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’m here in Los Angeles to interview the
artist Paul McCarthy, I tell a taxi driver
on a freeway past the skyscrapers of
downtown. He gets really excited - the
veteran video, performance, body and
installation artist who is soon to have

a show in Britain must be a local hero, I suppose.

“The Paul McCartney?”

“No, Paul McCarthy.”

The taxi conversation ends.

At the hotel, a film crew are setting up their
lights. Location trucks drive in and out of the
hacienda-style forecourt, bringing equipment, food
and dog blankets. The stars are waiting in their
cages. The movie is Beverly Hills Chihuahua 3.

Out of the window of my room I watch a - human -
wedding on a stage set up on a lawn that is bright
green, under the gold desert blaze of the sky.

The location is Pasadena, a city sandwiched
between the LA sprawl and the San Gabriel
mountains. McCarthy has lived in Pasadena for
most of his working life, and I am to visit his studio
somewhere beyond the giant palm trees of the
Hollywood Chihuahua-worthy hotel. The avenues
of this wealthy suburb turn out to be dotted with
film crews: Pasadena’s mansions, some colonial,
some Renaissance, some Spanish-style, some
aping log cabins, were built by Old Money as long
as a century ago and offered hideaways to the first
generation of film stars in the silent era. Today
they make perfect movie doubles for Beverly Hills.
Iam proudly shown the garden where the Steve !

‘Martin picture Father Of The Bride was filmed.

Crossing the LA river back into the larger
city, the film memories are unavoidable: that
concrete channel with its trickle of water is
a cinematic legend in itself. Lee Marvin, Point
Blank. Charlton Heston, Earthquake. Amie in
Terminator 2, orisit 3...»
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I know I am here to study the art of Los Angeles
County and to meet one of its most celebrated
living artists - even if some locals do confuse him
with a Beatle - but how can you concentrate on
fine art in the city that for a hundred years has
shaped the world’s dreams?

This is in the question I most want to ask Paul
McCarthy. What does it mean to be a serious
visual artist in the shadow of Hollywood? How
can American artists cohabit, here on the west
coast, with American popular culture so close to
its phantasmagoric source? How, in short, can he
compete with Beverly Hills Chihuahua 3?

Artists have in fact carved out a fascinating niche
close to America’s film capital for the past 60 years.
In the first half of the 20th century, Americans
were more famous as art collectors than as artists.
Picasso’s portrait of Gertrude Stein (1905-6) pays
homage to the part rich Americans played in the
art scene of early 20th century Paris - as patrons,
for Stein and her brother were among the first
buyers of avant-garde art. But then, after the
second world war, with French culture shattered
and depressed, a generation of American painters
broke out for glory. They created epic, abstract
visions of freedom, space, and of the very physical
matter of paint and canvas, that brought the
leadership of modern art across the Atlantic.
Jackson Pollock, the leader of this abstract
expressionist movement, was by origin
a westerner who had grown up mostly in Los
Angeles, but like his peers, such as Willem de
Kooning and Mark Rothko, he lived and worked in
the orbit of Manhattan. Another name for abstract
expressionism is, indeed, the New York School.
In the decades that followed, New York became
the undisputed capital of modern art, its artists,
gallerists and critics pushing neo-dada, then »

KAREN MCCARTHY/DAMON MCCARTHY

Clockwise, from above:
Painter (1995); Daddies
Tomato Ketchup
Inflatable (2007);
Sailor’s Meat (1975) -
all by Paul McCarthy.
Previous pages,

left: Caribbean

Pirates (2005), by

Paul McCarthy/
Damon McCarthy
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