 

Well, this is really interesting to me, because I have no sense of what he was 

like, almost just personality-wise, except what he is today. So are there any 

stories that could bring out that kind of aggressiveness? 

BLUM 

Well, I know there were several arguments between Irwin and Bengston, and 

viewpoints having to do with moral positions. Irwin was always insistent on a 

very strict moral base to all his activity and had a hard time' 

WESCHLER 



What do you mean by that moral base? 

BLUM 

By just being as straightforward as you can be and as undevious, and he felt 

that that connected to the art. He had very little patience for chicanery, and 

whenever he encountered it, he was quick to point it out, and he encountered 

it several times in other people—in Bengston particularly, at least his view of 

Bengston, and like that. He was just always reliable, very straightforward, and 

he always had a notion that that tied into the painting. 

WESCHLER 

What would happen when he did encounter this chicanery? 

BLUM 

Well, any one of several—I mean, he would either get furious or get violent. 

WESCHLER 

Well, it's hard to imagine Irwin getting violent—the Irwin you see today. 

BLUM 

I know, but years ago he had that bent. I mean, it wasn't something that he 

took easily, it wasn't something—Just to give you some idea as to how serious 

all that was to him, it wasn't something he would gloss over. It was something 

he would confront and something he would deal with. If it took physical 

energy, so be it. 

WESCHLER 

Was it also just personality conflicts in addition to the moral stuff, or was it 

really the moral thing primarily? 

BLUM 

I think both. I think there were personality conflicts as well, but hard 

sometimes to separate the one from the other, you know. 

WESCHLER 



Well, taking another go at this serenity thing, he just recently had a show at 

the Whitney, which gave you an opportunity to look over the whole past of his 

work and so forth. What do you make of where he is today in his work? 

BLUM 

Well, I think that his work has been nothing less than provocative always, but 

along with that, just viewing Irwin's evolution, I think that he has tried to 

encompass with every series of work a greater and greater ambition and a 

wider and wider scope, and I somehow think that that can turn back on one. 

That can present all kinds of problems, logistic problems, so and so and so and 

so. [tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

Just before, we were talking about Irwin's show in New York. Let me ask a few 

questions about it. Can you talk a little bit about Irwin's relationship to New 

York. I mean, my sense is that not much happened with that show in New 

York. 

BLUM 

Well, not much did happen. I think that that's a very complicated question, 

and it has to do with New York vis-a-vis Los Angeles. Now, I can tell you that, 

aside from the top echelon of New York artists—by the top echelon I mean 

Frank Stella, I mean Jasper Johns, I mean Roy Lichtenstein, I mean Ellsworth 

Kelly, Andy Warhol—of a comparable generation—say, for example, these are 

all names you know, these are all artists you've heard of, these are all people 

of extraordinarily distinguished achievement—aside from that top generation, 

New York is a very big place, and by living there, by meeting other people, by 

circulating, by being part of the milieu, you get a ride in New York. If you're 

second wave or third wave—For example, Alex Katz, who I think is a mediocre 

figurative painter, has an extraordinary constituency in New York, manages to 

sell everything he does, has a real audience and a very vivacious life in New 

York, a distinguished career. Now, why can't somebody who's at least Alex 

Katz's equivalent, who lives in another place, come into New York and achieve 

that same notoriety and that same level of success? It can't happen. It cannot 

happen, largely because there's no constituency. There's no constituency. And 

because there's no constituency, there's no support, there's no focus, there's 



no unanimity of opinion, and these shows come and these shows go, and 

they're not heard of, not speculated about. 

WESCHLER 

Would you say in the case of Irwin, for instance, that it was more that issue 

than— 

BLUM 

I think in the case of Irwin, it's exactly that issue. It's exactly the fact that Irwin 

lives on the West Coast, and anybody on the West Coast will pay an enormous 

price in New York, because they're not known. They have a kind of an 

underground reputation. Irwin, certainly, by this time has an underground 

reputation, but it's still an underground reputation. People talk about Irwin, 

he's included, he's categorized; but he lives elsewhere, and because he lives 

elsewhere, he's easily forgotten. 

WESCHLER 

Is that Irwin's failure or New York's failure? 

BLUM 

I think it's absolutely both. I think it's. Irwin's failure and it's New York's failure. 

I think it's both. When you talk about that first wave of artists whose names I 

just gave you, they all come from somewhere else. Rauschenberg is from 

Texas, Jasper Johns is from [South] Carolina, Ellsworth Kelly is from New Jersey 

or somewhere [New York], Frank [Stella] is from Maiden, Massachusetts; but 

they live in New York, and they work in New York, and they do their number 

there. I think that it is Irwin's failure insofar as I don't think there's any way to 

ignore that New York contact if you're an artist. I think that you can have ten 

years in New York, you can achieve a certain fame and a certain notoriety, and 

I think then you're free to go anywhere, to live anywhere. But I think you have 

to pay your New York dues in the art world. I think it's urgent. I think very, 

very few people get off scot-free, get off without paying those dues. I take my 

hat off to those people. I think Dick Diebenkorn is absolutely one of those 

people. But for every one Dick Diebenkorn, I mean, the landscape is littered 

with bodies, littered with hundreds and hundreds of bodies, and Diebenkorn is 

absolutely spectacular, because he's unique in terms of that situation. 



Diebenkorn is an artist who ignored the New York situation and lived to tell 

about it. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think historians, reading this two centuries from now, will find 

something at fault with American art that New York became so much the 

central focus, and that it didn't allow other things to— 

BLUM 

I think that's speculation. I think you can say, well, it's unhealthy, it's negative, 

it's this, it's one thing or another, but I think it's more conducive to talk about 

what New York is, to explore the positive aspects of what New York is, and to 

stop carping about the other aspects. New York is the center. When you talk 

about galleries that sell painting, there are two thousand in New York—two 

thousand as opposed to ten in Los Angeles. When you talk about periodicals, 

every single art periodical of any note and of any quality is based in New York. 

When you talk about museums: well, you know exactly what we have. When 

you talk about the art establishment, it exists in New York and exists nowhere 

else. Now, if you're going to ignore all that, you certainly can, but you ignore it 

at your peril. 

WESCHLER 

It's really striking to hear you, of all people, saying this, in that I imagine fifteen 

years ago you might not have phrased things this way. 

BLUM 

Well, fifteen years ago I had a kind of a—Maybe an idyllic version of the 

possibilities that I felt were in the Los Angeles, or the California, area. But I've 

since come round in my thinking. I think that what you see here in Los Angeles 

is very much what you have, that everything else is speculation. Everything 

that's likely to happen is still just that—likely to happen; it hasn't. happened at 

this moment. My focus is the present, my focus is now, and now certainly is 

New York in terms of the art world. There's no question about that, that Los 

Angeles is the slightest kind of version of what goes on back there, that the 

major activity is there, and you can like it or not like it. You can take any view 

about that you want. That's the fact. That's the fact. Now, if you're prepared 



to deal with it, you deal with it; and if you don't, you pay a price for not 

[dealing with it], whether you're an artist or whether you're a dealer. As a 

dealer, I know that in California somebody would come in, look at a painting, 

and say, "Well, Irving, let me think about it for two months, " knowing full well 

that in two months' time that work was still likely to be there. The lack of 

urgency was the thing that drove me out of California finally, the lack of 

urgency as far as selling material is concerned. People would wait and 

deliberate and finally the interest would become deflected. In New York they 

have one hour or less, and if they can't conclude in that time, then there's 

somebody standing just behind them who's likely to buy the work, and they're 

likely to lose the work, and they have to absolutely confront that possibility. 

WESCHLER 

Does that urgency pervade the art making as well? 

BLUM 

I think the urgency pervades the art making as well, absolutely. 

WESCHLER 

Whereas here, you can have two months; you don't have to do the piece right 

now, you can do it in two months. 

BLUM 

You can do it two months from now, and with the same result. Yes. 

WESCHLER 

I see. One last question about Irwin before we leave him is, you describe how 

he's completely changed, a serenity has come over him and so forth, or what 

appears to be this kind of serenity. Can you— 

BLUM 

But, I'm a little—I'm a little worried about that kind of serenity. I think that 

that kind of serenity is a superficial serenity on Irwin's part. If it's a genuine 

serenity, I think it diminishes the urgency that I talked about earlier. So what's 

achieved? A kind of accommodation with life. I don't think that art comes 

from that kind of accommodation. I think art comes from anxiety and anguish. 

I think it comes from very complex, very painful issues. I think the art-making 



process is a tedious, difficult, painful process, and I don't think that art is 

made, generally, from tranquility. I don't. And so Irwin may be in touch with 

something very deep and very central to his life, but it isn't going to really aid 

him enormously, insofar as art making is concerned. 

WESCHLER 

Can you date when that transition took place in him or— 

BLUM 

No, it's been a long time coming. I've known him for twenty years, so I would 

say it's been evolving over the past five years. And he's achieved a certain 

plateau which I really don't understand. I don't understand. 

WESCHLER 

When he gave up his studio in 1970, do you think that was—He had that kind 

of anguish and so forth, the urgency was there, and it no longer is [there] since 

he's not working in his studio. 

BLUM 

It seems to me that he had a kind of a—More—His ambition is just— It's more 

and more complex. It's less and less realizable, which may have forced him 

into a less excitable stance. I don't really know. 

WESCHLER 

I see, but you would date— 

BLUM 

I would date it as of his involvement with environmental things, which now 

goes back some five—five, six—years, something like that, and I think that his 

head began to change as well, and tranquility began to descend, with all its 

complex problems, as of that time. 

WESCHLER 

His ambitions, in terms of the questions he's addressing the art community, 

are huge. Does he have any kind of resonance in New York? 

BLUM 



I think they're too huge. I think there's such a thing as these questions being 

so huge that they're almost impossible to encompass, and I think that Irwin's 

questions are of that scale. They're so extensive and complex and, for this 

moment at least, I suspect unanswerable, that they're not largely speculated 

about, no. 

WESCHLER 

And basically, there aren't too many people listening to Irwin. 

BLUM 

No, he doesn't have—He doesn't have a huge audience, no. 

WESCHLER 

It's interesting; just specifically, when the Whitney show was up, did people in 

your community talk about it much? 

BLUM 

Not much. No. No, not much. The work was speculated about to a degree but 

not nearly as much as I thought it deserved. It wasn't speculated about nearly 

as much as I felt it should have been, having to do with the complex nature of 

the work and also the fact of Irwin's outside-of-New York residence. 

WESCHLER 

OK. Well, let's move from Irwin to another group of people. Well, actually, as 

long as we're talking about Irwin, maybe we can talk about Larry Bell, because 

in some way he— 

BLUM 

Well, Larry Bell came later. Larry Bell was a student of Irwin's— 

WESCHLER 

That's the connection I was making here. 

BLUM 

—and Irwin was the most inspired teacher and the most extraordinary force in 

this way: that students, young people could absolutely determine for 

themselves that extraordinarily committed and moral edge that Irwin had that 



I spoke of earlier, and they were instantly persuaded of his seriousness and his 

talent, and they were very moved by him and in awe of him. One of those 

students was Larry Bell, whom Irwin spent an inordinate amount of time with, 

Irwin really believed in. And Irwin was instrumental in bringing Larry into the 

Ferus group, so to speak. Irwin felt that Larry was an artist with extraordinary 

possibility. Larry appeared on the scene, did a series of paintings while still a 

student, a series of shaped, geometric pictures, which I thought were 

accomplished. I saw them, I was very convinced by them and equivalently 

convinced by the personality of the young artist, and took him into the gallery 

very quickly, without a lot of speculation. Also, the gallery was run (I think I 

mentioned this to you) largely like a cooperative situation, that the other 

gallery members had to feel as intensely as I felt about whatever it was I was 

involved with, and they all agreed that Larry was—whatever else he was—he 

had the possibility to become an artist of distinguished achievement. We took 

him on, and he began his career in that way. 

WESCHLER 

My sense is that he represents some kind of new generation of people coming 

into— 

BLUM 

He did. He did. He represented a new generation that included—Aside from 

Larry Bell, Ed Ruscha was ushered in some two years after we began; Ken 

Price, in at the same time. So we're talking about 1960 or '61. 

WESCHLER 

Was the character of the gallery changing with this new group of people or the 

character of art making in Los Angeles? 

BLUM 

I would say it was extending more than changing; it was extending, and it was 

becoming a little more inclusive as a result of the admission of these three or 

four younger people. But the core and the ambition of the gallery stayed the 

same. 

WESCHLER 



Did these people have to pay the kind of poverty dues that the earlier people 

had to pay? 

BLUM 

Absolutely. There was no way to escape that, especially at that early stage. 

WESCHLER 

My sense is that later on, relatively quickly, Larry Bell was vastly successful. 

BLUM 

Yes, yes, yes. 

WESCHLER 

But there was still a period, like when he was first coming on, where there was 

that—Basically, what I'm trying to get to is the concept that the L.A. art scene 

took off suddenly. It financially became— 

BLUM 

The L.A. art scene did begin to take off in some way, and that—The beginning 

was around 1962—or 1962, 1963—the focus became clearer. The 

achievement of the gallery became clearer in the community. I remember a 

particular incident involving Arnold Glimcher of the Pace Gallery in New York. 

They would come to California very much in the same way that I would go to 

New York and take a look around and see whatever there was to see and 

come to certain conclusions and maybe take on a younger artist from back 

there—again, in my ambition to make the gallery transcend a provincial label. 

Arnold Glimcher came to California and saw Larry's work and loved it and said 

that he would speak for ten glass box sculptures. This is when Larry was just 

really beginning to get involved with making sculpture out of glass, incredibly 

beautiful boxes that people seemed to gravitate toward and like enormously. 

And it seemed to me an extraordinary idea and something I wanted to be as 

supportive of as I could be. So I went to Larry and I said that Arnold wanted 

ten boxes? that it was of interest to me at the same time to acquire a similar 

number of sculptures, ten for myself."How complicated would it be for [you] 

to fabricate twenty pieces?" And he said he could do. it, that he could do it 

over a period of time, that [it] might take just under a year, and he said that 

he could do it for a cost of $1,000 a box, in other words, $20,000 for the 



twenty pieces. Well, I was able to go to Mrs. Moss, who was involved in the 

gallery. I told her about my dilemma, and on the signature bank note from 

her, I got a loan of 10,000, was able to give Larry $10,000 to proceed with the 

ten boxes that I required for my situation. Then I went to Glimcher and made 

the same demand of him, and he said, "Who do you show from back East?" 

And I said—well, this was '62, '63—I said I showed Frank Stella, I showed Andy 

Warhol, I showed Jasper Johns, Ellsworth Kelly. He said, "Well, what do you 

pay for these exhibitions?" And I was quick to tell him that I didn't pay 

anything, that they were all sent to me on approval, that I would sell what I 

would sell, and what I couldn't sell I would send back to the various galleries 

represented by these artists. And he said to me, "Well, why, then, are you 

asking me for $10,000 if that's indeed the case?" And I said, "Well, it's 

different in this way: if you don't give me the $10,000, the pieces simply can't 

be fabricated. Larry can't make them." So we argued back and forth for 

several months, and he was finally persuaded and was forthcoming with this 

sum, which I quickly turned over to Larry, along with the $10,000 I'd raised. 

Two days or three days after this occurred, Bill Bengston came into the gallery 

and said, "Irving, I'd like to talk to you." I said, "Sure." I said, "What's the 

problem?" And he said, "I want $20,000." Well, I could see that he'd found out 

about my having given Larry this enormous amount of cash. Bengston wanted 

exactly a similar sum for himself. I wasn't able to give him that sum. No way. 

There was just no possibility I could raise $20,000 for him. It was just a freak 

situation, and I tried to explain all that to Bengston, and Bengston said, "Well, 

you know, in that case, I just quit the gallery. I'm going to leave." I said, "You 

can't be serious." And he said, "I am serious." And he did exactly that, and our 

relationship really disintegrated from that point. 

WESCHLER 

It's interesting, Robert Irwin claims a similar point, the same incident was the 

beginning of their erosion also. 

BLUM 

It's absolutely true, absolutely true, and I remember it very vividly. I 

remember being very crushed by Bengston's departure and very done in by it 

and very confused by it. I just thought it was irrational. I thought that, you 

know, he had no motive to do that. We were very friendly, I was extremely 



supportive of him over many, many years, and nobody was witness to that 

more than Irwin. When Irwin came in and said, "You know, you look rather 

despondent. What's the problem?" I said—Well, I explained the entire issue to 

him. He got absolutely enraged. He felt that Bengston was completely 

incorrect in taking that point of view. And when Bengston visited Bob shortly 

after in Bob's studio and tried to explain his point of view, and indeed did 

explain his point of view, Irwin listened until Bengston's point of view was 

stated and invited him at that point to leave the studio. Bengston stayed and 

argued, whereupon Irwin picked him up by the scruff of his neck and by the 

rear end of his jeans and carried him, in that style, outside his studio door and 

banged him up against a pickup truck, as I recall, doing some little damage to 

his face and greater damage to his spirit, I suspect. But from that moment on, 

Irwin and Bengston dissolved this very close relationship that they had had—

which, I think, remains finished to this day. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think that in terms of the larger issue of what was happening with that 

Bell incident, the influx of greater amounts of money and so forth began to 

erode some of the camaraderie of the Ferus Gallery? 

BLUM 

No question, no question. The influx of larger sums of money, the unequal 

distribution of that money began to erode the early camaraderie and real 

affection that these people had for one another. 

WESCHLER 

Initially it was based on nobody getting anything. 

BLUM 

Initially it was based on nobody getting anything, and that was somehow 

easier; that was the great, kind of early innocent years, which were idyllic and 

supportive. That began to shift with the specter of money, the specter of 

commerce, the specter of greater interest, the specter of greater collecting 

activity, the specter of competition, and so and so. 

WESCHLER 



It must have been ironic for you, because, in a way, what you stood for, 

coming into the gallery, was greater commercial viability and so forth. 

BLUM 

Exactly, exactly. 

WESCHLER 

Did you think, going into it, that— 

BLUM 

That there would be a price to pay? 

WESCHLER 

Yes, right. 

BLUM 

No, I did not. No, I did not, because this was my first experience in the gallery 

business. I was very young when I started. I had no idea. I thought that things 

would only get easier, not more complex, and I had to confront that step by 

step. [tape recorder turned off] Yes, I had to confront all those issues as they 

occurred. 

WESCHLER 

Was there ever any point where you had misgivings and wanted to draw back 

from the commercialization? Or is there any— 

BLUM 

Yes, but—Yes, I certainly did have misgivings, and, yes, I did want to draw 

back. But there was no possibility; I was simply embarked on my voyage, and I 

had to pursue that to the limit. One always has reservations, it seems to me, 

no matter what one does, but you're finally embarked on a career, and it takes 

its various turns. And it seems to me you have very little recourse but to 

pursue it. I know some people might have drawn a different line, but I felt that 

there was only one direction for me to go and that was to continue to extend 

and to take all those situations and somehow manage them. 

WESCHLER 



Before we leave Larry, can you just give us a personality squeeze of him? 

BLUM 

Well, the guy had an absolutely—He had an extraordinary sense of humor 

always. Aside from his ambition, he had a marvelous—He was able to learn 

very quickly. When introduced to food, he developed certain extraordinary 

tastes. He was raised in the [San Fernando] Valley, had a very uncomplicated 

life and was thrown in with this community of much more sophisticated 

people than he was and was able to totally hold his own through good spirit 

and through humor and through a very keen intuition that he brought to bear 

on situation after situation. It's difficult for me to illustrate that, but what one 

is left with is the fact that he could stay afloat in complex situations, in— 

WESCHLER 

In complicated company? 

BLUM 

In complicated company, yes. Yes, yes. Right. Right. 

WESCHLER 

Was he generally liked by people except for Billy Al? 

BLUM 

Extremely, extremely—no, [he was] liked even by Bengston. He was liked by 

everyone. [He was] young, extremely ambitious, not painfully aggressive, and 

with a real grace, and I think that really typifies the early Larry: extremely well 

liked. I mean, it took some time for all of them to penetrate that center that 

was the gallery. But when they did, they were accepted in a way that the early 

people were accepted. So I think that Ken Price and Ruscha and Bell, while 

they were excluded, or kept at a certain distance to begin, were ultimately 

totally accepted. 

WESCHLER 

One thing you did mention just in passing a while ago which you haven't 

talked about is the cooperative nature of the gallery. You mentioned that you 

wanted to talk about it, but you really haven't described that. 



BLUM 

Yes, very, very definitely there was that aspect, and I think it exhibited itself in 

terms of my taking on new people. It never was, during the early years in any 

case, totally my conclusion: the other artists would express opinions about 

what it was I was interested in, and they were extremely useful opinions. Very 

often you get some of your most incredible ideas from artists, and I know that 

I did from all of these people. And a lot of the decisions I made were based on 

multiple conversations that I would have and meetings I would have with the 

artists. 

WESCHLER 

Was that a formal arrangement? It was agreed that it would be a cooperative 

gallery? 

BLUM 

No, no, no, absolutely not. It was never a formal arrangement. It just was the 

form that it took. It was never agreed to be a cooperative thing, but it was 

there, unspoken. 

WESCHLER 

Was that unusual? 

BLUM 

Yes, I think it was unusual. I don't know, again, having had only this 

experience, but I suspect that it is unusual, although it seems to me that 

dealers always talk to artists that they represent, and there's always that 

dialogue. I think that we did it more intimately and more often than— 

WESCHLER 

Do you do it in your current gallery? 

BLUM 

No, I don't. I do not, although I always talk to artists, always like to hear their 

ideas and about their interests and so and so—it is something that would be 

silly to avoid. 
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WESCHLER 

We've got about fifteen more minutes we can do today. Just one more follow-

up question on the cooperative thing: was that a Los Angeles phenomenon 

rather than a New York [phenomenon]? 

BLUM 

I think it may have been both, but it was more intense here in a way, simply 

because the gallery was so isolated. The gallery was totally isolated. There 

wasn't anybody—There wasn't another gallery that these people could really 

compete against. So they really challenged one to the next in a very friendly, 

very amiable way, but competition is part of the art-making process, I think, 

and it certainly was here in Los Angeles. And we were completely isolated. 

WESCHLER 

There are a few more artists that x wanted to talk about. We can talk for as 

long as we can. I was thinking, one thing that we haven't talked about is the 

whole ceramicist bent of the gallery, which would be [Peter] Voulkos and 

[John] Mason and, later, Kenny Price. 

BLUM 

Right. 

WESCHLER 

First of all, was that unusual for a gallery at that stage to be specialized or 

have that bent of ceramics? 

BLUM 

Well, the gallery really had that bent to a degree but having to do, really, with 

Mason and then finally with Ken Price and— 

WESCHLER 

Voulkos, also? 

BLUM 



With Voulkos always hovering as an influence, somehow. Voulkos left the Los 

Angeles area and moved up to Berkeley early on, and consequently, his 

presence, while it was always felt, wasn't as dramatic as it could have been. 

He taught Bill Bengston, for example, and his name would always come up. He 

was enormously admired by the community of artists in Los Angeles, and his 

presence was always a palpable presence. But he was gone He was living in 

another place and consequently wasn't as powerful as he might have been 

had he lived here. 

WESCHLER 

Well, talk about John Mason then. 

BLUM 

John Mason worked with Voulkos and studied with Voulkos and indeed shared 

a studio with Voulkos. When Pete came down to the Los Angeles area, he 

went back into his studio, and he and John worked together cooperatively on 

certain things and then independently on other things. So Voulkos's presence 

was always a felt presence. Aside from these two people, there was a 

developed focus in clay here, in the Southern California area. Now it was 

something that I was completely unfamiliar with, coming from the East, but 

it's something I understood was of some significance, and I tried to do what 

little I could to promote that involvement. There was an artist, I remember, by 

the name of [Michael] Frimkess, who studied with Mason and was an 

eccentric and very interesting artist who I considered taking on in the gallery 

on more than one occasion and somehow never got around to. But he always 

seemed to beg off working during certain high periods, and I would pause, he 

would pause, and then we would start the whole process again. But there was 

never a really developed body of work there that I could say, "Yes, this is it. It's 

brilliant. We'll bring it in and show it, and you're launched." Somehow I was 

never able to do that with him. But whatever I saw, kind of the single isolated 

pieces, I always thought were incredibly eccentric and marvelously interesting. 

There were other people here working in the medium and working with clay, 

and I developed, as a process of that exposure, an extraordinary interest in 

clay things, and it's an interest I pursued up until presently. I collect now, 

myself, Japanese ceramics—yes, [remarking on a ceramic work in the room] 

tea bowls, flower vases, big Japanese storage jars. Indeed, I had an exhibition 



in New York of twenty or twenty-two massive Japanese storage jars. I went to 

Japan and found them and put them together and did a nice catalog and 

enormously enjoyed that aspect of my interest. All that was developed, and all 

that took root here in Los Angeles while I had the gallery here. I was exposed 

to inordinate amounts of clay material and became very interested, and it's 

just an ongoing focus that I have. 

WESCHLER 

What do you suppose the origins of West Coast interests in clay was? Was it 

being close to Japan? 

BLUM 

Being close to Japan, I think. Also there was a strong craft focus in California, 

which I think still exists, people very interested in all kinds of craft activities. I 

think it started that way—people pursuing simple kinds of craft ambitions in 

their own environment— and I think it was conducive here in California, and I 

think that it gradually extended to serious sculptural ambitions. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think Voulkos has single-handedly legitimized it? 

BLUM 

I think Voulkos has virtually single-handedly legitimized it. I think that Voulkos, 

in terms of the clay medium, is singular. I can't think of any American artist 

who's taken that medium as far, as brilliantly as Pete has extended it. I think 

that he was an extraordinary influence. I think he remains an extraordinary 

influence, and I still feel that his clay activity is his major activity. His recent 

sculptures, I think, are interesting, but I don't think they're as ambitious or as 

felt or, indeed, as accomplished as his great clay pieces are, 

WESCHLER 

Well, perhaps we could close out just today talking about little personality 

squeezes of the two major ceramicists there, which would be Kenny Price and 

John Mason, I guess. 

BLUM 



Well, Mason was always very private, whereas the Ferus group really was 

almost a family insofar as people going out at night together, people spending 

weekends together, people taking a drink together, people really enjoying one 

another's company. I would say that was typically Ferus. But Mason was 

always more exclusive, not that exclusive is exactly the right word, he was 

more private, I would say, and was really apart from this kind of exchange that 

I talk about. Ken Price became absolutely a part of the hard kind of Ferus core, 

but Mason was always a bit afield from it. Kenny, I think, really developed my 

interest in the medium at least as much as Voulkos had—Kenny, in terms of a 

more private, more eccentric, more intimate involvement with that medium. 

And also, my interest in Oriental ceramics, I think, derived from many 

conversations I had, particularly with Ken Price and with Craig Kauffman, who 

was very interested in Japanese things, indeed had even then begun a little 

collection of that material. I was very influenced by conversations I had with 

Craig and with Kenny, and I think that this interest, which I now have and 

which is really much more developed in me, I think began with my 

involvement with those two people. 

WESCHLER 

What kind of person is Kenny? 

BLUM 

Very much like his work, I think: private and eccentric and extraordinarily 

ambitious. That last show he had of curios—"Happy's Curio Shop, " I think it's 

called—at the L.A. County Museum was a real culmination. He took one or 

two kind of wrong paths in his career, or somehow paths that didn't really 

extend in any significant way, but I think he's back on the track now. I think it 

will always have a kind of eccentric aspect, but I think it will always be 

provocative, it will always be compelling, it will always be unique and always 

worth dealing with. But I think Kenny is another person from here who's likely 

to be a casualty back there. I think if Ken Price had lived in New York and had 

done exactly the same kind of work, I think he would have a reputation as big 

as, say, for example, [Horace] Westermann's reputation in New York, and he 

would have the same degree of acceptance, whereas I wonder about the kind 

of acceptance the work would have there. 

WESCHLER 



Well, let's speculate: what would happen if you took Happy's Curios back to 

your gallery? 

BLUM 

And brought it to New York? I suspect not very much. Having to do with the 

fact that mostly Ken Price doesn't live there and isn't known and isn't 

celebrated. And so what I'm saying is that, although New York is very 

sophisticated and New York is really the seat of international art activity, it 

also has an absolutely provincial aspect insofar as it isn't prepared to deal with 

what it isn't familiar with. I think that that's provincial, and I think that that 

definition certainly fits New York as well as any other place, and I think New 

York suffers from that condition. I think you have to deal with that. 

WESCHLER 

In a way, isn't Los Angeles more catholic, then? I mean, Los Angeles can deal 

with New York, but— 

BLUM 

In a funny way, L.A. is more catholic. But also L.A. doesn't have the choice. I 

mean, if something is celebrated in New York and comes to Los Angeles, and 

Los Angeles doesn't deal with it, well, it's too bad for Los Angeles. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

Well, on that note, I think that we should probably close— 

BLUM 

OK. 

WESCHLER 

—and try and resurrect Los Angeles when we can get together again. 

BLUM 

OK, great. Second Part (August 25, 1978)) 

WESCHLER 

We've just been saying we've pretty much covered the Los Angeles contingent 

of the Ferus Gallery, but I thought today we'd start by talking a little bit about 



the San Francisco artists that were part of the gallery. One way to go at that, 

perhaps, is to start by asking you to compare the art environments in San 

Francisco with Los Angeles in the late fifties and early sixties. 

BLUM 

Well, they were really similar, from my point of view, in terms of the way the 

artists were isolated. But San Francisco differed in at least one way, and that 

was that there was an older, more accomplished, and established generation 

of painters who survived entirely by teaching and who were—as opposed to 

the Ferus group, largely in their twenties—there were people who were 

largely in their forties, who had already had careers, so to speak, lengthy 

careers as artists. People like Hassel Smith, who was then certainly in his 

forties, Frank Lobdell, Richard Diebenkorn: these are people who were taught 

at one place or another in the Bay Area and who were mature artists. The 

three people I just mentioned were three artists that we started the Ferus 

Gallery with. Walter had shown both Frank Lobdell and Hassel Smith, although 

not Diebenkorn, prior to my arrival, and we opened the Ferus Gallery, when 

we finally evolved our partnership, with a group show [March 15-April 11, 

1957: "Objects on the New Landscape Demanding of the Eye"] that included a 

work of Richard Diebenkorn. 

WESCHLER 

Were these artists who were known in New York at the time? Were these 

artists who were known in New York when you came out here? Had you heard 

of the artists you mentioned, or they were still pretty much in San Francisco, 

California? 

BLUM 

No, no, no, they were provincial. They were local artists I was totally, totally 

unaware of in New York. These are people that— [tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

Anyway, we were talking about the San Francisco people. To what extent were 

they a community with the L.A. people? Was there any kind of— 

BLUM 



To practically no extent were they a community. They were really separate. 

The styles of painting were evolved very separately, although they all came 

from an abstract expressionist base. But the painting here in Southern 

California evolved very quickly, very differently from the Northern California 

look. There was, as I recollect, a certain dialogue, but a very limited one. 

WESCHLER 

Were there any particular Los Angeles people who entertained that dialogue 

with San Francisco? 

BLUM 

Well, Billy Al Bengston studied up at Oakland with Richard Diebenkorn. He was 

a student of Diebenkorn's, so there was a lot that— 

WESCHLER 

Was there a friendship there of any sort? 

BLUM 

I don't know if I would go so far as to call it a friendship, but there was 

certainly a student-teacher relationship. There may have been a friendship as 

well. I mean, there is a friendship now that evolved through the years. I can't 

say whether or not they were friendly beyond their respective roles. 

WESCHLER 

Can you compare the kind of support that the San Francisco people had with 

what the L.A. people had here. 

BLUM 

As I recollect, the same degree of support, which is virtually no support. 

WESCHLER 

What kinds of galleries were important in San Francisco? 

BLUM 

Well, Walter started a gallery along with someone he'd gone to school with by 

the name of Jim Newman called the Dilexi Gallery, and Dilexi modeled itself 

very much on Ferus down here. By that I mean they showed local artists, a 



certain number of them: Manuel Neri, Joan Brown, Les Kerr are names that 

immediately come to mind, along with Hassel Smith and Lobdell. Jack 

Jefferson may have been part of that Dilexi scene. 

WESCHLER 

Did they also show Ferus people? 

BLUM 

Yes, they did. Ed Moses, for example, showed at both places. John Altoon 

showed at both places. Craig Kauffman showed at both places. So there was 

interest there. 

WESCHLER 

As we'll be discussing as we go along here, a collecting scene did begin to 

evolve around Ferus. People began buying and so forth. 

BLUM 

A collecting scene, yes. 

WESCHLER 

Did a collecting scene of any kind of similar magnitude or size develop up 

there? 

BLUM 

No, no, absolutely not. 

WESCHLER 

Do you have any sense of why that is? 

BLUM 

Just the role of the dice, as far as I'm concerned. I can't really— I can't really 

say, I mean, I can guess from this vantage point: I never thought that paintings 

were a very urgent issue in San Francisco—a community of artists, yes—I don't 

know if they're still an urgent issue. Maybe it has to do with the scenery. 

Maybe it has to do with the look of the city. 

WESCHLER 



Maybe San Francisco's more musically oriented? 

BLUM 

Maybe it's more musically oriented. Maybe it's more antiques oriented, I don't 

know. There may be more hostility to newer art forms in San Francisco. I'm 

inclined to think that there is. And I think that the artists up there pay a price 

because of that. I think there's interest now, but it's taken God knows how 

many years for it to kind of take root and evolve. There are a dozen different 

reasons. I mean, there's always been a limited amount of activity, but nothing 

compared to what developed here in Southern California. 

WESCHLER 

And yet today the main museum of modern art in California is in San 

Francisco. 

BLUM 

Yes, but that's default. That has to do with default more than anything else, 

and a little bit of luck: their getting Henry Hopkins, who I think is bright and 

very sympathetic, as director of their museum, I think, was just a lucky break. 

And I think that the local collapse of various institutions in Southern California 

simply means that new situations will have to take root in a way that they 

traditionally have here. We're at a low period here and a fairly high period up 

there, but I think that Southern California will overtake them again, and I hope 

they don't overtake them only to deflate again, which seems to be the history; 

but if that's the history, so be it. I see the Southern California history as a 

history of a fits and starts, of beginnings. I think we may have talked about this 

at one time or another, but that's certainly the superficial aspect, and it's 

extremely frustrating and very disappointing. Things just don't seem to take 

root and grow and develop. Institutions don't seem to extend: they go by fits 

and starts, and as often disintegrate as not. 

WESCHLER 

We've never really talked about it point-blank like this. Do you have a sense of 

why that happened in Los Angeles? 

BLUM 



Yes, there's no support. There's just—Ultimately, when you talk about an art 

scene in Los Angeles, you talk about a community of artists that live here. You 

don't talk about anything else; you don't talk about galleries, other than three 

or four, as opposed to three or four hundred in New York; you don't talk about 

any kind of serious art criticism; there's no art writing; significant museum 

activity is practically nonexistent with the demise of the Pasadena Art 

Museum and with the L.A. County Museum focused on blockbuster 

exhibitions and not really doing what needs to be done in terms of extending 

the local community or supporting the local community in a vigorous way. 

They've never done it. They're certainly not doing it now. 

WESCHLER 

And after Proposition 13, they're going to do less and less. 

BLUM 

And after Proposition 13, they're going to do it less and less, so I don't think 

there's a lot of hope for—I know if I were an artist, I would simply get my ass 

out of here. It's just hopeless. Your only other option is to wait for something 

to take root again. Well, it's likely to be a long wait. It'll happen, because the 

place is vigorous, and odd people and curious people and talented people 

tend to congregate here and tend to evolve situations, but those situations 

are simply not sustained, not sustained. Not to my thinking. 

WESCHLER 

Returning, historically, to some of the San Francisco people: there was also, in 

addition to the old generation, a kind of community of funky and beat 

artists—Jay DeFeo and Bruce Conner and things like that. I know they were 

part of the early Ferus group. Jay DeFeo, for instance: does she come into the 

later Ferus situation as well? 

BLUM 

Well, no, she came into it in a very extraordinary way to begin with, and she 

developed a reputation of mythic proportions. And finally, a combination of 

the fact that she was such an underground figure of such speculation and of 

such interest may have slowed her down? I mean, it's hard living up to that 

reputation if you're a young artist, and she finally was left with that. She had 



this reputation of being mythic, and she began work on a painting called Death 

Rose, which slowly evolved, according to my recollection, evolved some thirty 

or forty different ways. It was a picture, finally, she was locked into and 

couldn't let go of, and I think her sanity finally began to slip a bit as a result of 

the focus she had on that painting. And she never did really resolve it. It 

became almost sculptural, it became enormously deep, and she began indeed 

to carve on the layers of paint. It was something staggering to observe. But it 

took years out of her life, and it took, I think, a degree of her sanity, and so she 

faded off and retreated into some other state of mind. But she was an 

extraordinary artist to begin. As a matter of fact, she was included in that 

"Sixteen Americans" show, in 1959, that Dorothy Miller put together at the 

Museum of Modern Art, and I went back there, because both she and her 

husband, Wally Hedrick, were in that exhibit, along with James Jarvaise, who 

was a painter from here in Southern California, and Frank Stella, of course, 

and Ellsworth Kelly and Jasper Johns, and on and on. It was a very impressive 

show, and Jay was very much a feature of that show and, indeed, could have 

gone on to, I think, great success, except for the fact that she got locked into 

this very complex private situation. 

WESCHLER 

Do you know what became of her? 

BLUM 

I really don't, I lost touch. 

WESCHLER 

How about Bruce Conner? 

BLUM 

Well, Bruce was an extraordinarily capable artist, whom we showed during the 

early years at the Ferus Gallery. He lived in the Bay Area. He was a real force 

and advanced and, I think, [was] enormously talented, whose head kind of 

went off in a dozen different directions. That's OK for an artist if he can handle 

it. I don't think ultimately Bruce was able to handle it, and I think he kind of 

froze in time as a result of being focused in so many different ways. 

WESCHLER 



Let's do talk for a few minutes now about Diebenkorn, because his career has 

had a different trajectory than some of the other people who you showed. 

BLUM 

Well, Diebenkorn was most important to the Ferus group as somebody to 

emulate or as somebody to react against. Either way, he was a powerful 

figure. There were very few artists as old as Diebenkorn, as committed and as 

solid as Diebenkorn was during those years in this region. So Diebenkorn was 

always a beacon for younger artists and, as I say, for either reason: as 

somebody to get beyond or somebody to emulate, and it went both ways. 

Diebenkorn always had a strong—exhibited a strong kind of moral position, 

and that position had, I think, a profound influence on younger artists within 

his orbit. 

WESCHLER 

Can you describe his personal presence during those years. 

BLUM 

Yes, very committed and very private. He was never— 

WESCHLER 

He was never down here, for instance? 

BLUM 

—never a public figure. He would come here, he would travel, and he would 

look into the gallery from time to time. But he was essentially a very private 

person, and I would characterize him, during those years certainly, as rather 

difficult to get to know. We had a relationship with him, but it was a formal 

relationship. 

WESCHLER 

At that time he was, I believe, doing figurative works more than the abstract, 

or was he beginning to become abstract again? 

BLUM 

At that time, he was working figuratively. He'd moved back into the Bay Area 

from New Mexico and moved to Berkeley and become very friendly with a 



painter named [David] Park, and Park and Elmer Bischoff and Richard 

Diebenkorn would draw a lot together and would see a great deal of each 

other and worked in a figurative style. 

WESCHLER 

What did the group of artists down here who were primarily doing abstract-

expressionist-based work feel about— 

BLUM 

Oh, they were confused by his stance. 

WESCHLER 

What kind of an impact did it have here? 

BLUM 

I think, in most cases, curiosity as well as a determination not to really 

emulate him. He seemed to be embarked on his own voyage. You could take 

exception to his voyage, but the one thing you couldn't [take exception to] 

was the commitment that he brought to bear, the strength that he brought to 

bear, the conviction. He was clearly on his own trip and was very influential 

among the younger artists in the Bay Area regions, such as Joan Brown, on and 

on. There was a whole generation to come after Diebenkorn who worked 

figuratively and who were very much influenced by Diebenkorn's figurative 

painting, along with David Park's figurative painting and Elmer Bischoff's. And 

there were a few people here, outside of the Ferus group, like Paul Wonner 

and Bill Brown, mostly people who showed with Felix Landau, who were very 

influenced by Diebenkorn. Wayne Thiebaud, up north, was extraordinarily 

influenced by Diebenkorn's work. Diebenkorn had many, many people whom 

he exerted an extraordinary influence on, but the Ferus group seemed 

somehow apart from this line of Diebenkorn's activity. 

WESCHLER 

During the time that we were interviewing some of the other people in the 

series, the Diebenkorn show was up, and I was kind of struck by what was 

almost the hegemony he has established on the West Coast and the kind of 

almost a resentment or something on the part of many artists. Does that tally 

with your observation that— 



BLUM 

No, I don't think so. It doesn't. 

WESCHLER 

Not a personal resentment in any way, but kind of just that he's become 

successful in New York's terms and so forth. 

BLUM 

Well, I mean, Diebenkorn has exactly what they all are ambitious to achieve 

themselves, so if there is a resentment, it's for those reasons. I don't 

understand why that resentment should be there. I think Diebenkorn has 

done what every single one of them hopes to do, that is, without leaving the 

area: establish a much more general platform for your work, generate all kinds 

of selling activity, generate all kinds of interest in an international way from a 

base here in California. It's what all these people out here are trying to do, one 

way or another. Diebenkorn's done it. 

WESCHLER 

Why was he able to do it when many of them weren't [able to do so]? 

BLUM 

For a combination of different reasons. The work is more convincing 

somehow. The luck of the roll, perhaps. I don't know. It's a combination of 

reasons, not the least of which had to do with his going from the Poindexter 

Gallery, where he never was focused on in any particular way, to 

Marlborough, as Marlborough was developing a very strong international 

situation, and I think Marlborough did a great deal to promote the works of 

artists that they took on. They developed reputations, they sold paintings—

[tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

We were talking about Diebenkorn joining the Marlborough Gallery and 

how— 

BLUM 



Yes, and Marlborough really did work enormously in his behalf, and I think 

that was certainly one reason for the international focus plus, of course, the 

quality of the work and the way the work was able to convince people. 

WESCHLER 

Can you talk a little bit about the history of his stature in New York City. I 

mean, it feels like only last— 

BLUM 

Oh, his reputation in New York City is absolutely a new reputation. 

WESCHLER 

Since the Albright-Knox [Art Gallery] show? 

BLUM 

I would say since the Albright-Knox show, since the show at the Whitney, yes. 

Yes. It's only since then. 

WESCHLER 

What did people used to feel about him? I mean, he was known, obviously. 

BLUM 

Well, he was considered an accomplished artist who lived outside of New 

York. And only recently has he gained a more extraordinary reputation and 

popularity. I think it was a reputation that was hard won and took some 

twenty-five years to evolve and develop. The paintings really have their 

authenticity, they have their quality, they have their eloquence, and it's'—

They're generally recognized to encompass those qualities. But it took a long 

time. 

WESCHLER 

Did he resent the length of time it took? 

BLUM 

I'm sure he did. I'm sure he did. 

WESCHLER 



Can you talk a little bit about the recent dealer history with him. You now 

represent— 

BLUM 

Yes, he was— 

WESCHLER 

Is he still with Marlborough at all, or has he left? 

BLUM 

No, no. No, he's left Marlborough. He was very dismayed by the [Mark] 

Rothko affair and very dismayed by Marlborough's position, as were most 

people in the art world. And he decided that, as a result of their position, he 

would take a position of his own, and that position would be to leave them. 

Although they were always generous to him and did generate extraordinary 

activity for him, he finally took the position that he wanted to separate and, 

indeed, did. And during that period—I've had a relationship with him for some 

years now—I approached with the offer of representation in my gallery in 

New York as well as with Knoedler [Galleries]. I thought that he would find 

that attractive for a combination of reasons: the relationship with me, to 

begin; the stability of the Knoedler situation. After all, they've been in business 

for many years, and it's a very well-run and organized gallery and a very stable 

gallery, and I thought he'd be interested in both those aspects, and it turned 

out that he was, and we simply took it from there. 

WESCHLER 

How does the actual relationship work? 

BLUM 

Knoedler and I simply divide a commission between us regardless of where 

the paintings are sold, either at Knoedler or by myself. 

WESCHLER 

You have shows in both places, or how— 

BLUM 

So far, we've only shown at Knoedler. But that's certainly a possibility. 



WESCHLER 

Could you give us a little character squeeze of what he's like today. 

BLUM 

Of what Diebenkorn is like today? Well, I think he's enormously lucky, and I 

suspect he thinks so, too. There aren't very many artists who haven't had to 

fight that fight right in New York City for success. You can just count them 

virtually on one hand, the artists who've achieved Diebenkorn's degree of 

success without having to do battle in New York, and I think he's— 

WESCHLER 

Who are some other ones? 

BLUM 

Well, just off the top, I would say Wayne Thiebaud is another artist who is 

almost equivalently successful. Sam Francis is another artist from out here 

who hasn't lived in New York but has an extraordinary reputation back there 

and whose work sells in a vigorous way back there. I can't think of too many 

more right at this point. 

WESCHLER 

Returning to your main thought, you were saying you expected to— [tape 

recorder turned off] I guess the sense of the question I was asking before is, 

how has Diebenkorn reacted to this sudden upsurge of international success? 

BLUM 

Oh, in exactly the same way. I think that he—It' s taken twenty-five years for 

him to surface in a way that he has, and I think by that time, there's absolutely 

no question that your habits are established and your pattern is locked. I know 

that, as Diebenkorn's dealer, the paintings sell for a certain price level at this 

moment, they sell for $45,000. I have about forty or fifty people waiting to 

acquire paintings from him. I get between ten and twelve pictures a year in a 

regular way; that's all I've ever gotten, and I suspect that's all I'll ever get. He 

hasn't accelerated his production, he simply is unable to accelerate it. He's 

unable to work more quickly than he now works, even though there is this 

pressing interest. I don't think that his habits have changed in any— 



WESCHLER 

What are his habits? 

BLUM 

They're just extremely regular. 

WESCHLER 

How does he work? What kinds of— 

BLUM 

He just puts an enormous amount of studio time in, he really does, and has 

some social activity in the evening or on weekends or something. But day by 

day he is in that studio, painfully evolving his own activity, and he's been doing 

that for, as I suggest, for as long as he's been doing it and continues to do it, 

and there's just no shift. He's certainly richer now than he's ever been, but as 

far as I'm concerned, that's had very little effect on the man. 

WESCHLER 

New York has a reputation—you might comment on whether it's valid—of 

being flighty in its likes and, you know, almost faddish: people come in and 

out. Is there danger that that is what's taken place with Diebenkorn right now, 

not in terms of his production but in terms of New York's— 

BLUM 

Oh, you're saying, is the interest likely to shift away from his work in a way 

that it's shifted toward it and— 

WESCHLER 

And in the way that it's shifted away from other people's work. 

BLUM 

In the way it's shifted away from other people's work? Yes. Is it likely for 

whatever reasons? Yes. Yes, that's certainly a possibility, certainly a possibility. 

Except that I think he's so well entrenched at this point and has such an 

extraordinary history, I think, it'll be difficult to see—difficult for me to 

imagine how that can be ignored. 



WESCHLER 

Do you think that he today is on the same level in terms of New York's 

acceptance of him, as Stella and Kelly and so forth? 

BLUM 

Yes, I would say he is. 

WESCHLER 

Why did he move down to Los Angeles, do you know, when he came down 

here from San Francisco? 

BLUM 

I don't know, other than to say that his children are out of school. They were 

going to school up there. It seemed like somehow for him a good moment to 

do that. His mother lives here in Southern California. He's very close to her. He 

was offered a teaching position at UCLA, which I think was an important 

motivating force and there you are. 

WESCHLER 

OK. I'm going to turn over the tape, and then we'll reverse the set of questions 

and talk more about how New York artists were accepted here in Los Angeles 

during the Ferus period. 

1.7. TAPE NUMBER: IV, Side One (August 25, 1978) 

WESCHLER 

As I said, I want to talk to you a little bit about how the New York artists that 

you brought here in the late fifties and early sixties were received here in Los 

Angeles. We might first of all talk about— Well, let's start this way: under 

what arrangements were you bringing these artists here? Did you have a 

particular gallery that you were dealing with? 

BLUM 

Well, I was dealing with several galleries. My advantage as a dealer from 

another place coming into New York was, I could offer anyone back there an 

exhibition in a gallery in Los Angeles. Los Angeles always seemed quite exotic 



to people back there, and they were generally very pleased to have the 

opportunity to exhibit their work in another city, in a city as large and as 

glamorous as Los Angeles. 

WESCHLER 

Did you generally deal with the artists or with the dealers? 

BLUM 

I generally dealt with dealers, although on several occasions, for example, 

Andy Warhol, who had no gallery when I approached him, I dealt directly with 

him. I'm trying to think who else had no—Most of the people I was focused on 

and most of the people I was interested in were being exhibited by Leo 

Castelli, so I developed early on a very affectionate relationship with Leo and 

showed several of his people: for example, Frank Stella, for example, Roy 

Lichtenstein, Jasper Johns. 

WESCHLER 

How long had he been showing them at that point? 

BLUM 

Lichtenstein: we virtually showed Lichtenstein together. Ivan Karp, who 

worked for Leo at the time, was examining slides by that artist, by Roy, when I 

happened to wander into the gallery. I looked at the slides along with Ivan and 

we, I think, came to a mutual conclusion to show him, me in Los Angeles and 

Ivan and Leo in New York. 

WESCHLER 

So at that point, they were just beginning to crest, even in New, York? 

BLUM 

Absolutely, absolutely. 

WESCHLER 

It wasn't like you were bringing in established talent. 

BLUM 

No, no, no. 



WESCHLER 

You have had shows of abstract expressionists, like [Willem] de Kooning and 

so forth— 

BLUM 

Right. 

WESCHLER 

—but this was a different kind of thing. 

BLUM 

This was a totally different kind of thing, totally different kind of thing. 

WESCHLER 

Well, can you take some of those shows, one at a time, and talk both about 

the origin of the show and then how it was received here in Los Angeles? Say, 

take the Andy Warhol show, or take the Lichtenstein show you just 

mentioned. 

BLUM 

Well, the Lichtenstein show [April 1-April 27, 1963] —They were received, at 

best, according to my recollection now, very tentatively. The artists were 

amused by the work; they were a little bewildered by it, as were artists all 

over the country, I think. They saw it as being authentic but somehow 

different from anything they'd ever experienced, curious, and they were, I 

think, overall unsure in their reaction. The artists generate a certain point of 

view, and that point of view became, I think, at least in Southern California—I 

can't speak about New York—but at least in Southern California, it became a 

kind of prevalent view [of those] people that came in and looked at Andy's 

work and looked at Roy Lichtenstein's work: the beginning of the pop style. It 

wasn't called "pop" at that time, it wasn't called anything, but it had— There 

were common threads which people could understand, and people could see 

that something curious was evolving. But there wasn't an enormous amount 

of confidence in it as something lasting or as something really, really 

significant, not in the face of what had just preceded it, not in the face of first-

generation abstract expressionist art, which was totally different, which was 



sober, seemingly more committed, serious. This style seemed ironic, it 

seemed witty, it seemed lightweight somehow. 

WESCHLER 

All those would seem to have been things that—the ironic, the general kind of 

an almost sarcastic tone in some cases—would seem to fit well with certain 

things that are thought of as the L.A. aesthetic. 

BLUM 

Absolutely, but I think there was a bit of distance, nevertheless. 

WESCHLER 

Are there any particular reactions of particular artists in the Ferus group to 

some of these things? 

BLUM 

Well, the Ferus group was not—I mean, the Ferus Gallery wasn't a cooperative 

gallery, although a lot of their opinions, a lot of their attitudes were shared 

attitudes, and they tried very often to influence, and indeed influenced, me. I 

couldn't show their work and have the kind of regard for them and remain 

uninfluenced by their attitudes. So their attitude about this new activity that I 

was bringing in and exhibiting in California for the first time, their attitudes 

were very important to me, and all I can tell you is that they were not totally 

supportive. Those attitudes were not totally supportive. They weren't against 

what I was doing, but they weren't totally in favor of it either. 

WESCHLER 

On what grounds was there hesitancy? 

BLUM 

Aesthetic grounds. They had real reservations. 

WESCHLER 

Which artists in particular had— 

BLUM 



Well, Bengston, who was always quick to let you know what he was thinking, 

thought it was somehow less than really significant. 

WESCHLER 

And yet Bengston, of all the artists, seems the most— 

BLUM 

Should be the most in tune and, on the surface, should have been the most in 

tune, but really wasn't. 

WESCHLER 

Was it a case of being too close for comfort or something? 

BLUM 

I think maybe. I think he was a little too close, and I think he was—I think he 

was threatened by what he saw. 

WESCHLER 

Were there any artists who particularly liked the new stuff coming in? 

BLUM 

Well, subsequently most of them really liked a lot of it, but to begin with, I 

think there was an unease and indeed a kind of hostility. 

WESCHLER 

Did these artists come out here for the openings of the shows and so forth? 

BLUM 

Not really, no. No. They did later on. 

WESCHLER 

So, there was no social— 

BLUM 

No, no. No, no intercourse, no social intercourse; they stayed very much in 

New York. There was no money, they couldn't afford to come. None of the 

hullabaloo that occurred much, much later. To begin with, merely the 



paintings were sent, they were hung, and they were presented with no 

enormous social activity. 

WESCHLER 

How were sales? 

BLUM 

Very poor. I sold very little. 

WESCHLER 

Poorer than with the other artists, the L.A. artists? 

BLUM 

No, no, I would say equivalent. Equivalent. 

WESCHLER 

The same people? 

BLUM 

Yes, the same people who were buying Bengston and Irwin and Craig 

Kauffman and John Altoon began to buy Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein 

and Frank Stella from me: people like Don Factor and people like Betty Asher 

and Sterling Holloway, Ed Janss, Bob Rowan. These same people began buying 

across the board. 

WESCHLER 

Was this just about the time that art prices began skyrocketing at that point? 

BLUM 

No, art prices didn't start skyrocketing until around 1966. 

WESCHLER 

So this was like three or four years earlier? 

BLUM 

So this was three or four years earlier, right. 

WESCHLER 



I've heard a story: one of the people you interviewed, I can't even remember 

who, mentioned that you had sold some of the tomato cans and then bought 

them back? 

BLUM 

When I went to visit Andy the second time—The first time [I visited Andy], he 

was engaged in these big unfinished cartoon paintings, which didn't really 

interest me until I saw Lichtenstein's work a few months later—[he] was also 

doing cartoon paintings—and I brought Lichtenstein to Andy's attention. Andy 

said, well, yes, you know, he [had seen] this group of slides at the Castelli 

Gallery and he thought that this young artist, whose name he couldn't recall, 

who lived somewhere in New Jersey, was doing them kind of more eloquently 

than he was able to do them. And so he backed off from these cartoon 

paintings, and he began work on a series of paintings having to do with soup 

cans. He pulled out several from a private room and showed them to me and 

told me that his ambition was to do thirty-two paintings since there were 

thirty-two varieties of Campbell's soup at that time, 1961. And I began to look 

hard at those soup can paintings and asked if he'd like to show them in Los 

Angeles, and he said he'd be thrilled to do that. He had no gallery then, as I 

say. This was before his involvement with the Stable Gallery, which was to 

happen several months down the road. He was uncommitted, and he agreed 

to show that series of thirty-two paintings in the gallery. I showed them in the 

gallery— 

WESCHLER 

The first time they were seen? 

BLUM 

—in 1962. 

WESCHLER 

That's the first time they were shown? 

BLUM 

That's the first time they were shown, that's right. And they were for sale at 

$100 a painting. I sold five or six pictures. And then throughout the duration of 

the show, I spent increasingly more time with them, and I was very riveted by 



the group as a group. I called Andy up finally towards the end of the 

exhibition, and I said—[I] explained exactly how people had reacted to the 

show, how controversial they had quickly become, how notorious. David 

Stuart, who had a gallery [David Stuart Galleries] several blocks away from 

where my gallery was, put twenty actual Campbell's soup cans in his window, 

and said, "You can buy them here for fifty cents apiece, much cheaper than 

you can buy them down the road." And there was a lot of hilarity and a lot of 

joke making about the show, but— 

WESCHLER 

[Joking] at his expense and not really with it? 

BLUM 

No, no, no. 

WESCHLER 

It was anti-Warhol stuff. 

BLUM 

It was very "anti" whatever it was he seemed to be doing, which people didn't 

really pretend to understand. Coming at the heels of the abstract expressionist 

evolution, to see paintings of soup cans somehow—Somehow people had a 

hard time with them as art. I mean, they thought they were, at best, they 

thought they were—Even the people who bought these five or six individual 

paintings bought them because they thought they'd be decorative in their 

kitchens: to have a little painting of a soup can might be an attractive thing to 

do. They didn't, buy them because they thought they were really going to be 

relevant. 

WESCHLER 

Today we can see the whole train of history moving from that moment. What 

did it look like to you when you say you were getting more and more riveted? 

In what way? What were you seeing in those paintings at that time? 

BLUM 

I was just persuaded by—I was absolutely persuaded by the logic of what I 

saw. They seemed to me to be midtwentieth-century still-life paintings, and it 



seemed to me that down the road, one hundred years from now or two 

hundred years from now, they would tell. as much about our moment as [Jan] 

Vermeer told about his. It seemed to me that they speak about the way 

people bought food, the way food was packaged at this time, on, on, on. They 

had a kind of Kafkaesque quality. To walk into a gallery and confront thirty-

two paintings of soup cans was just bizarre and absurd and strange and 

complex, and it set up a whole chain of reactions in me, and I became riveted 

by those reactions; I became very persuaded by those reactions and 

persuaded about the work and persuaded about the significance. So I got back 

to Andy, and I said, "Look, I'm going to try and keep the series of paintings 

together." And he said that would be wonderful, because the series was 

conceived as a series. He said, "I would be very happy if you could do that." 

And I said, "Well, would you give me a special price on all of the thirty-two 

paintings?" And he said, "Absolutely." He said, "I'll sell them to you for 

$1,000." And I said, "How long will you give me to pay?" He said, "How long do 

you want?" And I said, "A year, " and he did give me a year. I got the paintings 

back from the various people I sold them to. I was able to keep them intact. I 

bought the entire group from Andy for $1,000 and own them still. 

WESCHLER 

It's absolutely—What do you—Do you have them— 

BLUM 

I have them up in my living room in New York. 

WESCHLER 

Just hearing you say that: $1,000, you needed a year to pay and so forth— 

BLUM 

To pay, gives you some idea— 

WESCHLER 

It's a totally different age we're talking about. 

BLUM 

Right. Right. 



WESCHLER 

We're talking fifteen years ago, and [there was an] absolutely incredible 

transformation. 

BLUM 

That's right, that's right. 

WESCHLER 

What was Andy Warhol like in those days before he became Andy Warhol, 

superstar? 

BLUM 

About the same. He wasn't very different. He was wholly enigmatic in a way 

that he is still enigmatic. He was brilliant, very focused, very ambitious, with 

every kind of insight about the moment that we were going through, and it 

was an extremely complex moment. Andy had every kind of insight into it, 

every kind of idea about it, and was able to deal with it as well as anyone has 

ever dealt with their time. 

WESCHLER 

And yet, [he was] largely ignored here in Los Angeles when he— 

BLUM 

Yes. Oh, yes. Yes, certainly ignored here and not—He wasn't celebrated in 

New York either really until later. 

WESCHLER 

Was that like '60? When was the "pow" cover on Newsweek magazine, do you 

remember that? That would be '65 or so? 

BLUM 

It must have been '64. 

WESCHLER 

In '64. 

BLUM 



Yes. 

WESCHLER 

So this was like two years before that. 

BLUM 

Two years before that, yes. [tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

Moving from Lichtenstein and Warhol to some of the others, you also had 

Josef Albers's shows here. 

BLUM 

Yes, I was always interested in Albers. I always thought that he was a 

neglected figure. The reason I showed people like [Giorgio] Morandi and 

people like Albers and people like Joseph Cornell when I did, early on, there 

was one common thread there, although their aesthetics were very different; 

the common thread was the fact that they sold for little. I thought they were 

totally underrated. You could buy Albers for $1,000, as you could buy Cornell 

for about $1,000 when I showed him for the first time, as you could buy any of 

these artists, I mean, for absolutely nothing. I thought they were underpriced, 

and I thought they were major, major figures, and I extended myself in every 

way to do exhibitions by these artists because I thought they were neglected. 

WESCHLER 

I was talking with Bob Irwin recently about the Morandi show [February 13-

March 11, 1961], which he thought was extremely important in terms of his 

own development; he saw things in the Morandi show and so forth that he 

had— 

BLUM 

Right, right. 

WESCHLER 

How, for example, did that show come about? I mean, was it a situation where 

they were—a group of them were interested and you were interested also? 



BLUM 

No, no, it came about very specifically. It came about—and I remember 

exactly how it came about, since I brought it about—it came about because 

Henry Seldis, who was the only person writing about art, the art critic for the 

[Los Angeles Times], really ignored our beginning activity. And not only 

ignored it—I mean, had he ignored it, it would have been marvelous—he was 

actively hostile to virtually everything I did, and I felt he was doing me a great 

deal of damage by ignoring and, indeed, being hostile to my activity. His voice 

was the only critical voice. It was the newspaper voice. And I felt that I needed 

somehow to bring him round, and clearly I wasn't succeeding. 

WESCHLER 

Would you have conversations with him? 

BLUM 

Oh, yes, I had conversations with him, but they were always difficult, 

extremely difficult. He was dead set against—He had a kind of a figurative 

orientation and— 

WESCHLER 

[Rico] Lebrun and so forth. 

BLUM 

Lebrun, and a narrative orientation, which was a very different—And he had a 

hard time looking at abstract paintings, let's face it. I was left with two 

choices: to either try and bring him round or totally ignore him. Well, I mean, 

you know, one couldn't ignore the only media voice in the area, so I had 

several conversations with him Once, in the gallery, I asked about his own 

orientation, about why he was so hostile to what I was doing. And he tried to 

explain in some way that he had a very different focus and he was trying to 

make that clear in his analysis of what I was up to.. So I determined—I knew 

very well what his focus was, and when he left, I thought to myself, "Well, 

there's got to be one painter that he can come in and respond to in the most 

extraordinary way that I could equivalently support." And I thought that 

painter would be Morandi. 

WESCHLER 



How did you know of Morandi? 

BLUM 

I knew of Morandi through contact with him in a brand new gallery that had 

just opened in the Carlyle Hotel in New York designed by Frederick Kiesler 

called the World House Gallery. World House represented Morandi in New 

York. 

WESCHLER 

So your knowledge of Morandi was relatively recent also? 

BLUM 

It was recent. Also, I loved the painting. Also, I felt here was an artist going 

somehow contrary to everything I felt was relevant in the art world, a man 

working in an intimate format, working purely figuratively working from this 

still-life orientation, but a man whose work I could absolutely and with great 

conviction sell and support. And I thought, "Well, why don't I do a Morandi 

show? Why don't I bring a Morandi show and prove to Henry Seldis that I'm 

not simply committed to a single abstract look, that I'm committed to 

something broader, and maybe make him more sympathetic to what I'm up to 

and more sympathetic to what I'm doing, and maybe even have him 

experience some kind of conversion, " which I felt was urgent. And so for 

those reasons, also for reasons having to do with my own involvement with 

this artist, I painfully put together an exhibition of etchings, watercolors, 

paintings. The most expensive painting in the show at that time was roughly 

$6,000: the paintings ranged from between $4,000—$3, 500 and $4,000—to 

$6,000. The paintings would sell for as much as $90,000 to $100,000 today. 

But nothing was sold. I kept a couple of etchings out of the show. I couldn't 

sell a watercolor. Seldis didn't give me any kind of review that I thought was in 

any way significant. And so it all came to very little, except that the artists in 

the gallery thought the exhibition was amazingly beautiful. They were very 

awed by it because the man's scope was so limited and yet he was just so 

absolutely focused. I think all the artists were affected by the exhibition in 

varying ways and degrees. But everybody was really moved by the show, 

except for Seldis, who for some reason or other found it not strictly to his 



taste. So I never accomplished ray end with him. But it was marvelous having 

the exhibition and the beautiful art. 

WESCHLER 

Let's talk for a few minutes about critics in Los Angeles. There was also Gerry 

Nordland at that time. What kind of support did he give you? 

BLUM 

Very little, for whatever reason. Gerry seemed to go his own way, and his way 

was somehow very different from mine. Gerry was committed to the abstract 

expressionist style and extraordinarily committed to the second wave of that 

style. He was very friendly and very influenced by Ray Parker and by Michael 

Goldberg and by Joan Mitchell, by Sam Francis, whom he adored. But I 

somehow took a different route than that route. I became very involved with 

Stella and Ellsworth Kelly and Bob Irwin and then some of the pop people, like 

Lichtenstein and Warhol, and Reinhardt, Albers, so and so. It was a very 

different kettle of fish from what Nordland was focused on. So he was of no 

real assistance to my situation. 

WESCHLER 

How about Jules Langsner? 

BLUM 

Again, Jules was committed to first-generation painting. I represented 

something new. I just was involved with something quite different than what 

these people were accustomed to or what they were focused on or what they 

supported. So I wasn't supported in any significant way by the group you 

mentioned. 

WESCHLER 

Neither you nor the Ferus artists in Los Angeles 

BLUM 

No, no, no. 

WESCHLER 

Were there any critics, even though they had small— 



BLUM 

Not until John Coplans came down much later was there any really favorable 

critical activity. 

WESCHLER 

That would be Artforum. 

BLUM 

Artforum, right. 

WESCHLER 

That was almost at the time you were about to close the gallery. 

BLUM 

That was almost at the time I was about to merge with the Pace Gallery, right, 

which lasted a very brief period. It didn't work, having to work with very 

opposite points of view. 

WESCHLER 

We'll talk about that in a second. Coming back to—away from the critics and 

back to some of these New York artists: what was the origin of the Cornell 

show [December 10-January 5, 1962], and what kind of reception did it have? 

BLUM 

Well, Joseph Cornell was an artist that I was very familiar with, because of my 

New York experience, prior to moving to Los Angeles. I remember going to 

various galleries, and I saw Cornell at a gallery called the Stable Gallery. The 

Stable Gallery did an exhibition of boxes having to do with night skies. I 

remember their blackening out the space and illuminating every one of these 

little constructions of Cornell's with a kind of beam of light. I was very 

persuaded by the show, persuaded by what I saw, very moved by these things. 

So I knew Cornell's work. As a matter of fact, after having seen that Stable 

Gallery show, I got Cornell's address from Eleanor Ward, who was then the 

director of that gallery, and I sent Cornell a little note complimenting him on 

what I had seen. I put that whole experience out of my mind until two, three 

years later, I was established as a young gallery dealer in Los Angeles and I 



came to New York and I called Joseph Cornell up. I said, "You've left the Stable 

Gallery. I remember seeing an exhibition there several years ago, and I was 

touched by what I saw. I'd like to look at some more things, and I just haven't 

had the opportunity, since you're not represented by any gallery. Can I come 

and maybe chat with you or visit with you?" He said, "What is it you do?" I 

said, "I'm a dealer. I'm from Los Angeles." He said, "Well, I don't entertain 

dealers." I said, "Well, I'm not going to visit you as a dealer. I'm going to visit 

you as somebody who has an extraordinary affection for your work. Would 

you see me on that basis?" And he said yes, he would; on that basis, I could 

come. And so I took the train up to Flushing and sat with him for two or three 

hours, and we talked about a whole series of things. He was mostly interested 

in movie stars and my California activity, and I explained all that to him in 

enormous detail. After some two or three hours, I got up to leave and, indeed, 

made for the door and walked down the stairs on to the street. All of a sudden 

I heard this shouting behind me, and it was Cornell kind of shouting at me, 

waving a little card. I walked back and asked if he was trying to get my 

attention. He said yes. He said, "Did you send this card?" (It was a card I had 

sent him some three years earlier when I had seen his exhibition at the Stable 

Gallery. ) I said yes, that was certainly a card I had sent him. And he said, "Oh, 

in that case, you can buy whatever you want." And I bought, on the spot, five 

pieces, which I carried out of his house and into my hotel room in New York 

and subsequently carried on the airplane back to California with me. 

Gradually, I evolved—By going back and visiting with him and buying more 

pieces after every visit through a number of years, I evolved some eighteen or 

twenty pieces and had my first Cornell exhibition. 

WESCHLER 

How much did you pay for the pieces that you would buy? 

BLUM 

At that time, roughly $500. This was 1959, when this thing—1960, perhaps. 

WESCHLER 

Interestingly, I know that you were not the first Cornell show in Los Angeles. 

There had been a show in the forties by [William] Copley. 

BLUM 



Yes, Copley started a gallery [Copley Gallery]. Copley was a man with quite a 

lot of money who became very interested in painting and began a gallery in 

Beverly Hills, had six shows, as I recall. And the six shows included work by 

Man Ray, by Cornell, by [René] Magritte, by [Max] Ernst, [Marcel] Duchamp, 

perhaps, another surrealist, [Robert Sebastian] Matta [Echaurren] maybe. In 

any case, he sold nothing out of these exhibitions, as Bill Copley himself will 

tell you, and kept many, many things from each of these shows, and in the 

process, began the nucleus of his own collection. 

WESCHLER 

How did you sell out of your Cornell show? 

BLUM 

I sold, oh, two or three pieces. Virtually nothing, [tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

We just recalled one other story of Cornell. 

BLUM 

It had to do with Cornell leaving his house on Utopia Parkway in Flushing and 

going to the store. He lived with a spastic brother and a very old mother, these 

two people whom he looked after and provided for, and cared for and paid 

extraordinary attention to. And he would shop every now and then. He would 

make his merry way out of the house and go down to the supermarket some 

three or four blocks away. In one of these little jaunts, he peered across the 

street and to his shock and amazement saw in the box office of a theater he 

had passed countless times a new ticket taker, blue eyed and blond haired, 

extraordinarily young and fresh, beautiful in his mind. He couldn't believe how 

pretty this girl was. And there she was, seated in a little box, virtually on the 

sidewalk. So you can imagine how excited he got by this vision. And he would 

spend days peering at her from storefronts. One day after staring 

incredulously at this sight, he wandered into a flower store and bought a 

dozen yellow roses and tentatively jacked up his courage and approached this 

young girl. 

WESCHLER 

How old was he at this time? 



BLUM 

Oh, he was in his fifties or sixties, I guess. I can't tell you. But he flung these 

flowers at her, and he was shocked, he himself, by what he had done that he 

couldn't get a word out. He couldn't explain what he was doing. He just stood 

there in front of her, clutching these flowers, hurling these flowers at the girl, 

and stammering. The girl became terrified and began to shout. The theater 

manager came out and called the police, and Cornell was taken off to spend 

an hour or two in the pokie. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

How had you heard this story? 

BLUM 

This story was told to me by a close friend of Cornell's. There were many 

stories having to do with his eccentricities and misadventures. He was very 

focused on a whole kind of range of often bizarre activity, [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

How about some of the other people from New York? We really didn't talk 

much more about Albers, except just very quickly. I know that you also 

showed a show of Albers prints from his Tamarind [Workshop] [September 15, 

1964]. 

BLUM 

Yes. I had a couple of Albers painting shows. When I worked for Knoll 

Associates, before coming to Los Angeles, I bought very many pictures by Josef 

Albers. They were always tidy, kind of restricted in scale, and beautifully, 

brilliantly colored, and I really adored them. I thought he was a wonderful 

painter. I still think he was a wonderful painter. I think he's an uneven painter, 

but I think a great Albers is certainly something to covet and something to 

really enjoy. And they were always accessible during the sixties. They were 

always available. You could always get exactly the kind of Albers you wanted 

to get. They were nothing if not available, and I made for them and showed 

him and was very happy to do so. 

WESCHLER 



Did he have any kind of impact on the artists here? 

BLUM 

I would say not. 

WESCHLER 

How about on John McLaughlin, who is not one of your artists, but— 

BLUM 

I can't say. 

WESCHLER 

Did he visit the show, do you know? 

BLUM 

Yes. John McLaughlin visited many of my shows. He particularly liked the work 

of the younger Frank Stella and spent quite a lot of time in the gallery with the 

various Stella exhibitions that I had through the years. He liked Frank's work 

enormously. He came in and saw the Albers exhibition, I remember that, and 

was very moved by it. Beyond that, I can't say. 

WESCHLER 

Was there ever any thought of including McLaughlin in the Ferus situation? 

BLUM 

Not really. Not really. 

WESCHLER 

Was he thought of as a kindred spirit at all? 

BLUM 

He wasn't thought of that hard by the Ferus artists. He was remote, he was 

much older, lived in some other place, and wasn't focused on until, really, Nick 

Wilder focused on him. I would say that he didn't exert a special influence. 

WESCHLER 



Do you today, looking back at it, see a kind of similarity of issues that were 

being explored? 

BLUM 

I don't know what to say. I mean, looking back, I can see that McLaughlin had 

a role in the evolution of Southern California painting. But the issues that John 

McLaughlin confronted and the ways he confronted them were somehow 

different than what was really going on in my gallery. 

WESCHLER 

Was he always kind of eccentric out there in— 

BLUM 

He was thought of as absolutely authentic and as absolutely interesting but as 

not a major figure of influence. 

WESCHLER 

We've talked about most of the others, but we haven't really dealt with Stella, 

Kelly, and their shows here in Los Angeles. 

BLUM 

Well, Frank's work came to my attention in 1959, again, at the Museum of 

Modern Art in this show that Dorothy Miller had put together. Frank studied 

at Princeton with Bill Seitz, and Bill Seitz moved from Princeton to the 

Museum of Modern Art as a curator. Bill Seitz put the idea of Frank Stella into 

Dorothy Miller's head, so that she went and saw these black pictures and was 

very influenced, I suspect, by what Bill Seitz had already told her about this 

young artist who Bill considered to be nothing less than a genius. And Dorothy 

was persuaded by all that and included him in this "Sixteen Americans" show. I 

confronted these big paintings when I went back to New York, and I 

remember very well my reaction to them. I remember thinking that somehow 

this young artist had started absolutely at the end of his career. The paintings 

seemed to me totally resolved, impenetrable, and distilled to a kind of 

extraordinary finality, that there was no—He was working in some kind of 

airless room, it seemed to me, that there was no way these paintings could be 

taken any further than this young artist had already taken them. They were 

mysterious and profound and really finished. And that was my feeling about 



them. And I put them pretty much out of my mind. I was very moved by them 

and impressed by them, and I thought—I couldn't imagine this guy going in 

any significant way down the road, and I somehow dismissed them. I went to 

Leo's [Leo Castelli Gallery] a year later and saw the notched, silver paintings 

and Frank had revealed The whole kind of vocabulary of shape was just 

beginning to emerge. And I understood the silver paintings infinitely better 

than I ever understood the black pictures, and seeing them, I was very moved 

by them and decided on the spot to show them in Los Angeles. I tried to 

second-guess him and didn't. I was unsuccessful. And that was good enough 

for me. 

WESCHLER 

We'll stop for just a second here. [tape recorder turned off] We've changed 

locations and hope it won't be quite as loud as it was up there. 

BLUM 

We'll try. 

WESCHLER 

You were talking about Stella and your understanding the silver— 

BLUM 

Paintings, which were much clearer to me than the black paintings were, and 

so clear, in fact, that I made a commitment to show them here in Los Angeles. 

WESCHLER 

How were they received by the local artists? 

BLUM 

The first Stella show [February 18-March 31, 1963] I had in Los Angeles were 

the concentric square paintings, monochromatic and in color.: And they 

were—People were curious about Frank's work, having heard quite a lot about 

him. He became—Almost from the beginning, there was an extraordinary 

flurry of critical activity around the work, and so he was known, and he was 

often reproduced, and so people were curious about the paintings. And then 

when— [background noise] Why don't you—[tape recorder turned off] So 

they were received without—I think the audience, as I recall, they weren't 



overwhelmed by what they saw, but they were very appreciative. I think that's 

how I would ultimately characterize their reaction to Frank's work at the very 

beginning. 

WESCHLER 

Any particular people in the gallery who were particularly taken? 

BLUM 

Irwin liked the paintings enormously. 

WESCHLER 

Irwin, at this time, was doing the line paintings, I guess? 

BLUM 

Yes. Larry Bell, also: by the time Frank showed in 1962, Larry was extremely 

persuaded by it. 

WESCHLER 

How about Kelly? You had known Kelly earlier. 

BLUM 

I had known Kelly earlier. I had known Kelly when I lived in New York, and 

indeed, the first painting I ever bought for myself was a small painting of 

Ellsworth's. 

WESCHLER 

Do you still have it? 

BLUM 

Yes, I still have it, as a matter of fact, yes. I have it in New York. Kelly was 

showing then with Betty Parsons, and Betty was a friend of mine; I knew her, 

having bought some things from her when I worked in New York. And I was 

very persuaded by Ellsworth. I thought he was brilliant and showed him right 

on through the years and represent half of Kelly now in New York, along with 

Leo Castelli. So that's a relationship that goes back ever since the beginning of 

my career, over a twenty-year period. I've been a supporter of Kelly's work 

through a great many years. 



WESCHLER 

And how was he received here? 

BLUM 

Less enthusiastically, I think, but with— 

WESCHLER 

What kinds of paintings at that time was he painting that you were showing? 

BLUM 

Well, we're talking about 1960, we're talking about the big, biomorphic 

paintings of Kelly at that time, and I think those paintings were shown out 

here, and there was an absolute consensus as to Kelly's seriousness and as to 

his commitment and as to his talent. But nobody was that overwhelmed. 

WESCHLER 

No one was blown away. 

BLUM 

Nobody was blown away, no. Correct. 

WESCHLER 

In the catalog of the Ferus shows, there was one show which seemed. 

particularly extraordinary [and that] was the Jasper Johns-Kurt Schwitters 

show [September 6 - September 30, 1960]. How did that come about? 

BLUM 

That came about because there were very few paintings of Jasper's. Jasper, 

almost from the very beginning—I became aware of Jasper during his first 

show at the Castelli Gallery in 1958, and I thought that Jasper was a 

profoundly interesting and provocative artist and wanted, almost from the 

beginning, to show him in Los Angeles. 

WESCHLER 

What was he painting at that time? 

BLUM 



He was painting flags and targets at that time. And these paintings were being 

bought as quickly as they were painted. Jasper always had a focus right from 

the very beginning. It may have been for the wrong reasons, but he was 

focused, and the work was selling, and the work was always in short supply. In 

1960 I remember going to Leo and saying, "Look, I've been waiting for a show, 

and no work seems to be forthcoming. What do you suggest I do?" And he 

said, "Well, think of an idea that you can engage Jasper with." I knew that 

Jasper was doing sculpture at that time, and I felt that if I could put it in some 

context that would interest him—I remember going to visit Jasper and seeing 

a Kurt Schwitters on his studio wall, something he had bought with his own 

money and something he really adored enough to have secured. And he had it 

hanging in his own space. I thought harder about that, and I evolved this idea 

of showing Schwitters, whom I was able to get through the World House 

Galleries, again, as well as through Sidney Janis, who had dozens and dozens 

and dozens of these little collages. I thought I could put together a show that 

would include Schwitters and Jasper's sculpture and I asked Jasper if that was 

an idea that would be in any way interesting to him. He said he thought it was 

fabulous, he would love to show with Schwitters in that way and agreed on 

the spot to do it. That's how that show came about. 

WESCHLER 

How did it look when you had the— 

BLUM 

Incredibly beautiful. 

WESCHLER 

What was the feel of that show? 

BLUM 

It was a fantastic show. I had some fifteen collages and some dozen of Jasper's 

sculptures, including Sculp-metal things, bronze things. They were 

extraordinary to look at. None sold. I kept two pieces. I kept a bronze 

flashlight and a Sculp-metal light bulb out of the show. I paid $400 for each 

and kept those two for myself and sent everything that wasn't sold back to 

Castelli. 



WESCHLER 

How was Schwitters taken in Los Angeles? There were several people who 

were doing collage-type things. 

BLUM 

Oh, he was very admired, and he was looking— 

WESCHLER 

Kate Steinitz was here also. 

BLUM 

Yes, Steinitz was here, and she was very supportive of that show. She came 

and saw the show, and she thought it was beautiful. She didn't—She was also 

supportive of Jasper. She thought they were curious, the sculptures. She didn't 

quite know what to do with them, but she liked the show very much. She 

particularly adored the Schwitters, and that's what she was looking the 

hardest at. 

WESCHLER 

She's a remarkable woman. 

BLUM 

Oh, yes. An extraordinary lady. Is she dead now? 

WESCHLER 

Yes. She died recently. But did the Schwitters have any impact? I'm thinking 

particularly, for instance, that Kienholz was doing this kind of collage— 

BLUM 

Yes, and I would suggest that Kienholz, rather than Schwitters, was looking 

harder at Bob Rauschenberg. Really, I think Kienholz was moved to do what he 

did through Bob's illustration. Kienholz might deny that, I don't know, but 

that's my assessment. 

WESCHLER 

He did one piece, Odious to Robert Rauschenberg. 



BLUM 

That's right. 

WESCHLER 

Do you know what that was about? 

BLUM 

Yes, it had to do with some kind of statement about some kind of little 

dialogue he and Rauschenberg had for a short time. They were both showing 

at the Dwan Gallery here in town. Kienholz, by then, had moved from Ferus 

over to Dwan and did this piece kind of in homage to Rauschenberg, 

called Odious to [Robert] Rauschenberg, which somehow, in some way, was 

satirical about Rauschenberg's work as well. 

WESCHLER 

Out of bad feeling or out of— 

BLUM 

No, no, out of good feeling, I think, out of a kind of generous feeling but, 

nevertheless, out of a competitive feeling. 

WESCHLER 

Why wasn't Rauschenberg shown at Ferus? You seemed to—Or was he? 

BLUM 

Rauschenberg wasn't. Rauschenberg somehow was taken up very early by 

Virginia Dwan, and so that cancelled my professional interest. 

1.8. TAPE NUMBER: IV, Side Two (September 3, 1978) 

WESCHLER 

We thought today we would eventually perhaps get to talking about 

collectors, but, first, talk a little bit about museums. In a way, you can't really 

separate those two issues.. In particular, I want to talk about the Pasadena 

[Art] Museum and its evolution from the late fifties to the Norton Simon 

Museum [of Art] today. So perhaps you could just begin by giving a sense of 



what the importance of the Pasadena Museum was in its early stages and in 

its early location. 

BLUM 

Well, when you talk about the beginning of the art situation, as I understand 

it, or understood it at a certain moment, I think that the Pasadena Art 

Museum was the most extraordinary ally to my gallery situation. When I 

received no critical support at all as a young gallery, as a young dealer, from 

any other quarter, it seemed I could always engage in some kind of extremely 

worthwhile dialogue with whoever was the then-director of the Pasadena Art 

Museum. They were always very sympathetic to what the gallery was about. 

Bob Rowan, as the major trustee out there, was always, from the very 

beginning, supportive of the Ferus Gallery, acquired early material by Bob 

Irwin, by Craig Kauffman, by John Altoon, by Billy Al Bengston, and on and on. 

WESCHLER 

Who is Bob Rowan? Could you talk about— 

BLUM 

Bob Rowan is a kind of eccentric gentleman whose family has always lived in 

Pasadena, who lived in Pasadena then, and who still lives in Pasadena. He's a 

man who became, for his reasons, very focused on modern painting. 

WESCHLER 

What do you sense those reasons to have been? 

BLUM 

I think the man probably in his life was always surrounded by paintings. I 

think— 

WESCHLER 

What is his background, before we go into— 

BLUM 

Well, it's a WASP, patrician, settled, old-California background. 

WESCHLER 



Land is the wealth there? 

BLUM 

Land is the wealth: it's real estate, it's land throughout the state, agricultural 

land plus real estate in Los Angeles, office buildings, so and so. It's quite a 

lengthy—how do you say?—Oh, he's had, because of his father before him 

and, I suspect, his grandfather before that, an extraordinary kind of 

inheritance here in the state, and so he's a man of substance and stature in 

the community and always lived with fine furniture, always lived with pictures. 

When it came time for him and his wife [Carolyn] to refurnish a very big house 

in Pasadena he was living in, he decided that he wanted to buy some paintings 

and simply, in a very precise way, began to expertize himself. 

WESCHLER 

Now, how would someone in the late fifties in Los Angeles begin to expertize 

themselves in something that hadn't even yet begun to coalesce? 

BLUM 

I think he did it through travel. I think he did it through multiple visits to New 

York, traveled to Europe, kind of awareness of—[tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

We're talking about Bob Rowan familiarizing himself with art. 

BLUM 

And through eastern museum visits and instinct, he somehow focused on the 

Ferus Gallery activity. He was taken to studios. He somehow evolved— 

WESCHLER 

Taken by you? 

BLUM 

He was taken by me to studios. 

WESCHLER 



What would that be like in those days? I'm really interested—how these 

artists who weren't really discovered by anybody at that time reacted to 

having rich patrons coming to see them at their studios? 

BLUM 

For the first time, in a totally naive way. I mean, they were—Their reactions 

were—Oh, God, they just—They ran the gamut of hostility on the one hand to 

total acceptance on the other. They were completely unprepared for these 

visits but learned quickly how to deal with people, and particularly people who 

were interested in what they were doing. It didn't take an extraordinary length 

of time. [laughter] They got hip very quickly. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think in the early stages—Or, was there a stage at which Rowan's 

interests began also to be one of investment as well as aesthetic? 

BLUM 

I would think not so much investment. I would think that investment really 

took a low priority. There wasn't the publicity there is today, there wasn't the 

financial snowballing that there is today, there wasn't that focus at that time. 

You bought simply for decor, out of your own passion, out of your own 

interest, without giving an extraordinary thought to the fact that the work 

might become more expensive. 

WESCHLER 

What would you characterize as his passion at that time in terms of the artists 

he did collect initially? What was his interest? 

BLUM 

His interest kept shifting. His interest went from buying a couple of things that 

engaged him to buying—this took a number of years—but from buying a 

couple of things that interested him to buying to furnish a house, which kind 

of enlarged his compass, to buying for the love of buying, and then, finally, it 

seems to me, buying with an idea of establishing an extraordinary monument 

which was to be ultimately given to the Pasadena Art Museum. 

WESCHLER 



Well, let's return to the museum. He was a force there. First of all, what was 

the—The museum was obviously not located where it is today. Where was it 

located in those days? 

BLUM 

The museum was located a mile away from where the Norton Simon Museum 

is today (which was formerly the Pasadena Art Museum). The museum was 

located in a kind of toppling, virtually toppling, Chinese-style structure, 

composed mostly of corridors and two large, two very commodious showing 

rooms. It had a little bookstore. It had these corridors that I speak about, and 

it had, in the rear part of the building, two very large showing rooms plus 

some smaller rooms up top which were used both for classrooms and for 

offices. It was very compact, not nearly as grand a structure as the new 

museum, and eminently manageable. 

WESCHLER 

What kind of staff did it have? 

BLUM 

Minimum staff—I can't tell you exactly; you'll have to get that from another 

source—but aside from a director, maybe a curator, maybe a preparator, and 

two secretaries. I think that was it. I think it was just the most skeleton kind of 

staff and maybe one guard, and that's all it required. 

WESCHLER 

And it was supported by the contributions of the trustees basically? 

BLUM 

Yes, basically. Right. I don't know what the city of Pasadena contributed to 

that situation. They may have contributed the building. They may have 

contributed a building which they allowed them to occupy rent-free, and that 

was the extent of Pasadena's contribution, as far as I know. I can't say that 

absolutely. 

WESCHLER 

Can you talk about some of the directors who went through there, and also 

some of the shows that were particularly important. 



BLUM 

Well, the history of directors of the Pasadena Art Museum, which include 

people like Tom Leavitt, like Walter [Hopps], like Jim Demetrion, who was 

there for a time, and John Coplans kind of encapsulated the history of the 

whole area. It's a history of really talented, I think, really brilliant people who 

somehow surfaced in Los Angeles and who were unable, for a whole series of 

reasons, to sustain careers here. So the history of Pasadena is a history of a 

people coming, of people surfacing, and people going. 

WESCHLER 

Were there people from out of Los Angeles who arrived, generally, for just a 

period, or were they Los Angeles— 

BLUM 

I think mostly Southern California people. I think people who had recently 

arrived, people who had gone to school here, people who had come here for 

other reasons, but people who professionalized themselves and did a stint at 

the Pasadena Art Museum and then moved on. 

WESCHLER 

What kind of person was Tom Leavitt? 

BLUM 

Extraordinarily serious, sober, very sympathetic person. And the focus, really, 

was on modern painting. They didn't have too many different directions to go, 

as opposed to the L.A. County Museum, which from the beginning was replete 

with people tearing in a dozen different directions, so that, consequently, very 

little seemed to occur in any of those areas. But boy, it was competitive right 

from the beginning: people always screaming for their piece of the pie, and 

once attaining that piece of the pie, it would somehow turn to dust. Nothing 

of any consequence occurred at the Los Angeles County Museum. It was a 

museum, almost from the start that every serious person in the art 

community could easily ignore. Pasadena was different. Pasadena was sharply 

focused, their interest was modern painting, and there was always the 

possibility of a dialogue with the people there. 

WESCHLER 



Did they have their own collection, or was it primarily touring collections? 

BLUM 

Well, primarily, the nucleus, the absolute nucleus of quality that they had was 

the Galka Scheyer collection, which was left them: extraordinary paintings by 

[Alexei von] Jawlensky, by [Vassily] Kandinsky, by [Paul] Klee, and by Lyonel 

Feininger. It was a breathtaking collection of material put together by this lady 

who lived in Pasadena, who left all this material to the Pasadena Art Museum, 

to the community. And that was the hard nucleus of what they had; they had 

very little beyond that. 

WESCHLER 

Do you have any sense of why she left the collection to them rather than to 

the county museum? 

BLUM 

I have no idea. I can't tell you. I suspect she was clever. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

You never met her? 

BLUM 

No, I never met her. I never knew her. 

WESCHLER 

Speaking of collections, was there ever any chance that the [Walter] 

Arensberg collection could go to Pasadena? 

BLUM 

I don't know that that was a possibility. I know that the Arensberg collection 

was offered to, I think, both the L.A. County Museum as well as UCLA, and was 

turned down. 

WESCHLER 

Just as a sidelight, what presence did that collection have among the people of 

the Ferus group? Did they go to see that collection, or— 



BLUM 

No, because that collection was really put together in the thirties, forties, and 

fifties. I'm not sure when that collection finally drifted off to Philadelphia, but I 

do know that Walter [Hopps], as a young man, visited the Arensbergs. I know 

that Craig Kauffman visited the Arensbergs, and I'm not sure very many other 

people had an opportunity to see it while it lived here in Los Angeles. 

WESCHLER 

OK, moving back to the Pasadena: at a certain point, Walter left Ferus and 

moved over to the directorship. 

BLUM 

Yes. 

WESCHLER 

Was it directorship or curator? 

BLUM 

Moved over to the curatorship under Tom Leavitt in 1960. 

WESCHLER 

Can you describe the circumstances, what led to that move, and did that leave 

you—Did he leave the Ferus altogether, or what was the actual chain of 

events? 

BLUM 

Yes, he did leave the gallery altogether. The gallery at that point— There 

wasn't such a big deal about leaving the gallery. The gallery was operating 

absolutely in the red and continued to operate in the red for many years after 

Walter left. We simply—thanks to Sayde Moss, who made up our deficit—we 

weren't what you might call a going situation. There wasn't a lot to divorce 

yourself from, having left. So there wasn't a question of my giving Walter X 

amount of dollars or paying him X amount of dollars. There was just simply no 

money. He left because he thought that he would have a greater opportunity 

to realize his own ambition as a museum curator. He began to shift and think 

of himself in those terms. He was offered this opportunity. We spoke about it 



at some length. He thought it would be a wonderful idea. I thought 

equivalently it would be a great idea. I thought that I would have an ear there 

and could be of some influence. That all seemed very positive to me. And he 

left. 

WESCHLER 

Is it partly that he wasn't interested in the commercial aspects of dealing as 

opposed to the— 

BLUM 

I think he became less interested in the commercial aspects of dealing. 

WESCHLER 

Especially since there didn't seem to be very many commercial aspects. 

BLUM 

Especially since there didn't seem to be very many commercial aspects, that's 

exactly right. He began to lose interest in the commercial aspects and wanted 

to test his mettle elsewhere. 

WESCHLER 

With him there, was it at that point that there began to be more shows of 

Ferus people at Pasadena? 

BLUM 

I would say yes. 

WESCHLER 

Was there any resentment in the community about that? 

BLUM 

I would say yes. But I mean, it wasn't a dramatic kind of extension of gallery 

activity that occurred at Pasadena. I don't think there was an extraordinary 

conflict there, because I think that Walter was aware of the possibility of 

criticism, as one who's fairly bright always is. And I think that if you are bright, 

as I suggest, you make a special effort to avoid those conflicts. 



WESCHLER 

He also was responsible for the [Marcel] Duchamp show. Was that his show? 

BLUM 

Yes, that was absolutely his show. It was his conception and his show. The 

Duchamp was probably the most extraordinary show that he did during his 

tenure at the Pasadena Art Museum, although the Johns show he did was 

extraordinarily beautiful, and he did Cornell as well. But Duchamp was an 

extraordinary achievement, because by that time many museum people were 

trying to persuade Marcel to exhibit in— 

WESCHLER 

He had not exhibited? 

BLUM 

He had not exhibited in years and years and was absolutely ripe to do a 

retrospect at that point, and he did it based solely on the dialogue that Walter 

was able to establish with him. 

WESCHLER 

What kind of show was it? What effect did it have on Los Angeles? 

BLUM 

Oh, it had an extraordinary effect. 

WESCHLER 

Did people know who Duchamp was before the show? 

BLUM 

Yes, yes, yes, Duchamp was a celebrated figure. Anybody who knew anything 

about modern art knew about Marcel. People came and everybody was—I 

think the exhibit was just marvelous. I think it was beautifully installed. The 

catalog was probably one of the most intelligent catalogs that one could hope 

to have. Walter was extremely familiar with the material and through his long, 

lengthy dialogues with Marcel, was able to fill it with insight after insight 



about certain of the works. And it was an altogether, I think, heroic 

achievement. 

WESCHLER 

Uh-huh. What did it look like? Do you have memories of its installation? 

BLUM 

Yes, I can remember very well. I think what really astounded you, the one 

major recollection I have was I knew Duchamp's work—and I read about 

Duchamp, as a young dealer—but going in and confronting all of these pieces, 

one was absolutely knocked out by the range of the man, by seeing Duchamp 

at work in the realm of, say, typography. He turned out to be an extraordinary 

typographer, I mean, indeed, a brilliant typographer, as he was in the range of 

kinetic sculpture, which is something else he dealt with. I mean, just on and on 

and on. It seems there wasn't—Finally, and this was the most amazing to the 

artist and amazing to me as well, that there wasn't a single aspect of what was 

to occur in the twentieth century, including conceptual art, so and so, that 

Marcel hadn't somehow elegantly, gracefully touched on during one point or 

another in his career. And I think the show illustrated, really, that fact: 

illustrated the breadth of his interest, the breadth of his activity, and the 

breadth of the man's genius. And it was overpowering to see him deal with 

that range of stuff. 

WESCHLER 

Were there particular artists here in Los Angeles that were affected by the 

show immediately? 

BLUM 

I think everybody was affected by the show. I think that Larry Bell was 

extraordinarily moved and overpowered by the show. I think Irwin, the same. I 

think that, oh—I think every artist who saw the show was moved in some way, 

some more than others, but everybody was persuaded by the range of 

activity. 

WESCHLER 

You also isolate the Johns, Jasper Johns show, as— 



BLUM 

That was an incredibly beautiful show. Walter used these two big rooms that I 

spoke of earlier to great effect. The monochromatic paintings were all hung in 

one room in a fairly chronological way, and the color paintings were hung in 

the second room also in a chronological way, but done tastefully and 

elegantly, and the cumulative effect was very dazzling. Very dazzling. 

WESCHLER 

Was that before your show at Ferus? 

BLUM 

No, that was after. 

WESCHLER 

That was after. 

BLUM 

My show was 1960. 

WESCHLER 

Had you introduced Walter to Jasper? 

BLUM 

I would say not really. I would say that we both, through magazine articles, 

became aware of this young artist that was interesting to us both. 

WESCHLER 

I'll tell you a story that I've heard, in terms of conflict of interest, that line: that 

Bob Rowan—not necessarily the Johns show, but some of the later shows—

knowing what shows were going to be coming, would buy heavily in various 

artists who were going to be shown, and then would (one person even 

alleged) sell directly out of the show. He would then put his paintings in the 

show and then would sell the paintings out' of the show. 

BLUM 

I think that's a gross exaggeration. 



WESCHLER 

What is the limit of what you could say about how far did things like that go? 

BLUM 

I don't think that did—I don't think, to my knowledge—That didn't go on in 

any kind of vigorous way. That may have occurred once or twice, and it 

occurred, I daresay, not so much for profit but really because Bob, for one 

reason or another, lost interest. I mean, you have to understand that Rowan 

owned, at one point, fifteen Morris Louises. He owned five Ellsworth Kellys, 

perhaps a similar number of Ken Nolands, twenty Jules Olitskis. He was buying 

in extraordinary depth, and he wasn't buying really to sell the material. but 

rather to put together the nucleus of an extraordinary collection. And he did 

that according to his own direction, and it was fairly haphazard. The man 

collected that way, in a fairly haphazard way, and nobody could really 

influence him once he was off and running. But it was never done for 

exploitation. He didn't really need to make money that way. I think he has 

made money off of it. I think he subsequently has sold extraordinary things 

from his collection, but that really had to do with the demise of the Pasadena 

Art Museum and the fact that his collection was no longer earmarked for that 

situation. 

WESCHLER 

Let's move forward on that. First of all, what happened to Walter after—He 

was there for a few years and then— 

BLUM 

Well, Walter has this ability to annihilate himself. He's always had that talent. 

He's always had that genius to really do himself in better than anybody could 

do him in. The situation between Rowan as the major trustee and Walter 

became intolerable. They really stopped talking at a point, they were 

extremely bitter, one towards the next, and there was nothing for Walter to 

do but to leave that situation and go elsewhere. 

WESCHLER 

Over what specific issues? 

BLUM 



A combination of issues, just a whole range of issues. I think one specific issue 

wouldn't, be interesting. It's just a combination of these—They absolutely 

stopped seeing eye to eye. I think the important thing is that there was no 

sympathy one for the next, absolutely no sympathy and— 

WESCHLER 

Were you put in a position of having to mediate at any point, do you think? 

BLUM 

No. No. No, not at all. Once Walter left the gallery, that was it. I would see him 

irregularly, and there was never the same dialogue between us that there was 

when he was my partner in the gallery. He was very much on his own. 

WESCHLER 

What did—[tape recorder turned off] 

WESCHLER 

Anyway, so Walter left. And what happened in Pasadena? What were the next 

ten years in Pasadena like, if you can do a large portrait? 

BLUM 

Well, I think rather than talk about, you know, minor things that occurred, I 

think one can speak of the overall tragedy of that situation and tragedy in this 

way. I can remember, shortly after I left California, when the Pasadena 

situation was really boiling over, when they'd moved into this elaborate new 

structure and found it virtually unsupportable in terms of maintaining it. I can 

remember going to a dinner party in New York and sitting next to some grand 

lady who was familiar with the '.. art scene, and I remember her saying to me, 

"Oh, Mr. Blum, you had a gallery in Los Angeles." And I said, "Yes, I had a 

gallery for fifteen years." And she said, "Well, you must be familiar with the 

Pasadena situation and that embroilment." And I said, "Yes, I was very familiar 

with it." She looked at me, I remember, and she said, "Who's the devil and 

who's the angel?" And I thought that was an amusing question. I thought for a 

minute, and I said, "You know, it's strange that you should, number one, 

phrase it that way, and, number two, you're exactly right: there was, indeed, 

in terms of the Pasadena situation, an angel and there was a devil. And it was 

the same man. And the man was Bob Rowan." I absolutely believe that. I think 



that the Pasadena situation, to begin, couldn't have existed without Bob 

Rowan's support; and it was done in by his ambition for the situation. I think 

that he was instrumental in the move from a very manageable building into 

something much more exaggerated, much grander. 

WESCHLER 

Who paid for the building when they moved? Or who was going to, 

supposedly? Was that trustees' funds? 

BLUM 

Yes, trustees' funds, and it was never absolutely clear. I mean, Bob insisted 

that they run with it in the face of the fact that certain endowment money 

didn't exist. He had every confidence that it would exist. His enthusiasm— 

WESCHLER 

His money or someone else's money? 

BLUM 

Both. Both. Both his and somebody else's. But that somebody else never 

materialized. 

WESCHLER 

Who was the director during the move, do you remember? 

BLUM 

Was it not Jim Demetrion? 

WESCHLER 

And was he antsy about moving? Was he opposed or was he— 

BLUM 

Yes! He was opposed, but everybody was carrying—Opposition didn't mean 

very much, everybody was carried forward by Bob Rowan's enthusiasm. 

Everybody was carried forward, until all of a sudden, at one point, they took a 

look around and saw that the thing couldn't sustain itself and they had to bail 

out. 



WESCHLER 

Who's "they"? The trustees at that time? Who were some of the trustees? 

BLUM 

Alfie Esberg was one of the trustees. Gifford Phillips was a trustee. Martha 

Padye. I can't tell you; that's something you can get somewhere else. But 

there were a series of very well-intentioned people who were trustees and 

who, again, were carried by Bob's enthusiasm Bob was altogether determined 

to give this extraordinary collection of material to the Pasadena Art Museum. 

He was going to make it a going enterpriser-nothing less than an extraordinary 

enterprise. And that's what he helped to do. That's what he wanted to do. 

That was his goal. That was his ambition, and it didn't work. 

WESCHLER 

Now, why specifically didn't it work? 

BLUM 

It didn't work because there wasn't enough money. 

WESCHLER 

At what point—just concretely, chronology-wise—at what point did who begin 

to pull back from that earlier set of commitments? 

BLUM 

I think there weren't that many commitments that were absolutely concrete. I 

think that Rowan probably shook the hands of several people, all of whom 

decided at a certain moment, or many of whom decided at a certain moment 

maybe, not to participate. Maybe the thing wasn't structured in a way that 

they had assumed that it was going to be structured. And so one person 

backed out, which caused maybe another person to back out, which caused a 

third, and there went the situation. Rowan could not do it himself. There was 

no way that he could do it himself. 

WESCHLER 

Was there a sense that Rowan wanted everybody to throw in their money for 

his museum and that he was taking too much— 



BLUM 

I would say very possibly, very possibly that people resented the fact that he 

played the kind of role that he was playing, and there was some hesitation on 

the parts of people regarding that. I would say that that was a real possibility. 

WESCHLER 

Were there personality problems? Did he have a grating personality to a lot of 

people? 

BLUM 

I can't tell you. I wasn't privy to what was going on within the trustee 

meetings. 

WESCHLER 

Well, if we've got a devil and an angel, we also have a deus ex machina, and 

that's Norton Simon. 

BLUM 

Well, Norton Simon played no role in this situation except towards the very 

end when he saw this whole thing flounder and, by his stepping in and 

agreeing to underwrite certain sums, could really take that situation over and 

turn it into something totally for himself, which as a very rich man is exactly 

what he did. Norton played no role in any of this at the very beginning. He just 

came in like a shark at the end to devour what there was to devour. 

WESCHLER 

Were there any points where something could have been done to salvage it 

that you see, before Norton Simon came in? 

BLUM 

I don't know. I don't think so. It seems to me, in retrospect, the only thing that 

could have been done to salvage the Pasadena situation was: had they 

remained in the old structure, which was easily maintainable, they would exist 

as a modern-art museum to this day—there's no question—but having made 

the move, they in effect did themselves in. Clearly. 

WESCHLER 



What do you think of what Norton Simon has done with the museum? 

BLUM 

Well, I think that what Norton Simon has done is exemplary. I think that the 

Norton Simon Museum is a fabulous place. I mean, my only reservation 

regarding it is the fact that he's done it on the ashes of the Pasadena Art 

Museum. Norton Simon's museum is about Norton Simon's interest, is about 

Norton Simon's vanity, it's about Norton Simon's ambition; it isn't about a 

modern-art museum, and my interest is that. My interest would be in seeing 

the museum, as a modern-art museum, perpetuate itself, not turn into one 

man's plaything. 

WESCHLER 

There's been some criticism that not only is it one man's plaything but that he 

got it for very cheap. 

BLUM 

I'm sure he got it for very cheap. I mean, who wanted it? Who would have 

taken it at that point? Who would have supported it? What could it have 

become? It could have become a big supermarket if Norton Simon hadn't 

taken it over. So I think, "Bravo for Norton Simon!" I can't criticize Norton for 

taking it over. There it was, it was like a big whale sitting there on Colorado 

Boulevard. Nobody was interested in dealing with the expense of that 

situation. So Norton got it cheap, and he should have gotten it cheap. 

WESCHLER 

Who pays for that now? Does Norton Simon pay for the running of it? 

BLUM 

Yes, yes, yes. 

WESCHLER 

And has he donated his collection to the museum? 

BLUM 

I don't know. I don't know any of those facts. Has he absorbed the Galka 

Scheyer collection? What right does he have to that collection? There are a 



whole series of questions. Will that museum exist to benefit the community in 

perpetuity? Will he establish endowments to enable that to happen? None of 

these questions have answers at this moment. Where are we now? Nineteen 

seventy-nine? All these questions are still being posed. There are no answers. 

Norton isn't about to answer them. He's extremely evasive. His plans are as 

clear as yesterday and not further, I would say. That's my assessment. 

WESCHLER 

What has become of the California art that the museum had that had been 

donated to it? 

BLUM 

Most of the modern things and the California things are all in the basement. 

They haven't surfaced. They've made the painters who've contributed these 

things to a very different situation from the situation it's become—They've 

made them extremely furious. Norton doesn't, seem the least interested in 

their fury, the least interested in their feelings, the least interested in their 

point of view. He's proceeding like the autocrat that he is. And you phone him 

if you like. You're not going to get any response from him. You haven't gotten 

a response, and I think that that's the condition. 

WESCHLER 

Will there be any lawsuits, do you think, down the line, to get— 

BLUM 

Yes, but it's hard for an artist to bring a suit against a man who regularly 

employs twenty attorneys, I mean, how do you fight city hall? All you can do is 

sit there and fume and be furious, as many artists are, many artists I've talked 

to. I mean, they're enraged that material they gave in good faith has not 

surfaced, has no indication at this moment of surfacing. They're upset. And I 

think they have every reason to be upset. Norton hasn't once said what he 

plans to do regarding that. If he has no interest in that material, the material 

should be turned over to another institution that is focused on modern 

painting, that does have a schedule to that effect, that is engaged in that way, 

even if it means giving it to San Francisco. The material should be given to the 

San Francisco Museum of Art. There's a very vigorous activity up there. Henry 



Hopkins is doing an extraordinary job up there. That's all material that he 

could use, that he would show, that people could enjoy, instead of it sitting in 

some storage area in the basement of the Norton Simon Museum. 

WESCHLER 

When Norton Simon gave his collection to the Norton Simon Museum, or lent 

it or whatever he's done to it, did he simultaneously ruin the [L.A. ] County 

Museum, which had thought they were going to get it? 

BLUM 

Oh, yes, absolutely. Absolutely. I think that the L.A. County Museum would 

have been made infinitely richer by the Simon gift. Simon elected to do it 

himself for one reason or another. I can't tell you exactly why—

disagreements, ego, whatever. 

WESCHLER 

What became of the Rowan collection? 

BLUM 

The Rowan collection is being dispersed, there's no question about it. Without 

the impetus of the Pasadena Art Museum, without that focus, Bob Rowan has 

been engaged in selling bits and pieces of his collection off and making 

whatever profit he's making at this point in time. But, as I said before, I don't 

think that was his ambition. I think it just evolved that way. He didn't buy 

pictures to begin with as pure investment; he bought them with an idea of 

endowing the Pasadena Art Museum, which no longer exists. 

WESCHLER 

So, ironically, you're portraying a man who's simultaneously in despair and 

reaping tremendous profits. 

BLUM 

If that's what I'm portraying, that's what I'm portraying. Right. 

WESCHLER 

Let's talk also, while we're at it—You've mentioned briefly the county 

museum, but in recent years, particularly, Maurice Tuchman has been the 



principal modern person there. Given its limited competitive framework, in 

terms of the other activities of the museum, what is the status of modern art 

at the museum today? 

BLUM 

Well, it's a very kind of confused status. It just has to do with the fact that the 

museum has so many resources that you've got different—You've got the 

museum divided into different general ways: you've got an Islamic section, 

you have a section devoted to textiles, you have a section devoted to 

furniture, you have the decorative arts, you have a section devoted to Oriental 

art, you have a section devoted to the Renaissance. And finally it all adds up, 

in a disparate way, it adds up to very little. And that's the character of the Los 

Angeles County Museum. I daresay that it isn't considered seriously in most 

quarters, and for good reason: it's vapid and weak. The building is absolutely 

appalling. I think that material, no matter how beautiful, has never looked 

worse than when it's placed wherever in that building. I think the building is 

just an insult to anything of value, to anything that's rare. And so you start 

with that kind of heroic handicap. I think that, plus all the internal struggles 

that have gone on since time immemorial in that situation, kind of conspire to 

make that situation just a dreadful can of worms, of little interest. 

WESCHLER 

Given that situation, what have been [Maurice] Tuchman's accomplishments? 

BLUM 

Tuchman's accomplishments have been minimal when you consider that he's 

been the curator of modern painting, when you consider the painting 

collection's been there for fifteen years, the collection is paltry and ragged. 

Tuchman's point of view of lying low for three years and then surfacing with a 

blockbuster exhibition is— 

WESCHLER 

For example, the Diebenkorn show? 

BLUM 

For example, "Art and Technology"; for example, "[American] Sculpture of the 

Sixties" I think is foolish. I think it's the wrong program for this community. I 



think what's needed is a more vigorous kind of activity, shows of far greater 

connoisseurship than he's ever been able to bring to bear. I think the 

community, finally, has lost enormously as a consequence of that. 

WESCHLER 

The "Art and Technology" show that you just mentioned, can you evaluate 

that? 

BLUM 

Oh, I think it was a circus, a circus. And the sharpest evaluation of the "Art and 

Technology" show is the way in which it's been forgotten. It was a forced issue 

of very little value. 

WESCHLER 

There were shows, similar shows, elsewhere. Were they done better? 

BLUM 

Yes, there were similar shows elsewhere, but— 

WESCHLER 

The E. A. T. show [Experiments in Art and Technology, Inc. ]? 

BLUM 

Yes, the E. A. T. show. But when you consider there's essentially one situation 

for major exhibitions in this community, and this community's very focused on 

that one situation, it's a pity to see it flounder. Now, if a situation like that 

occurred at the Whitney in New York, it would be perfectly acceptable, 

because you also have the Museum of Modern Art, you also have the 

extraordinary range of private gallery activity, you also have activity at the 

Guggenheim, so you—I mean, the community isn't done in. There's a wider 

range of events. In Los Angeles, if the L.A. County Museum kind of stays in 

neutral for three years until some two-fisted, heavy-handed thing finally 

surfaces, nothing happens. Very little happens. 

WESCHLER 

One thing I think that for historians will be interesting is that we're talking 

right now in the wake of Proposition 13 in California, and you, coming from 



New York, have had an opportunity probably to talk to people about what art 

in California looks like in the wake of that. 

BLUM 

Well, Proposition 13 will just slam the local art situation even harder. It's 

already been dealt one body blow after another. It's going to continue to be 

dealt body blows, I think there's absolutely no question about it, by 

[Proposition] 13. I think Los Angeles continues to be a place where situations 

begin, where they germinate, where they begin to get off the ground, but 

where they are unable to continue or to extend or to flourish. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think a Proposition 13 could pass in New York? Let me rephrase the 

question: do you think that, with all the cultural activity that goes on, the 

people have a commitment to supporting that kind of activity that would keep 

them from voting on an issue that they knew would slash— 

BLUM 

That's speculation. But I think when you look at the range of activity back 

there, I think that a Proposition 13, should it pass, should something similar to 

what you have here in California pass in New York, I don't think it would slow 

the art situation down as radically as it's been slowed down here, simply 

because you're dealing with numbers, and in terms of numbers, there's far 

less here than there is there, and invariably you're going to be hurt harder, 

WESCHLER 

Partly in New York, just my own observation, would be that there's a whole—

that money that people would get back from property taxes they would invest 

in art, and there's a whole dealership—place to do that; whereas, in Los 

Angeles, there isn't that. 

BLUM 

Exactly. There isn't that. No, it's absolutely true. 

WESCHLER 

OK, One other thing that's similar to that is the Weisman museum proposal in 

Venice. Are you at all familiar with how that—what the— 



BLUM 

Well, then again, you can argue the museum position, you can argue the 

private collector position. I think this idea of collectors going off on their own 

and doing situations on their own is just a terrible waste. I mean, I don't 

approve of that. I just think that— I think probably the most elegant gift that's 

been given in the past three years was given by Sidney Janis, a dealer, to the 

Museum of Modern Art; at a certain moment, when he decided that he 

wanted to give a block of material away, [he] gave it to the most major 

museum in the area, gave it to the Museum of Modern Art, with the 

stipulation that everything had to remain intact for a three-year period of 

time; at the end of three years, the chief curator could then trade, shift, move 

around any of that. In other words, it wasn't sacrosanct, it wasn't religious, it 

wasn't holy. It was something that was alive, it was something that could be 

dealt with, it was something that could be shifted, it was something that could 

be changed according to the best interest of the institution. And I think that 

that's a wonderful way to give, and I think that some of the people out here 

should be instructed by that gesture. 

WESCHLER 

Are there not some collections, though, that should perhaps remain 

together—the Arensberg collection, for instance—as a historical unit? 

BLUM 

Well, the Arensberg collection, yes. But there are hardly private collections at 

this point of that stature. You're talking about something very—Somebody 

who owns thirty paintings is hardly the Arensberg collection. I think even so, 

the Arensberg collection is under the umbrella of the Philadelphia Museum of 

Art, and for somebody to give a block of things and to kind of make a 

stipulation that it stay together is—I think that's acceptable. But I think it 

should be under the umbrella of a major museum in the community, not off in 

some little kind of eccentric house, difficult to get to, somewhere on the 

outskirts of Glendale. 

WESCHLER 

Well, I think we will stop for today on that rather somber note and plan to get 

together again when we can and talk about collectors in more detail. 



BLUM 

Perfect. 

1.9. TAPE NUMBER: V, Side One (January 3, 1979) 

WESCHLER 

I was thinking, one way to start talking about collecting is for you to 

characterize the collecting scene when you arrived here in Los Angeles. I think 

of people like Vincent Price and so forth. Who were some of the collectors and 

what kinds of things were they collecting? 

BLUM 

Right, right, right. From my recollection, when I came at the end of 1957 to Los 

Angeles from New York and met Walter Hopps—all this material I've reviewed 

with you in the past—we decided that we would go into business together. 

Once we concluded that we would proceed, I felt that the gallery in its then-

current place was not adequate. I felt that it was a little—I thought that it 

wasn't really professional appearing, that it wasn't what it might be. And so 

Walter and I had several talks, and we decided that he had very little money to 

contribute to a new situation, and I, the same: I had just a limited amount of 

funds. [tape recorder turned off] All right. So we decided that we might take 

on a third partner. Walter and I felt that that third partner should come out of 

the collector ranks. And in reviewing the possibilities we had at that time, it 

was absolutely pathetic. There were very few people that we could contact. I 

think we came up with a list of—I mean, after pouring over what few records 

Walter had at that time, we concluded that there were altogether three 

people, and only three people, that we might go to for support. The three 

people, I can tell you, were Vincent Price, who used to come to the gallery and 

seemed very sympathetic to what was happening in the old Ferus? a lady by 

the name of Sayde Moss, who'd been in several times; and Gifford and Joann 

Phillips, who were indeed actively collecting at that period in time—we're 

talking about 1957. [Theirs] may have been the only substantial contemporary 

collection in Los Angeles. 

WESCHLER 



Now, were there more substantial collections that weren't contemporary, I 

mean the [E. G. ] Robinson collection of impressionists maybe? 

BLUM 

Absolutely. You have to remember that this is also kind of the seat of—Well, 

Los Angeles is the seat of the film business, and a lot of the people in that 

business, a lot of expatriate European directors, producers, and so on came 

with paintings. Otto Preminger had a collection, Edward G. Robinson certainly 

had a collection. But when you talk about these collections and when you talk 

about movie collections, you talk mostly about twentieth-century masters: 

nothing really contemporary. 

WESCHLER 

That would be true of Galka Scheyer also. 

BLUM 

That would be absolutely true of Galka Scheyer. It was German, as you know, 

and there were—There are a lot of German expatriates and German Jews in 

Los Angeles who came out of Germany with extraordinary material, but 

mostly German material and mostly French material, nothing modern, nothing 

really modern in the sense that the Ferus was a modern gallery. 

WESCHLER 

Who was collecting, for example, Howard Warshaw and Rico Lebrun and so 

forth? 

BLUM 

That was an audience that I never met, only accidentally, and in any case, 

there was no crossover. It may have been two dentists, an attorney, a 

professional person of one sort or another that Felix Landau totally 

dominated, and these were people I never saw in the gallery with one or two 

very rare exceptions; the most particular exception was Don Factor, who 

began collecting exactly that kind of material, Rico Lebrun, bought two or 

three pieces of Pete Voulkos's from Felix Landau, and after I had opened, 

made the shift totally over to my gallery and to what I was able to recommend 

to him. 



WESCHLER 

In 1950, would there have been that much else to collect in Los Angeles? Was 

there that—I mean, Diebenkorn was just getting started and so forth. 

BLUM 

No, in 1950 or into the middle fifties there would have been only Los Angeles, 

Southern California academic work, typified by Lebrun and Warshaw, 

although, if these people were very focused, they could have certainly looked 

to New York and could have bought that kind of material. In any case, that did 

not go on with the exception of the Phillipses, who had a very close tie to—

Well, Gifford Phillips's uncle was Duncan Phillips of the Phillips Gallery fame in 

Washington, and Gifford went to Washington often enough and through those 

trips, I suspect, spent a great deal of time in New York; he became aware of 

the New York school and began buying [Robert] Motherwell, [Mark] Rothko, 

Franz Kline, early on. 

WESCHLER 

Were they also buying Los Angeles people in the late fifties? 

BLUM 

Yes. Yes, they were very friendly with Emerson Woelffer, who was working at 

that time, and they had lots of paintings of his. They also had kind of first-

generation California people, Bay Area people like Frank Lobdell, Hassel Smith, 

et cetera. 

WESCHLER 

How about Vincent Price in those terms? 

BLUM 

Very supportive, very interested, very curious, but not really buying. Not really 

buying. I mean, I don't—Finally, I'm not sure what one can say about Vincent 

Price. He seemed very sympathetic to what we were doing and very 

encouraging but never really put his money down in any significant way. 

WESCHLER 



Well, in terms of the story you were starting to tell about what you then did 

with the gallery, we know what we've [discussed] about Sayde Moss and so 

forth— 

BLUM 

Oh, yes, Sayde Moss coming in and Sayde, not really as a collector, but as 

somebody enormously sympathetic who was looking for a focus. Her husband 

had recently died, and so she was the lady we brought in as an associate. She 

was able to substantially assist us at the beginning of our run. 

WESCHLER 

Now, over the next five years largely, Ferus was going to be responsible for 

building up fairly substantive collecting. 

BLUM 

No question about it. No question about it. 

WESCHLER 

We're going to talk about specific people in a few minutes, but I was 

wondering whether you can talk—if there are any kind of common 

denominators between the people that began collecting: class, professional, 

education, background? Who, coming to Ferus and collecting, would have 

been a likely candidate in 1957 to become a collector? Or was it a very 

idiosyncratic thing? 

BLUM 

I think idiosyncratic. I would characterize it really that way. I don't: —I mean, 

it's difficult for me to say that it was simply this kind of a person who had this 

kind of profile. I think it's more complicated. 

WESCHLER 

Were they richer than average? 

BLUM 

Yes. No question about it. I mean, you could certainly say that. They were 

certainly richer than average. Paintings cost money, and you have to be able 

to afford them before you can buy them and— Although it isn't an absolute 



requirement. I think of a notorious couple in New York that you might have 

read about over the past ten years called the Vogels. He's a letter carrier, and 

they put together, through sheer tenacity, will, and passion, a really 

extraordinary collection of American material. So, money is important but it's 

really one ingredient. 

WESCHLER 

Was it as important in 1957 as it is today in Los Angeles to collect Ferus [works 

that] people have money? Those initial Ferus pieces were not going for that 

much. 

BLUM 

No. They were cheap. They were relatively cheap. I mean, you could buy 

paintings easily for [$]600 or 700. So, I mean, that's not a large sum of money, 

and you didn't need large sums of money to do it. But you had to have some 

resources. 

WESCHLER 

Were they primarily West L.A. people? 

BLUM 

I would say they were primarily West L. A„ people. 

WESCHLER 

College graduates? 

BLUM 

Hmmm. Often, yes. 

WESCHLER 

Well, maybe it makes more sense to talk about specific people and develop a 

profile by talking about some in particular. I was thinking, I'll just start making 

a list, or you can perhaps take it yourself. 

BLUM 



Well, I can start with maybe—Maybe we can go into certain people you have 

on your list, but I know that a very important collector for me was Betty 

Asher— 

WESCHLER 

She's first on my list. 

BLUM 

—who had begun collecting, oh, ten or fifteen years earlier than Ferus had 

started. [She] collected kind of a wide range of different things and naturally 

fell into the kind of Ferus pattern. She was extremely well liked, extremely 

well known in the collector community, and her taste was very highly 

regarded. 

WESCHLER 

What was her background before? Where did she have her money from? 

BLUM 

Well, she was married to a prominent doctor at that time—they've since 

divorced—Leonard Asher, and she was in her own right—She had a degree as 

a nurse herself. She was schooled, she was sensitive, she was intelligent and 

perceptive about painting and became early on a very important ally of the 

gallery. 

WESCHLER 

How did that come about in her particular case, for instance? She would come 

into the gallery? 

BLUM 

Yes, she came in and saw shows, and it came about through conversations and 

an interest she had in local activity and a real ambition to support that activity. 

WESCHLER 

What particular artists did she collect? 

BLUM 



Extremely fond, early on, of Billy Al Bengston, of, particularly, Ken Price, of 

Larry Bell, and of Robert Irwin. 

WESCHLER 

And what became of her collection as the years went on? 

BLUM 

It's still largely intact. She still lives here in California. As I say, she and her 

husband are divorced, and she lives now alone. She's moved out of a very 

large house into a smaller apartment; however, all her things are still intact 

and still there. 

WESCHLER 

The collection went primarily with her. 

BLUM 

The collection was really acquired with funds that were hers, and so she was 

able to secure it herself. 

WESCHLER 

How about some of the other people? 

BLUM 

Some of the other people include—Well, Betty was a very, very great friend of 

an actor called Sterling Holloway and was able to induce Sterling to come into 

the gallery and to start looking around. Sterling bought in great depth: John 

Mason, Ken Price, Larry Bell, Billy Al Bengston, and Robert Irwin. 

WESCHLER 

He also owns Kienholz's John Doe. 

BLUM 

That's right, he also bought Kienholz. Yes. Betty also was able to influence 

Betty and Monte Factor. Betty Factor was a close friend— There was another 

set of Factors. They became very close to Kienholz and very supportive of 

Kienholz and still are to this day. But they bought Bengston, they bought 

Hassel Smith, they bought Jay DeFeo, they bought Lobdell, Kienholz, as I say. 



So gradually, the collectors' circle extended. Don Factor, a young, very wealthy 

young man, a grandson of the Max Factor cosmetic empire, began coming 

around. He was a journalist himself. He became a critic of painting and wrote 

for Artforum in the very early 1960s and assembled a really extraordinary 

collection. Practically everything he owned came out of the gallery. He 

bought—As early as we showed Frank Stella, he acquired one. He acquired a 

Jasper Johns, a painting called Tennyson, a really brilliant painting, through us. 

He bought Warhol. He bought all the West Coast people, and it was a very 

homogenized collection of—just as the gallery was—of New York and of West 

Coast activity. 

WESCHLER 

Now, what has become of some of those collections that we just— 

BLUM 

In the case of the Factors, it was all auctioned off several years ago when they 

divorced, and the money divided between them. 

WESCHLER 

What happens to somebody like Factor, personally, when he loses a collection 

like that? 

BLUM 

Personally, he left the city. He is an American expatriate living in London, and 

he's been living in London for several years and as far as I know, his interest 

has shifted away from the art world into other areas. He isn't collecting now, 

as far as I understand. It's been some years since I've seen him. One would 

have thought, with that foundation, he might have gone on. But I guess he lost 

heart, and somehow his life took a different turn. 

WESCHLER 

You mentioned Holloway. Is his collection intact? 

BLUM 

Yes. Yes, Holloway's collection is intact. A person who was enormously 

supportive, again, was Bob Rowan, who quickly began buying in enormous 

depth, having largely to do, I suspect, with his focus on the Pasadena Art 



Museum. He was from Pasadena and the most important trustee of that 

museum, and the collection very quickly outgrew his ability to support it and 

hang it, and I think he focused on the idea of buying for the Pasadena Art 

Museum. 

WESCHLER 

And we've talked about where that eventually went. How about Marcia 

Weisman? 

BLUM 

Began rather early—in the late fifties, early sixties—and focused initially on 

West Coast material, an interest that the Weismans have had right along, but 

quickly moved on to first-generation New York, and indeed into the arena of 

twentieth-century masters and put together a really exemplary collection of 

material. 

WESCHLER 

Was she involved with Ferus people though? 

BLUM 

She was involved with the Ferus people, yes. There was a group that included 

the Factors, as I say, Marcia Weisman, Bea and Phil Gersh, some people called 

the Hirshes—Mel and Polly Hirsh—Beverly Hills people who knew each other, 

who were able to exert a certain influence on each other and inform each 

other about what they were doing. 

WESCHLER 

In those early days, were they kind of outcasts in the community? Were they 

kind of thought of as crazy to be collecting this kind of stuff? 

BLUM 

Yes. They were. I think that was certainly true. Also, they largely were people 

with relatively new money and a new kind of affluence and the time to focus 

on the business of collecting. 

WESCHLER 



In the case, for instance, of Monte Factor, that new money was his store 

[Monte Factor-Jerry Rothschild] in Beverly Hills. Is that fairly typical of new 

money centered in West Los Angeles? 

BLUM 

I would say, yes. Yes. 

WESCHLER 

How about Michael Blankfort? 

BLUM 

Oh, Michael was a writer. There were very, very few people—When you 

consider how much money was centered in the movie industry and how little 

of it shifted over into the art world, it's really embarrassing. Michael was one 

of the few people in that industry. He worked as a writer. He had initially 

come from the East. He'd had an exposure to paintings, I think, early on and 

was interested in the gallery and supportive of it. 

WESCHLER 

What kind of people did he— 

BLUM 

[He] bought everything that we showed, just virtually across the board. 

WESCHLER 

What's become of his collection? 

BLUM 

I think it's still intact. I've lost touch with him, but I assume that it's still very 

much intact. 

WESCHLER 

One of the Hollywood people who kind of flitted around edges was Dennis 

Hopper. 

BLUM 



Oh, Dennis Hopper was extraordinary. Dennis Hopper was another—He was 

married to Brooke [Hayward] Hopper at the time, and she was very 

sympathetic to pictures. He came into the gallery, and as soon as I began 

showing particularly pop-style things, particularly Roy Lichtenstein and Andy 

Warhol, Dennis became the most extraordinary champion of what I was doing 

and put together fabulous examples of pop material, began to buy [James] 

Rosenquist from other sources. (I never showed Jim; he was shown by the 

Dwan Gallery here at the time. ) Dennis loved the pop style and couldn't buy 

enough of that material and understood its quality right from the very first. 

WESCHLER 

Was his money coming from his— 

BLUM 

His money was largely coming from his wife. 

WESCHLER 

I see. 

BLUM 

From Brooke. He hadn't achieved any success at that time. Easy Rider came 

much later. 

WESCHLER 

That was his first success. 

BLUM 

That was his first real success, right. 

WESCHLER 

He's an extraordinary persona in terms of the public imagination, his image. 

BLUM 

Yes. He adored Bruce Conner. Bruce was a filmmaker, and they used to see 

quite a lot of each other, and they were very close. 

WESCHLER 



Do you have any other particular stories that bring out his personality? 

BLUM 

Dennis? Well, he was always a little crazy. 

WESCHLER 

How's that? 

BLUM 

Well, very spontaneous and very dynamic in his likes and his dislikes. He was 

very close to, and tried to influence, a group of people that included Bert 

Schneider, Bob Rafelson, Jack Nicholson, Peter Fonda, all of whom were not 

very well known at the time, but all of whom went on to big successes later. 

And he would bring them into the gallery and always try and collar them, 

always try and sell them something. He rarely succeeded, but the enthusiasm 

was undiminished. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

Bob Irwin told me that you have a story about Hedy Lamarr as a collector. 

BLUM 

Oh, God! What a nightmare. 

WESCHLER 

He said that would be the story to get you to tell. [laughter] 

BLUM 

Oh, well it's—I mean, that's just—I mean, I certainly don't know how 

instructive that can be. She came around the gallery several times and 

convinced me to let her have, on approval, four or five things and kept them 

and kept them and kept them, and when I kept demanding payment or the 

return of that material, she would take me to dinner or lunch or bring me a 

bottle of champagne, which would calm me down for a day or two; but then 

the whole routine would start again and ultimately all that material was lost. 

She just simply drifted off at one point in time with a number of things which 

she simply never paid for. One of the great collector experiences I had early 

on: I remember sitting in the gallery, and a man came in, around 1960, and 



said "My name is Ed Janss, and I've just finished a house, and I want to buy 

some paintings. I want to hang them around." And he said to me, "Young man, 

" he said, "why should I buy them from you?" And I thought to myself, well, 

he's either totally crazy, or he's someone I should perhaps take seriously and 

see where all this leads. And I decided to take the request seriously, and I sat 

and talked to him for about an hour. After an hour, he got up, and he said, 

"Thank you very much, I appreciate the time you've given me." And he said, 

"I'll either come back or I won't." And he left, [chimes] (God that clock is just 

appalling, isn't it?) [laughter] And he left and towards the end of the day came 

back and said, "OK, " he said, "I'm convinced." He said, "Where do I start?" 

What shall I buy?" And I said, "Well, we can't really begin that way. I really 

have to know more about you. I have to know something about where you 

live. I have to know something about your situation. I have to know—I just 

have to have more information about your style and about your ambition." He 

said, "OK." He said, "Come along." I said, "Where to?" He said, "Come along." I 

walked out of the gallery into a big, four-door, gold-colored Cadillac, I 

remember. We drove to the Santa Monica [Municipal] Airport, got into a little 

airplane, which he piloted (and I thought to myself, uh-oh, [laughter] I may not 

come out of this), and we flew over the Santa Monica Mountains to Thousand 

Oaks. We got out of the airplane. There was a four-door, gold Cadillac waiting 

right there. 

WESCHLER 

Like bookends. 

BLUM 

Yes, like bookends. Yes. Incredible—waiting for us. We drove out to his ranch, 

he showed me around the house, and we began, at that moment, a very long 

and curious and interesting relationship. 

WESCHLER 

What did he collect? 

BLUM 

He focused on West Coast people—most of these people did—and New York 

people as well. He bought everything from Bengston and Irwin and Larry Bell 



to Ellsworth Kelly, Jasper Johns, Cliff Westermann, Joseph Cornell, Magritte, 

Morandi, Giacometti, on and on. 

WESCHLER 

What became of that collection? 

BLUM 

He became very friendly with Sam Francis, as a matter of fact, and bought 

several things, and still owns several things, of Sam's. 

WESCHLER 

What became of that collection? 

BLUM 

The bulk of the collection, I think the most important things, many of the most 

important things, were sold off in time by Ed for his reasons, which I'm still not 

altogether clear about. But nevertheless, he sold extraordinary things off but 

still has a nucleus of really marvelous things. 

WESCHLER 

Still out there in Thousand Oaks? 

BLUM 

No, he and his wife divorced years and years ago, and he built an enormous 

apartment-cum-studio for himself in Sawtelle. 

WESCHLER 

You must have looked upon the shifting marital lines of these collecting 

communities as great threats to your work. 

BLUM 

Well, they were, but there was nothing one could to do about it. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

But it's interesting that you probably had to—That's probably an issue—things 

you talked about—of anxiety and so forth. 



BLUM 

Right, right, right. 

WESCHLER 

What was your role in the—I mean, you gave a good story with Ed Janss. To 

what extent do you think that you formed (talking immodestly here) tastes of 

the people you were helping collect? 

BLUM 

Talking immodestly, I think it's always a dialogue. I think that there's 

absolutely no question that I contributed exactly what I contributed, which I 

think was quite a lot. I maintained a level of quality. I had shows that I think 

were extremely provocative and extremely worthwhile. I was able to select 

artists in other places, in New York, primarily, like Frank Stella, like Ellsworth 

Kelly, like Roy Lichtenstein, Jasper Johns, who went on to great successes. 

WESCHLER 

And who at that time were not necessarily successes? 

BLUM 

Who at that time were not enormously successful. And this built confidence in 

the local community, when people were able to see that work that they had 

paid a certain sum for was now significantly more valuable. It bolstered their 

confidence, and they were able to move more quickly and with greater 

assurance in the collecting arena. I think that it's always a dialogue, that, 

ideally, you have artists working at a certain level, you have dealers working at 

a high level, museum people, so and so. I think everybody has a role. The 

collectors, you know, are free to move in a lot of different ways. They have to 

put information together themselves. They have to lean on other people and 

ultimately lean on their conclusions. It really has to do with everybody 

performing. So I don't think you can say it really has to do with one person 

extending in the most extraordinary way: it's about a lot of people extending. 

WESCHLER 



What were the—[tape recorder turned off] You mentioned dealers. Who were 

the dealers you considered colleagues in terms of the people who were 

connected with the Ferus? 

BLUM 

Well, the dealers I considered colleagues here were—When I opened my 

gallery, the dealers I really had an enormous regard for in the community 

were Paul Kantor; Frank Perls, certainly: he showed earlier things, mostly 

European things; Felix Landau was certainly here and active and doing a kind 

of a cohesive and interesting job. And during the many years that I functioned 

in Los Angeles, there were galleries that came and went; some that come to 

mind were Virginia Dwan, the Dwan Gallery, which I thought was an 

absolutely marvelous gallery. Everett Ellin had a really incredible gallery on 

Sunset Boulevard, showed David Smith, he showed Barnett Newman, showed 

Ken Noland, as I recall. There were always provocative things to see at Ellin's 

gallery. Rolf Nelson was here and for a long time did wonderful shows of East 

Coast and West Coast activity. Galleries came and went. They didn't last for 

too long a time in a lot of instances. There was no urgency here on the West 

Coast; that was really the problem. The problem was that, as I recollect, a 

collector would come into the gallery, would see something, would inquire 

about it, would be told the price, would consider it, and would say to you, 

"Well, look, you know, that's very interesting, let me think about it, " would 

come back in a month or two, and the thing would still be there. And they 

knew that the thing would still be there. There was no urgency, there was 

no— 

WESCHLER 

That would not happen in New York? 

BLUM 

Absolutely not, no. The situation's totally different in New York. 

WESCHLER 

In your gallery today— 

BLUM 



In my gallery today, if I get something that is even remotely interesting, it just 

isn't going to sit for over a few days. It just isn't. The pressure is different, the 

impulse to buy is much, much more intense. The activity is much more serious 

than it ever was here in Los Angeles. 

WESCHLER 

Looking on the positive side of Los Angeles, something did happen between 

'57 and '65, let's say, that general area. Why did it happen when it did? Why, 

do you think? 

BLUM 

I think it's a confluence of different things. I think not the least of these things 

had to do with the fact that American painting was emerging in the most 

extraordinary way. It was dominating the world of painting. It dominated the 

world of painting. It was more provocative and more challenging and more 

far-reaching than anything that was going on anywhere else. And I think, while 

it was centered absolutely in New York, the spill was very great, and the spill 

extended to Chicago, it extended to San Francisco, it extended certainly to Los 

Angeles. At the same time, there was a community of artists who had been 

taught by a first generation—who'd been taught by Hassel Smith, who'd been 

taught by Clyfford Still (who was out here in the forties), who'd been taught by 

Richard Diebenkorn—a community of younger artists surfacing that paralleled 

a New York community. And I think, for these reasons, California really 

established itself at that time. 

WESCHLER 

Do you think it also has something to do with Los Angeles—the economics in 

Los Angeles at the time, a large nouveau [riche], new money class? 

BLUM 

I think it probably does have to do with that. I think that that's an element. 

WESCHLER 

Whereas other cities didn't have that in quite the way that Los Angeles did. 

BLUM 

Right, in quite the way that L.A. did, right. 



WESCHLER 

So you had a confluence of both emerging talent here in Los Angeles and an 

emerging class to support them. 

BLUM 

Exactly. And the money to support it and sustain it. Right. 

WESCHLER 

Why did prices skyrocket when they did? I mean, it still is amazing to me that a 

Diebenkorn was worth what it was worth in 1951, and then—I mean, just the 

period: if you look objectively between '55 and '65, the activity of buying art 

just becomes a different kind of activity. 

BLUM 

As a matter of fact, it really doesn't become a quantitatively different thing 

price-wise, no. The story I love to tell is, an artist I took on early was Frank 

Stella. I think I gave him his first show in 1960. He surfaced in the "Sixteen 

Americans" show that Dorothy Miller put together, surfaced with the most 

extraordinary kind of critical acclaim. Right from the very beginning, he was as 

young as he was but was supported by—Well, he was a great friend of 

Michael Fried, who wrote brilliantly for various magazines, mostly Artforum, 

and Michael focused very hard, early on, on Frank Stella. He was married to 

Barbara Rose, a preeminent American critic who wouldn't hesitate to write 

about her husband's work—and did, I think, very eloquently. I've never seen 

an artist—a confluence of things, his own talent, his own ambition, critical 

reception, curatorial interest, so and so and so and so, everything come 

together in the most fabulous way. And yet, ten years after all this activity, 

after all this focus, he did a series of paintings: he did thirty paintings, ten 

were earmarked for Leo >Castelli, ten were earmarked for me, I remember, in 

California— 

WESCHLER 

What year is this we're talking about? 

BLUM 



Nineteen sixty-seven. This is ten years after he surfaced. I bought these 

paintings for $1,000 apiece, $10,000 for ten paintings, just to give you an idea. 

And everyone feels that the jump occurred so rapidly, but indeed it didn't. I 

mean, it took time, in many instances well over a decade, before these men 

began to realize really significant prices. 

WESCHLER 

What were the Warhol Brillo boxes going for? 

BLUM 

They were virtually going for what you would pay for them. I mean, the soup 

cans I had in my gallery for—well, this was 1962 when Andy first surfaced—

they were for sale at $100 apiece, $100 a painting. But Andy didn't fetch 

money at all for several years. The big electric chair paintings were sold, you 

know, for $1, 800 and $2,000. These great masterpieces went for well under 

$2,0. 00 when they were done. 

WESCHLER 

But at a certain point—Would you disagree that there was a point where the 

curve really went up? 

BLUM 

I would say at the end of the sixties. 

WESCHLER 

OK. And why did it happen then? 

BLUM 

It happened because there was at least a ten-year look at the sixties 

generation, certainly; at the first generation there was a much longer view. 

And roughly at that time, towards the end of the sixties, we were—The 

country was never healthier, there was never more money around, and there 

was a fierce—All of a sudden people began to understand what the 

achievement of these people was, of these younger artists, and there was a 

fierce competition that began to acquire work, which kicked the prices up in 

the most extraordinary way. 



WESCHLER 

Now, do you think as that began to happen, that issues of investment and so 

forth came to the fore— 

BLUM 

Oh, everything else— 

WESCHLER 

—that hadn't been there before? 

BLUM 

Yes, absolutely. Everything else surfaced. I mean, people started making 

extraordinary sums of money. People were buying and selling and every—I 

mean, dozens of housewives established themselves as dealers and were 

making large sums of—They simply couldn't. make a mistake. Things just kept 

going higher. And it seemed at one moment that there'd never be an end to it. 

The rises were really rapid and heated, and lots and lots— 

WESCHLER 

In the late sixties? 

BLUM 

In the late sixties, early seventies. And lots and lots of people, you know, made 

lots of money. Even when that recession hit in the early seventies, people 

were very often—Collectors were very often bailed out by their art collections. 

Somehow the art really maintained a level, and a lot of people profited in 

extraordinary ways from it. 

WESCHLER 

Did the character of dealing change for you at that point? Was it less fun or 

less— 

BLUM 

Oh, the character of dealing absolutely changed for me. There was a time 

when there was no—There was a time when I started when—Gosh, I mean, 

my whole perception of money that I could make was one thing and became 



something else later on. Also, you know, I was able to risk, since the kind of 

investment I had was so minimal I could take far more risks when I began than 

I was able to do later on and that I'm indeed able to do now. The whole 

business of art dealing did shift for me, as I said to a group in Newport last 

summer. I remember we were talking about dealing, collecting, and somebody 

said to me, "Well, you know what you're telling us is all very interesting, but 

the people you are talking about are terribly expensive at this time." And the 

only thing I could think to respond was, "Yes, but when I showed them early 

on they weren't, and the best advice I can give you now is, find a young dealer, 

see what he's focused on." There's a lot of new activity going on, but I 

certainly don't have the time to involve myself in that activity. I'm very busy 

kind of developing other aspects of my career. Have I grown conservative? 

Absolutely. 

WESCHLER 

When you entered dealing in '55, '56, '57, did you enter it with a horizon of 

becoming a rich man doing it? 

BLUM 

Not really. Not really, no. 

WESCHLER 

Did people become rich people through dealing? 

BLUM 

No. No, not through dealing. Not at that time. No, absolutely not. No, you 

went into dealing in the fifties because you felt you really had to do it, because 

you wanted to do it; you were provoked into doing it because you were 

passionate about it, not because there were vast sums of money to be made. 

That only occurred down the line, and as a kind of residue. 

WESCHLER 

Did it involve a— 

BLUM 

A very attractive one. [laughter] 



WESCHLER 

Did it involve a change of mind sets for you? 

BLUM 

I think it certainly involves a change of mind sets. Exactly. 

WESCHLER 

Is there a particular day when that really began to hit you? 

BLUM 

No. No, I don't think there's a particular time when all of a sudden it occurs to 

you that it was this and now it's that. I think it's an evolutionary process. It's 

something that just evolved in time, that I was selling Frank Stella for $1, 200 

and $1, 500 and $2,000, and then there came a time when—such as at this 

moment—when I'm selling the same artist for $150,000 and $175,000, 

$200,000. And the game is necessarily different. 

WESCHLER 

Which was more fun? 

BLUM 

Oh, well, it was—I would, I think—I think I must say it's fun both ways. 

[laughter] It was fun the first way for certain reasons, and it's certainly fun this 

way for certain reasons, and it's certainly fun this way for certain other 

reasons. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

How about the quality of the interest in terms of—When money becomes a 

value, are the collectors less likely to be people who are in it for the aesthetic 

reasons and so forth, and are they less enjoyable to deal with than people 

who were in it to kind of discover their aesthetic sense? 

BLUM 

Yes, absolutely. Absolutely. But it's something that I feel that I shouldn't make 

a judgment about, and it's something I try not to make a judgment about. I am 



in the business of selling paintings and my interest is just that. And people buy 

them for many different reasons, reasons one can't even fathom sometimes. 

WESCHLER 

Such as? 

BLUM 

Well, if you can't fathom it, you can't fathom it. [laughter] If you don't 

understand why someone is buying it, you don't know what that person's 

motive is. I mean, it's really complex. I've met people like that [that] I just 

couldn't understand. They just didn't seem— Their development in the art 

market didn't seem to make any sense to me, but nevertheless there they 

were. And nevertheless you sell to them. You don't judge them. You don't say, 

"This person deserves this and this person doesn't deserve that." I did a little 

bit of that early on in my career, and it's rather like playing God, and I think it's 

a—I think it's a big mistake. At least I've come to the thinking that it's a big 

mistake. 

WESCHLER 

If you had a wonderful Stella that was just one of the finest ones that you'd 

ever had, and somebody came in who just didn't know anything and just for 

some reason you couldn't fathom was about to buy it from you, would you sell 

it? 

BLUM 

If I had a really marvelous painting of Frank's that I thought was a really 

marvelous painting, I would do what I could do to place it as intelligently as I 

could place it? and failing that, if somebody I thought was terribly naive came 

to the gallery and was able and, indeed, eager and, indeed, willing to pay my 

price, I would sell it, yes. 

WESCHLER 

Just an off-the-wall question: are Arabs getting into buying paintings? 

BLUM 

No. No. I've had very little contact with them, and any contact I've had has 

been extremely complex and ultimately not very interesting. 



WESCHLER 

Is that true across the board in New York, that that is not a—Arab money is 

coming into real estate and so forth? 

BLUM 

Well, no. I think it's very interesting to a lot of people. I think a lot of—I think 

they buy certain things brilliantly: I think they buy real estate brilliantly I think 

they buy jewelry brilliantly; I think they buy carpets brilliantly. There's no 

tradition in their world for buying pictures; they don't really understand what 

they're looking at. It isn't instructive somehow. It isn't really amusing. I mean, 

the money is there, but they're extremely insecure when it comes to 

paintings. They're inexperienced, and there's no—Somehow it just doesn't 

seem to be happening. 

WESCHLER 

Let me turn over the tape so we don't lose it when we start some other 

questions. 

1.10. TAPE NUMBER: V, Side Two (January 3, 1979) 

WESCHLER 

One of the things that seems to have happened in the last ten years is the 

entry of corporations into the art buying— 

BLUM 

Yes. 

WESCHLER 

—scene. What has been your view of that: how that's come about and how 

it's different to sell to corporations than to individuals? 

BLUM 

Well, it's different in this [respect]: a corporation is largely anonymous, and if 

a big company decides that they want art for one reason or another—to 

promote their activities, for an investment, or what have you—they'll do it as 

brilliantly as—Well, it's—How shall I say this? It depends largely on, who they 



select to do it for them. I've dealt with corporations that somehow have had 

the misfortune of hiring, essentially, housewives who come in—or the wife of 

the president—and with no experience, attempt to form a corporate—Indeed, 

they do form corporate collections that have no value and that are of only the 

remotest interest. By the same token, I've seen corporations hire 

extraordinarily talented curators, give these people a large degree of freedom, 

and in the process have these people assemble for them extraordinary things. 

I've seen it happen both ways. 

WESCHLER 

Can you give examples of what are some of the corporations that have— 

BLUM 

Well, just very quickly, I'd rather deal with the positive aspect of what I'm 

talking about. There's a corporation in New York called Gilman Paper, an 

enormously important international paper concern. They've hired a young 

man by the name of Pierre Apraxine who's focused on photography, works on 

paper, mural-sized painting, and in every area has put together, I think at 

extremely fair prices, really valuable material. Most of those things are on 

view at their corporate headquarters in New York. Simply by calling Gilman 

Paper you can make an appointment, and you can be taken through, and you 

can see this material. I've had that experience, and in my opinion, the material 

is singular. 

WESCHLER 

On the West Coast are there corporations that are doing it particularly well? 

BLUM 

There are corporations that are doing it. I'm not too familiar with those 

corporations. 

WESCHLER 

ARCO, for instance? 

BLUM 

ARCO, for example, yes. How well ARCO is doing it is not something I'm able to 

tell you. There's a bank in St. Louis called Boatmen's [National Bank]—All kinds 



of odd things happen. A bank in St. Louis that has a collection of nineteenth-

century American painting that was put together virtually a hundred years ago 

by the senior corporate members. A couple of years ago they built an 

enormous new annex to their bank in St. Louis. They had this glass wall and 

behind this glass wall, two monumental walls. They wanted two monumental 

paintings for these walls, came to see me, came to see, actually, Joe Helman, 

my associate, who's from St. Louis, and only through that connection came 

into the gallery and were convinced to commission Ellsworth Kelly to do two 

paintings. A commission thing is a chancy, risky thing. The artist is likely to get 

bored, or one thing or another, or give you less than his best, be a little 

resentful of the commission. I've found that most artists really are [resentful], 

somehow. So the commission thing is a chancy thing. In this instance, it 

worked out in the most brilliant way, and the bank got two mural-size 

paintings of Kelly's that are probably as good as anything that Kelly has ever 

done. And it's— 

WESCHLER 

Did they like it? 

BLUM 

They adore it. They just adore it, and probably they won't buy anything again 

for a hundred more years. They have this collection of nineteenth-century 

painting, now two enormously important paintings by Ellsworth, and God 

knows what all down the line. So it's a bit strange. And that's what happens in 

the corporate world very often, you know: sometimes they get lucky. 

WESCHLER 

Taking a more critical view of corporate activity in the arts, I'm sure you're 

familiar with Hans Haacke—is that his name, Haacke?—and the kinds of 

criticisms he mounts, of artists and corporations, and so forth. To summarize 

the criticism, just to get your reaction to it: he feels that artists are in pretty 

shady territory when they sell to corporations, which essentially are buying 

the art either (a) for investment or (b) by spending an incredibly small amount 

of capital to improve their image—in many cases, corporations which have a 

lot that needs to be improved about their image. Do you think, for example 

(let us take the darkest possible case), a corporation that is involved in all sorts 



of, say, making napalm or something, and is then building up a collection as its 

public—you know, has a wonderful collection of very nice artists and so forth 

and buys them, do you think there's any kind of problem there for you as a 

dealer or for an artist selling to that collection? Are you implicated in the 

whole activity of the corporation, and, in a way, they're using you to kind of 

mollify criticism and so forth? 

BLUM 

I think it's a very complicated question. I think it's a really complex question. 

My general feeling is that the issues are often so complex that the spillover is 

just somehow—It's not clear. It's just too difficult to deal with. I think that— 

WESCHLER 

So does it not get dealt with it at all in that case? 

BLUM 

I think that an artist can control exactly what goes on in his studio in the most 

formidable way, and I think he has that ability and, I think, exercises it. But the 

moment you extend it out of the studio and into the real world, I think it's 

likely to get enormously complicated. I think those—Well, I can just tell you 

that those issues make me very uncomfortable. I would rather not deal with 

them than deal with them clumsily, and I find that too often they're dealt with 

clumsily. 

WESCHLER 

In practice, will you sell to—Are there any— 

BLUM 

In practice, would I sell to the Arabs? Yes. Would I sell to—All right. 

WESCHLER 

Is there anyone you wouldn't sell to? 

BLUM 

I don't think so. I think I would sell virtually to anyone who was interested. 

WESCHLER 



Is there anyone who any of your artists would forbid you to sell to? 

BLUM 

Yes, and I think it's an individual thing. Artists are people, and some feel that 

the work goes out into the world and goes wherever, and that's a kind of 

attitude that I really share, I think? and others really take a view and a kind of 

moral stance— 

WESCHLER 

Who are some of the ones— 

BLUM 

—regarding their work. 

WESCHLER 

—that take that kind of view? 

BLUM 

Well, I think Frank Stella takes that kind of view. I remember he had an exhibit 

of his recent paintings which opened last year in Fort Worth, work done in the 

seventies, and this was an exhibition that was to travel to two or three places, 

and enormously expensive because the work is now very complicated and 

difficult to deal with and extremely fragile. And Philip Morris, the corporation, 

was enlisted to help support that exhibition. They agreed, and Frank took a 

position about that and said that he wasn't prepared to do the show under 

that umbrella, that he was against certain things that they represented, and 

certainly against smoking, and wasn't prepared to do the exhibit unless the 

Philip Morris emphasis could shift. And it did shift into some—I think they 

arranged to send the exhibit to far more places and, in the process, raised the 

money they required without the Philip Morris sponsorship. 

WESCHLER 

I see. I guess it's still—I mean, you are hesitant to talk in any more detail about 

it, but it is— 

BLUM 



I'm really hesitant because it's complicated. I used to be very much in favor of 

that kind of thing when I began, but I've seen it come to dust too often. The 

Ferus Gallery was largely—Weill, I think a lot of the artists, especially the 

artists on this coast, felt that it was a cooperative venture. They felt that—and 

I allowed them to feel that—they really had a voice in the operation of that 

gallery, that the ultimate voice was my voice, but I certainly wasn't going to go 

against ideas that they had, and a lot of those ideas that they had were really 

accurate ideas, and a lot of those ideas were not. I really, as a result of those 

experiences, have become much more hesitant myself. They would come in 

and say, "Well, this and this person has done this and this. If he comes in, 

don't sell him anything. We want you to take a firm position, a moral position 

against this particular person. He's an exploiter. We know him to be an 

exploiter. He's a bastard. We don't want our work sold to him." And I think 

that's somehow an arrogant position. I've come to think that that's an 

arrogant position on the part of the artist. I mean, I understand it, I have every 

sympathy for it, but I simply can't subscribe to it. 

WESCHLER 

On the flip side of it, though, when you have, for example, one of Hans 

Haacke's pieces, which is just a reprint of a Mobil Oil position paper on how 

useful it is to use art and Masterpiece Theatre and so forth, that one cent of 

Masterpiece Theatre money is worth a dollar of advertising, it's just, you 

know, you get all this constant public feedback. I mean, this—They're very 

calculating; the corporations who are buying the art are very calculating. They 

know what they're doing. 

BLUM 

They know what they're doing very often, there's no question about it. I think 

it should be, and I think it has to be, an individual thing. I think that you can't 

across the board denounce situations like that. I think that that's a great, great 

mistake. I think you have to weigh the individual situations, and -I think if the 

artist then kind of has thought as cleverly as he's able to think and as well and 

as reasonably and says, "Look, I simply refuse to go along within the 

framework of this situation, " I think you're absolutely obliged to do as he 

feels and as he instructs. As far as I myself am concerned, if my advice were 

asked, I would ordinarily divorce myself from these issues and simply proceed. 



WESCHLER 

What is Hans Haacke's and similar people's—What is the status of that debate 

in New York? Do people— 

BLUM 

Oh, it's—Well, there's a revolutionary element and a very radical element 

among the artists in New York, and among that element, these issues are 

serious and real and talked about, and among another element, they're not 

even discussed. 

WESCHLER 

Essentially, Stella, Kelly, so forth— 

BLUM 

Yes, [with others] it just isn't an issue. The issue is the next painting. 

WESCHLER 

Was it more of an issue during Vietnam? 

BLUM 

I think so. I think they were more of an issue during the heat of the Vietnam 

experience. But I don't think that it's so much of an issue now. 

WESCHLER 

OK, another line of questioning would be, to what extent is art today any more 

than a business? Why should it stake a higher claim on our attentions than 

other forms—than diamond investments and other— 

BLUM 

Well, it's clearly a kind of thoughtful enterprise, and it does have the ability to 

shift thinking. There's no question about it. And it is significant in those 

respects. But I think if the work has great quality and great meaning, I think 

that there's no way to disguise that. I think that no matter how the work is 

bought or no matter how it's shown or no matter virtually how it's focused on, 

it surfaces, if not at this moment, certainly in time. That's been my experience. 

And that's why I'm much less interested in the pressures of the moment. I 



think if the integrity is there, then it reveals itself. And not only does it reveal 

itself but I also feel that it's often strong enough to shift thinking, to change 

thinking, to take a person who feels a certain way and maybe shift him. Just 

take a person who kind of initially goes into this whole enterprise simply for 

investment, simply to buy and sell, something to make a profit and is 

somehow in the midst of all that, caught up in something a little different. I 

want to allow for that to happen. I want to give the work an opportunity to let 

that happen. 

WESCHLER 

Would you go so far as to say that art in corporations, for example, in certain 

ways changes the thinking of the— 

BLUM 

I absolutely feel that it's: —Not that it necessarily will, not that it always does, 

but I want to feel that it can. That a corporation can buy simply for investment 

and for no other reason, can take a look at the art market and say, "Look, you 

know, clearly this is something we should be doing. These things are gaining in 

the most extraordinary way. They're becoming more and more valuable. Let's 

do this for that reason, " I think that, in the process of doing it for that reason, 

their motives can shift. Their motives can change. Has it happened? I'd like to 

think that it has. I can't cite particular examples. But I personally deeply 

believe that this is just one more thing that's likely going to happen. 

WESCHLER 

There's a line in Kurt Vonnegut's novels which says that modern art is a 

conspiracy between rich people and artists to make poor people feel stupid. 

[laughter] It's about as well phrased, that particular stand, as you can make it, 

but do you think that there's a class problem in art? I mean, there is a whole 

group of people who just—I mean, you really do have to be in a certain class A 

to be able to have the luxury and so forth to appreciate the kind of art that's 

done. And almost more, does a Frank Stella or a Kelly or so forth allow kind of 

a quiescence on the part of rich people faced with—In a way that some of— 

BLUM 



Look, look, look. I can tell you that there is that problem. There are aspects to 

that problem that simply won't disappear, that simply won't go away. 

However, there is absolutely nothing—I mean, this whole kind of a 

reproduction business that goes on now, I think, is frankly appalling. I think it's 

a shoddy issue, it's been talked about— 

WESCHLER 

The Rockefeller thing. 

BLUM 

The Rockefeller thing, I think, is just a shoddy, dreadful enterprise, and I think 

it's a dreadful enterprise for several reasons, which have been talked about, 

which are very well known, which I don't feel I need to go into at this 

particular juncture. But I will tell you that with—it all depends on your 

priorities. If you have very little money, can you acquire art? The answer is, 

yes, you can. Can you do it easily? No, you can't do it easily. Can you do it, 

however? Yes, you can do it. How can you do it? You can do it by visiting 

studios. There are a whole range of younger people working today who would 

be delighted to see you. All you need to do is call them on the telephone, 

make an appointment, go to their studios. If you can't afford something grand, 

you can afford something much smaller. Can you pay over a period of time for 

what you buy? Yes. Are these people absolutely delighted to sell to you? Yes. 

Are these younger artists poor by and large? Yes. Is five hundred dollars 

significant to them? Yes. Yes I They're there, for Christ's sake. You can't buy 

Pollock, and you can't buy Still, and you can't buy Newman (although you 

certainly could have thirty years ago for nothing at all, virtually. ) For the same 

sums of money, I'm suggesting, you can buy younger artists today, you could 

have bought these people [in the past]. A Newman would have been thrilled 

at a certain moment to have sold you anything for one thousand dollars. I 

remember those days vividly, vividly. But you can't set your sights now on 

acquiring that material. It's prohibitively priced and, I think, should damned 

well be prohibitively priced. It has the kind of quality that it has, it has the 

excellence it has, it's located in history. It's damn expensive. That's the society 

we live in. That's the game we play. However, are there options for people 

who don't have lots of money? Yes, there are. Can one find them? Yes, one 

can. Are they there to be found? Yes, they are. So it's a myth to sit and to say 



that art is prohibitively expensive. Certain kinds of art is certainly prohibitively 

expensive. But there's all kinds of art that one can encounter, one can see, 

that isn't, that's available,: that'll cost you virtually the same kind of money 

you spend for a TV set. 

WESCHLER 

In some cases, it. is a TV set. 

BLUM 

And in some cases it is a TV set. Yes. [laughter] So there it is. I mean, so what's 

the, agony, for heaven's sake? 

WESCHLER 

Are there certain kinds of support—I'm now asking a question about support 

for artists—there's talk about government support for artists— 

BLUM 

I'm very— 

WESCHLER 

What would be the ideal situation in terms of support for artists? Or is it [the 

ideal situation] the way it is right now? 

BLUM 

Oh, God. I happen to absolutely believe in the system. I think the art world, as 

it functions, is flawed in the way that all of human activity is flawed. The art 

world is certainly flawed. It's far from perfect. But I think it exists the way it 

exists because it works. I think if you have artists working to the top of their 

form, dealers working to the top of their form, curators and critics working to 

the top of their form, collectors kind of doing the kind of work they need to be 

doing, then the thing rolls and makes enormous sense, and it's up to you to 

simply dig out quality. 

WESCHLER 

In terms of the artist, though, to what extent do you favor more government 

support? 



BLUM 

I don't. I don't. I find I'm very nervous about it. It seems to me whenever 

there's government support, there's government direction of one kind or 

another. I kind of like the system as it exists now. I think that there are 

hundreds and hundreds of galleries in New York, and this business of an 

enormously talented artist starving in a garret somewhere is a nineteenth-

century idea. I don't think that happens today. All the gallery dealers I know in 

New York are beating the bushes day by day looking for talent, looking for 

somebody that they can exhibit. I think that the system works beautifully on 

that level. I'm very nervous about support. I'm very nervous about stipends. 

I'm very nervous about that kind of thing. I much more believe in the system 

as we know it. 

WESCHLER 

What do you think of resale copyright sort of thing. In some cases, artists are 

pushing for getting percentages when their works are resold, I think. 

BLUM 

I think it's, extremely complicated, and I don't see it as a viable or even an 

interesting alternative to the system as we know it, 

WESCHLER 

Are your artists requiring it in their sales? 

BLUM 

No, no. No, not at all. The surest way an artist can guarantee some income for 

himself down the line is to hold some paintings back for himself, is to keep on 

working. I find that the people who benefit in the most enormous way from 

this resale idea are the artists who need it the least. It's a flawed idea, I feel. 

Richard Diebenkorn's work resells vigorously at a $50,000 level. It seems to me 

that it's not vital that he benefit from that situation. [Willem] de Kooning, 

Jasper Johns, these are the people it's going to benefit in the most 

extraordinary way, and ultimately, they need it the least: it's artists that are 

less known that really need support. I'm not in favor of the idea. I just see it as 

more bookwork and somehow top-heavy. 

WESCHLER 



Coming back: do we have five minutes or so? 

BLUM 

Sure. 

WESCHLER 

Coming from 1979 and these general issues: this looks like it's going to be our 

last interview in this series, so I wanted to round out your days with Ferus and 

figure out how Ferus came to an end and all that stuff, so we have to put on 

our mind set and become historians again. 

BLUM 

Right. 

WESCHLER 

And maybe one way to begin is talking about your association with Pace and 

what happened there and— 

BLUM 

Oh, well, the Pace thing was—Ferus ran from 1957 to roughly 1966, and in 

1966 Arnold Glimcher from the Pace Gallery came, and by that time, I had 

known him for a year or so, and we'd had a real dialogue about the possibility 

of his doing a gallery here in Los Angeles. I certainly wanted to build a more 

substantial inventory than I had at that time, and I saw it as an opportunity to 

do just that. I had New York access in a way that he really didn't have at that 

time. We merged, but very quickly I discovered that his ideas were very 

different from my ideas. He was very interested in developing a market here 

in California for [Ernest] Trova, for [Louise] Nevelson, for Lucas Samaras, for 

artists that Pace represented in New York. My idea was to build kind of a 

sizable inventory of work by Jasper Johns, by Frank Stella, by Roy Lichtenstein 

here in Los Angeles, utilizing his capital largely. Well, you see, we were on a 

collision course. 

WESCHLER 

Were either of you interested in building up a New York reputation for the L.A. 

artists? 



BLUM 

Yes, yes. Absolutely interested in doing that. 

WESCHLER 

Which L.A. artists particularly benefited from that association? 

BLUM 

Well, Irwin, Larry Bell, Craig Kauffman all showed with Pace in New York. But 

quickly I could see that we were on two separate paths, and rather than let 

this thing extend, we decided to disagree, and the gallery closed. 

WESCHLER 

Amicably? 

BLUM 

Not really, no. He felt betrayed, and I did as well, so we've since become 

friends, or friendlier, but at the time it was complicated. And in any case, I 

waited some six months and then reopened on La Cienega under my own 

name, Irving Blum [Gallery], where I stayed from 1967 until I closed finally and 

moved to New York in 1973. 

WESCHLER 

So Ferus ended' with the ending of the Ferus-Pace association. 

BLUM 

Ferus ended with the ending of the Ferus-Pace association. 

WESCHLER 

Ferus really ended with the beginning of the association. 

BLUM 

That's right, with the beginning of that association. Right. 

WESCHLER 

One person we haven't really talked about much in terms of her contribution 

all the way through the Ferus is Shirley [Hopps Blum]. 



BLUM 

Oh, yes. 

WESCHLER 

That seemed to me, as I was listening to some of the past tapes, that we 

might— 

BLUM 

Well, to begin with, as the Ferus—Well, Shirley was married to my partner 

Walter Hopps, and Walter and Shirley were largely responsible for developing 

this community of collectors here in California. Shirley gave lots of classes, as 

did Walter (as did Henry Hopkins at that time). 

WESCHLER 

Extension classes? 

BLUM 

Extension classes, classes in collectors' homes, and classes in the gallery, and 

slide lectures, et cetera, et cetera. And from all that late-fifties, early-sixties 

activity, a community of collectors did come together. So they were—And 

also, her advice was consistent in all this time about our activity. She was 

trained historically but had a lively interest in new activity and extraordinary 

insights into it, and her advice was always valuable and consistent. 

WESCHLER 

Was she centered in Ferus, or did she kind of, in terms of sending people to 

different galleries, did she send her students to various galleries? Or did she 

send them to Ferus? 

BLUM 

Sent them to various galleries but was focused on our activity, on Ferus 

activity. 

WESCHLER 

One question, again, coming towards the last days of Ferus: you've mentioned 

a couple of times that one of the things that really astonishes you about Los 



Angeles, or that puzzles you, is that the second generation of collectors didn't 

develop, as the first one did. 

BLUM 

Right. In as vigorous a way. It's much more disparate now. 

WESCHLER 

And during those years at the Blum Gallery? 

BLUM 

Right, right. 

WESCHLER 

Can you talk, within that kind of context, about what happened at the Blum 

Gallery? You were basically just selling to the same people? 

BLUM 

Well, I was basically selling to the same people, yes. 

WESCHLER 

The same artists, by the way? 

BLUM 

Very much the same artists, very much the same policy, a combination of 

West Coast and New York with the one difference that the New York people, 

like Frank Stella by the early seventies, Roy Lichtenstein, were getting more 

and more, I mean, really expensive by then and very, very hard to secure. And 

it was unsatisfactory. Unsatisfactory. I couldn't get the material I was able to 

get at an earlier time. When I got five paintings to do an exhibit of Roy's, three 

were presold by Leo Castelli, and the two most uninteresting ones were 

available. And this was extremely frustrating to me when I had free reign for 

such a long time. Towards the end of the—1972, 1973, just before I closed, it 

seemed—I had the idea that what wasn't happening in New York, and what 

could happen, would be a gallery involved with earlier work by these people, 

the buying and selling of earlier work, which is very much the center of what I 

do in New York right now [Blum-Helman Gallery]. When somebody wants an 

early Lichtenstein, an early Stella, an early Kelly, I am generally the person 



they come to. Leo Castelli doesn't have this material. He has only the recent 

material. I know where the early works are. I'm able to locate them, I'm able 

to secure them, and I trade in them. So that is largely my current activity. That, 

coupled with the fact that I decided to take on a half dozen or so younger 

artists, for example, Bryan Hunt, several of them from here in California. 

WESCHLER 

But they now live in New York. 

BLUM 

But they now live in New York. They 're not living here, but they're formerly 

from here. Some I knew here. I show also Ron Davis and Craig Kauffman from 

here. My relationship with Craig goes back now twenty years, a long time. And 

that's kind of the shape and structure of my gallery in New York. 

WESCHLER 

In the days of the Blum Gallery here in Los Angeles, which of the Ferus artists 

did you continue to show? 

BLUM 

I continued to show Ed Ruscha, Bob Irwin, Ken Price—who else?—Ed Moses. 

WESCHLER 

But it was becoming clear by 1970 that, whereas in the early sixties Jasper 

Johns and so forth and so on had—[tape recorder turned off] OK, the question 

I was starting to ask was, whereas in the early sixties Johns, Stella, and so forth 

were selling for about what Irwin, so forth and so on, were selling for, by the 

time of the Blum Gallery— 

BLUM 

Ten years later, they were selling for much more. 

WESCHLER 

They were selling for much more? 

BLUM 

Yes. 



WESCHLER 

Did that kind of warp the way in which people collected or just the scene 

here? I mean, were people here—Were L.A. artists thought of as second class 

as opposed to New York artists by 1970? 

BLUM 

There was enormous resentment. There really was. Enormous resentment 

among the people here and a great lashing out, which has since become very 

subdued; but at that time, the New York people were charging ahead in such 

an extraordinary way and their prices were doubling, indeed trebling, so 

rapidly, and that wasn't happening to the West Coast people, and there was 

resentment and there was anger. 

WESCHLER 

At whom? 

BLUM 

At me. 

WESCHLER 

For not charging more? 

BLUM 

Yes. 

WESCHLER 

For not— 

BLUM 

I was accused of simply focusing harder on the New York people. 

WESCHLER 

Were you? 

BLUM 



Not really. It was just happening. I mean, it's, very flattering to be the subject 

of that accusation, but it simply wasn't accurate: I was just following the 

market. The market is bigger, infinitely bigger, than me, and I was just 

reflecting it. 

WESCHLER 

Were the New York artists ten, fifteen times better than the L.A. artists, the 

way their prices were ten, fifteen times more than the L.A. artists? 

BLUM 

No, no. No, they weren't. But they were certainly achieving those levels. 

Having to do with quality? Yes, absolutely. But an equivalent issue, I think, is 

the whole support system back there: the museum activity, the critical writing, 

the collecting heat that was never true of this coast. All those factors 

conspired to boost the prices of the eastern people in an extraordinary way. 

And this was enormously resented by the West Coast artists. I had to bear the 

brunt of a lot of that, I really did. And it wasn't very attractive. 

WESCHLER 

Was that one of the reasons that you left L.A. ? 

BLUM 

I would say, yes. Yes. 

WESCHLER 

What were some of the other ones? 

BLUM 

That was one of their—I mean, the kind of resentment I had to endure by the 

community of West Coast artists because their prices weren't skyrocketing in 

the way that New York people were, that was one of the reasons I left. 

Another reason had to do with my sense of an opportunity for me in New 

York, of somebody doing a gallery in precisely the way that I've since done it, 

my instinct about that. Also, the business of urgency, that I spoke of earlier, 

the lack of urgency was really getting to me here in California, and also the 

challenge of doing a situation in the center of the art marketplace in this 



country, which I feel is certainly New York. All those issues, I think, conspired 

to finally make me move. 

WESCHLER 

The last question is just for our 1979 time capsule: What do you think of the 

American juggernaut these days? 

BLUM 

I think the American juggernaut has absolutely slowed down. I think that the 

American experience begins in the late forties and, I think, rolls right on 

through the sixties, and then, I think there's no question about it, it becomes 

much more diffuse, which is exactly what we've seen. Is something likely to 

surface again of extraordinary interest? Yes, simply because something always 

has. How long will that take? I simply don't. know. There are a number of 

people working with imagery in a way that seems provocative but will have to 

be extended beyond where it is, I think, because it just isn't ultimately 

interesting enough. In any case, it's been focused on in New York. There's a 

show that just opened at the Whitney called "New Image Painting, " put 

together by Richard Marshall and including artists like Robert Moskowitz, Neil 

Jenney, Michael Hirson, Susan Rothenberg (a very interesting young lady). Is 

this going to evolve into something really important? One can't say. I certainly 

can't say. It seems promising. 

WESCHLER 

Is it possible for art to revitalize within the economic structure that currently 

exists? (This is coming back to an earlier theme. ) Wasn't one of the things that 

made it possible for art to make the boom that it did kind of the lack of 

economic pressures and so forth, pressures that artists were working under? 

BLUM 

Yes, but I think the economy is very strong today. 

WESCHLER 

But what I'm saying is, is it possible for artists in—Was one of the things that 

made the abstract expressionists' revolution possible just almost the fact that 

they were working in garrets and that they were working in kind of almost a 

kind of quietness that they were working in, that they were starving and all 



those kinds of cliches, but also there wasn't this incredible kind of pressure of 

huge sums of money and so forth? Does that make it impossible to— 

BLUM 

I don't think so. I don't think so. 

WESCHLER 

So that in itself won't be a problem? 

BLUM 

In itself, I don't see that as a problem. I don't see that it's a problem. As a 

matter of fact, I see that as a possible advantage in certain circumstances. 

Take a young sculptor we show in New York now who's from this coast, from 

the West Coast, Bryan Hunt, who's very focused, extremely ambitious, but by 

the very nature of how he works, requires large sums of money to cast work. 

Those sums of money are absolutely available to him, and he's not impeded in 

any way. He's doing extraordinary work. He keeps advancing and extending, 

and I think that wouldn't be possible unless he had the focus he now has. 

WESCHLER 

Is one of the reasons that you deal primarily in early Lichtenstein and Stella 

and so forth this kind of sense of the diffuseness of the later art scene?. 

BLUM 

No. The reason I deal in'. the early work is that these people are largely 

represented by Leo Castelli, who represents the new activity, which I would be 

absolutely thrilled to represent if I could. [laughter] But I'm prevented from 

doing it by the fact of their long, long relationship with Leo. 

WESCHLER 

Do you have a good relationship with Leo? 

BLUM 

Yes. Yes, I do. As a matter of fact, we share Ellsworth Kelly. So I do show new 

work by Kelly. And I hope, down the line, to share one or two other artists 

with him if I have that opportunity. 



WESCHLER 

The final question is just kind of about your own horizons, your more or less 

staying on this track that you're on. 

BLUM 

Yes, I— 

WESCHLER 

You're going oh a very fast train there. 

BLUM 

That's true. But I find that the New York experience is very revitalizing, and 

I'm— 

WESCHLER 

As opposed to the L.A. experience, which was relaxing? 

BLUM 

As opposed to the L.A. experience, which was relaxing. But I think they both 

have their place, and I think that I'm very happy to be in Los Angeles and very 

happy to come back whenever I do and equivalently happy to be in New York. 

WESCHLER 

OK. Well, on that note, I think we satisfy everyone. 

BLUM 

Very good. [laughter] 

WESCHLER 

Thank you very much. 
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