Avalanche

Lisa Le Feuvre on an
American magazine

that sought to close the
gap between art and
the reader in the 70s
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most importantly, develop a sense of the contemporary moment. Arguably the art magazine
effectively produces artwork by rendering it visible to individuals who circulate the artwork
further through conversation, texts, exhibitions and citations.

The shortlived New York based art magazine Avalanche, which exisled between 1970 and
1976, not only captured a sense of its time, but also engaged critically with the relationship
between printed matter and artwork. Initially taking the form of a square journal and later
mutating to a tabloid in 1974, it developed out of Kineticism Press, which

Robert Smithson 1938-1973. Front cover of Avalanche, Summer/[Fall 1573
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Food's Family Fiscal Facts
in Avalanche Spring 1972

was initiated by Paul Maenz and Willoughby Sharp in
1966. Their statement of purpose proclaimed that ‘works
of art and artistic ideas are identical’, and promised that
the new venture would be ‘dedicated to the total distribu-
tion of artistic information in all media’. Willoughby
Sharp joined forces with Liza Béar two years later to pro-
duce Avalanche, the first instalment appearing in 1970.
As with Kineticism Press, Avalanche set out to inves-
tigate the possibilities of closing the space between the
artwork and the reader, producing printed matter that
engaged with the artwork rather than being a documen-
tation of it. The mainstays of the magazine were inter-
views with artists and artists’ projects, supplemented by
advertisements and a news and announcements section,
entitled ‘Rumbles’. Reviews had no place: it was the art
itself and the voice of the artist that were of primary
importance. Avalanche existed at a time when printed
matter had a very particular importance within artistic
practice. It was when many artists were involved with
extending and questioning the limits of the art establish-
ment as they investigated the possibilities of counteract-
ing the artwork-as-object. Seth Siegelaub describes how,
in the late Gos and early 7os, books and magazines pro-
vided a space for Conceptual Art in the same way that
the gallery or museum provided a space for paintings
and sculpture. The return of these concerns today makes
it pertinent to look back at Avalanche - it is a rich source
of material that maintains a sense of presentness despite
being 30 years old. There is also something inherently
fascinating about seeing now well-established artists
looking fresh-faced and working outside of mainstream
museum and gallery circuits. Avalanche was a support
system for a community of artists that included, to name
just a few, Keith Arnatt, Bas Jan Ader, Alice Aycock, Bill

Beckley, General Idea, Bruce Nauman, Yvonne Rainer,
Robert Smithson, George Trakas and William Wegman.
In a text giving advice on how to develop an art collec-
tion, Willoughby Sharp says of Avalanche: ‘in hindsight,
[ consider that this magazine was a surrogate art collec-
tion: Andre to Weiner'. It is this hindsight, as well as
foresight, that makes the collection of artists that Beéar
and Sharp bought together so important.

Interviews in Avalanche are conversational, centring
on issues circulating at the time. In the launch issue of
Fall 1970 an interview entitled ‘Carl Andre on Log Piece’
discussed the relationship between the photograph and
the artwork. This is a crucial element of the art maga-
zine: how it represents works. As Andre expressed it:
‘the photograph is a lie. I'm afraid we get a great deal of
our exposure to art through magazines and through
slides and I think this is dreadful, this is anti-art because
art is a direct experience with something in the world
and photography is just rumour, a kind of pornography
of art.’ To the question: ‘Do you think that there’s no
way in which photographs can be an accurate represen-
tation of a work of art>” Andre responded: ‘None at all.
All they are good for is as an aid to the memory.” In
highlighting this difficulty Avalanche began by taking a
critical stance towards its very own existence — its place
within the system of representation and distribution of
art. Avalanche manages to overcome this problem by
avoiding the simple representation of an artwork
through the creation of a discursive framework that
remains open to the reader’s interpretation.

The same issue of Avalanche featured an artist pro-
ject by Robert Morris — the performance work Pace and
Process which consisted of a set of instructions and a
single photograph of Morris realising the piece on Sep-
tember 6, 1969. Pace and Process is defined not only by
the implementation of the instructions and the out-
come of their execution, but also by the instructions
themselves. The work lies between text and action - a
space Avalanche itself set out to occupy. Morris out-
lines the materials needed in detail: ‘1o or 12 polo
ponies or well broken ranch quarter horses (not stable
or riding horses); an experienced groom; two saddles
(preferably light Western type); the necessary bits, hal-
ters, saddle blankets, walking blankets, feed, water,
buckets etc; polo helmet, riding crop, spurs, poncho
(in case of rain), canteen, box lunch’. A white chalk
line with a hitching post at the end is to be drawn out
in a field, with nine cameras positioned along the line
at regular intervals, rigged to ‘photograph sequentially,
A la Muybridge’. The instructions demand that Morris
should ride up and down the line on the first horse
until it is tired, then move on to the next horse until it
is tired and so on, with the groom deciding at which
point the horse should be changed. When Morris him-
self feels he is too tired he will stop and at that point
the work will be finished, leaving a path worn along
the white line. Each horse will have nine photographs
taken of it, which ‘may be enlarged and shown later as
a record of the event, together with two photographs
looking down at the white line: one before I begin, one
after 1 finish’.
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This work is depicted over two pages of Avalanche
and it communicates an actual experience of the work
beyond the event itself. Here was the power of
Avalanche: it provided a location where realised, project-
ed and proposed events could be interacted with directly.
Through conversation and visual discourse, works and
ideas could be tried out, and works out of the range of
the viewer bought into cultural discourse. As Vito
Acconci wrote in 1971 in an advertisement page in the
third issue of Avalanche: ‘this page is like a training
ground: writing here is like preparing myself. There are
many other artists’ projects of great note within
Avalanche. For example, Bruce McLean's very long titled
King For A Day and 99 other pieces/works/things efc (pro-
posal for a retrospective at the Hayward Gallery, London
incorporating the ‘Piece a minute show’ and the ‘World’s
fastest speed sculptures in the world piece.’) the same year.
It consists of photographs of the artist, alongside a list of
1,000 works for the proposed retrospective. The 1973
Summer/Fall edition featured a six-page Drinking Sculp-
ture by Gilbert and George, replete with images and text
describing an evening where the pair stopped off at
‘quite a number of places of refreshment’ where they
‘made a fair number of decisions ... and went home
happy and diagonal’ resulting the following day in ‘two
dizzy spells at lunch’. However this was remedied by
asking ‘a couple of identical waiters for identical doubles
for the second time. Felt twice as good'.

Avalanche, of course, was far from the only publi-
cation site where artists actively engaged with the con-
text. ArtRite, Art-Language, Studio International, Arts
Magazine, Artforum are just a few examples where
artists’ interventions could be found — not forgetting
Art Monthly, which launched with an artist project by
Andre. In the case of Avalanche, the advertisement
seclion was also an active site, and looking back it
takes on an even greater resonance: it will be interest-
ing to see if today’s advertisements will do the same
in 30 or so years' time. The advertisements included
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Leo Castelli Gallery showing an austere Piero Man-
zoni smoking a cigar; The Electric Gallery in Toronto
announcing on its full page non-advertisement that
here is ‘three hundred Canadian Dollars worth of
white space to doodle on’; Konrad Fisher took a page
spread to show a photograph of Daniel Buren’s work
that had been controversially removed from the Sixth
Guggenheim International Exhibition; and
Sonnabend’s two-page spread featured the ground
plan of the gallery rather than one of its represented
artists.

There were also regular advertisements for the
restaurant that frequently crops up in artists' biogra-
phies, Max’s Kansas City (wine list covered in sketches
in 1973, an imprint of potatoes — or perhaps breasts — in
1971), as well as for the artist-run restaurant Food. This
was a collaboration between Tina Girouard, Carol Good-
den, Rachel Lew, Suzanne Harris and Gordon Matta-
Clark - artists who were frequently championed by
Avalanche. Food developed from a conversation between
Matta-Clark and Goodden, who wrote recently: ‘in April
of 71 1 threw a party at my loft to celebrate my 31st and
asked everyone to bring flowers. Gordon bought edible
flowers. It was right in line with his work: he had been
| frying photographs. 1 was a photographer who loved to
cook. Gordon said “You should start a restaurant”. Right
there, April 1971, Food was born.” More than a place fo
eat, Food was a location for artistic activity that, like
Avalanche, pushed at its boundaries, as well as extending
the limits of the location of artistic practice. It was an
artwork in itself, in fact at one point Matta-Clark tried to
sell it to Leo Castelli. Food’s advertisements were also
projects: for instance, to advertise its opening the
| founders are pictured outside of the restaurant during

Ad for ‘Food” in Avalanche
Fall 1971
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| and with it comes a critical distance and historical
knowledge. The short length of its publication is per-
haps key to the importance of Avalanche: as the art
scene and artists around it changed it too shifted. It is
impossible to imagine how it would be received were it
| to have continued. Avalanche was concerned with
o | avoiding translation from work to text — instead the
lan Deng a ¢ [} uimeniatl Of | | aim was to present an unmediated sense of artwork.
' l This is something quite different from our situation
S = — _ today, where the presentation and distribution of art-
‘ work dominates discussion through analyses of critical
building work, with the word ‘Food” drawn over the | positions and curatorial strategies — a discussion in
name of the restaurant’s previous incarnation — Comi- | which artists, as much as critics and curators, are
das Criollas — in marker pen. At the end of 1972, the | actively engaged.
first year of Food, Food Family's Fiscal Facts form the |
advertisement in the 4th issue of Avalanche, where the |
reader is informed that since opening: ‘2 acres of mush- |
rooms’ had been consumed, ‘47 dogs [were] asked to
leave’, ‘84% [of their] workers are artists’, and that there
had been ‘2 rebellions: the Dishwasher Rebellion of Feb |
72’ and ‘The Radio Rebellion of 72”. '
Both Food and Avalanche were products of a very |
specific time. They were part of a local self-sustaining ‘
New York art scene. A cross-fertilising network existed |
that stimulated thought and artistic production during | Lisa Le Feuvre teaches at Birkbeck College and
the early 70s with conversation as the driving force. ‘ Goldmiths College and is a curator at The Photogra-
Looking at Avalanche now involves looking back at a phers’ Gallery, London.

|l historical moment through the context of the present,
|
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