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FERUS: A VISUAL CONVERSATION
_
In 1955, Patricia ‘Patty’ Faure returned to Los Angeles from New York where she had
been studying at the New School for Social Research while also doing some modelling
for the Ford Model Agency. During her time in New York, she had hung out at the
New York Arts Club where she got to know artists such as Robert Motherwell, Willem
de Kooning, Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, and Joseph Cornell. Back in Los
Angeles, she once again befriended many local artists, including John Altoon, Billy Al
Bengston, Craig Kauffman and Ed Moses. As they took her to exhibitions, openings
and parties, she quickly became part of the vibrant new art world that was beginning
to emerge in 1950’s Los Angeles, with dealers such as Frank Perls and Paul Kantor
opening galleries, alongside edgier spaces such as the short lived, Syndell Studio and
its successor, the Ferus Gallery.
From its opening on the 15th of March 1957, Ferus quickly developed a reputation as
the ‘hottest’ and most ‘progressive’ of the new Los Angeles galleries, showing artists
from the Bay Area and Los Angeles alongside a selection of New York artists. Founded
by a young curator Walter Hopps, a close friend of Kauffman’s, in partnership with the
artist Ed Kienholz, it became known for its Beat vibe and ‘funky’ party atmosphere. Its
premises at 736a North La Cienega Boulevard were not only seen as a place to look
at art, but somewhere to meet, listen to jazz and drink wine. But, as ever in this quickly
evolving scene, things began to change soon after it had opened. Within eighteen
months, the gallery premises had moved across the road to no. 723, and Kienholz
had sold his share in Ferus to a new young curator from New York, Irving Blum, who
persuaded Hopps to take a more professional approach, replacing the Beat vibe with
an emphasis on business, showing fewer local artists in order to introduce higher profile
figures from New York and Europe. Yet Ferus still remained the place to go and hang
out, offering a vibrant space for artists, writers, film people and patrons of the arts to
meet and socialise.
When Faure moved back to Los Angeles, she stepped back from being in front of
the camera and started to take photographs herself, using her new group of friends
as her subjects. On one sunny day in July 1959, she invited some of them to come to
her studio for a photo shoot. In addition to Altoon, Bengston, Kauffman and Moses,
the other artists who turned up were Ed Kienholz, Allen Lynch and Robert Irwin, all
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of whom were associated with the Ferus Gallery. For Faure, the shoot was just about
having some fun. ‘I just piled them all inside [the studio] and took pictures of them,
and that was that’, she was to recall in an oral history interview in 2004. Yet these ‘fun’
photographs quickly took on an iconic status, becoming synonymous with what would
become the legend of the Ferus Gallery, even though they didn’t include many of the
artists who had showed there, or who would later become closely associated with it
such as Larry Bell, Kenneth Price and Ed Ruscha.
Faure’s photographs capture the self-assured, self-confident, easy going male
camaraderie that later earned the Ferus artists the collective title, ‘The Cool School.’
We see them casually dressed and placed in a variety of ‘funky’ poses. In one of the
most iconic photographs, they stand in a line, side on, with their arms round the person
in front, their heads turned to look at the camera. The resulting photographs feel more
like a series of casual snapshots rather than carefully composed compositions, showing
a group of friends lounging around or sitting on the ground. In one playful image, they
poke their heads through suggestive slits in a large sheet of paper; the surreal humour
of Bengston’s foot and Kauffman’s hand holding a cigarette, perfectly capturing the
goofy, often irreverent outlook of a group that was all about humour; never trying to
take themselves too seriously, even though they took their work very seriously.
There is nothing obvious in these photographs to say these are artists, but then, as
Faure recalled, only Altoon actually ‘looked like’ an artist, the rest could have been
‘garage mechanics or anything’. What we see are a group of young male friends
hanging out together, just as they did in their studios, at the gallery, or at Barney’s
Beanery, an infamous diner they frequented in West Hollywood near the gallery. Faure’s
photographs of a group of young Los Angeles artists are in complete contrast to the
infamous 1950, Life magazine photograph, The Irascibles, which was a group portrait
of many of the leading New York Abstract Expressionist artists. Instead of the fun,
relaxed atmosphere of the Ferus photographs, we find a group of individuals dressed
in suit and tie, posed rather formally to reinforce the seriousness of their endeavour.
They look at the camera with studious concentration, as if the intellectual role of being
an artist was a constant weight upon their shoulders.
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Faure may have captured her friends goofing about, but that didn’t mean that Altoon,
Bengston, Kauffman and Moses were no less serious about painting than their New York
counterparts, they just had a different approach. They took painting seriously but that
did not mean it had to be serious, and while they were very aware of the narratives of
western art that they were part of, they didn’t feel they were bound by pre-existing ideas
and aesthetic concepts or that there were any areas off limits to the artist. They could do
their own thing.
It was this feeling of freedom: that art could be about anything and be informed by
anything that set these Los Angeles artists apart from their East Coast and European
counterparts. Some claimed that this was a product of the Southern Californian lifestyle
of surf, sea and fun. But it was really a result of their backgrounds and art education.
Kauffman, had started to train as an architect before transferring to study art, while
Moses, had spent his time in High School learning to be a technical draughtsman. They
met and became close friends while studying at UCLA, where they not only took their
Bachelor’s but also their Master’s degrees in art. Nowadays, UCLA has a long history of
academic excellence, but in the early 1950s the fine art department was still part of a
school of applied arts, which had only been established 30 years earlier with the purpose
of educating art teachers rather than practising artists. The tension between ‘craft’ and
‘art’, and the differing attitudes of older and younger faculty members who approached
the curriculum in very different ways, was still very much there when Kauffman and Moses
were students, with the professors wearing white coats to teach as if in a laboratory or
workshop. Consequently, for these young, post war students, there was no sense of
established history to live up to, other than the history of their teachers, most of whom
had also studied there, whose emphasis on a certain type of figurative life drawing they
regularly rebelled against.
A similar sense of innovation characterised the schools Bengston and Altoon attended:
Otis Art Institute and Chouinard Art Institute. These were also only a couple of decades
old and offered courses that reflected a city that had rapidly grown as a result of the film
industry and the emergence of new manufacturing technologies. Bengston had already
completed his Bachelor’s degree at California College of Arts and Crafts in Oakland,
before attending Otis for a year in 1956, where, instead of concentrating on painting,
he came under the influence of the experimental ceramicist Peter Voulkos, who was
running the ceramics department at the time. Altoon also spent time at Otis, before
briefly transferring to the Art Centre School in Pasadena to study commercial illustration,
then enrolling at Chouinard. Having graduated, Altoon took the route of many young
artists and spent four years living and painting in New York followed by a year in Europe,
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but to afford to do so he still had to take on jobs in advertising using his commercial
illustration skills, which continued to be an important reference point in his paintings.
A sense of freedom from the past, a preparedness to experiment and defy boundaries, all
done with a sense of humour, defined the work of these artists. When Kauffman started
making works out of plastic in the 1960s, it was not only because he didn’t want his work
to be locked away in a ‘certain room’ defined by ‘certain intellectual ideas’, but because
he didn’t see a problem with wanting to make something that resembled Jell-O - that had
the consistency, coloured transparency and feel of this food that ‘turned him on’ with its
sensuousness. Likewise, the sergeant stripes of Bengston’s Dento’s, may in part have been
inspired by seeing Jasper John’s work at the Venice Biennale in 1958, but their beaten,
spray-painted surfaces also reflect his years as a motorcycle racer and his skill at designing
and spray painting the engine covers of motorcycles. High heel shoes, references to fashion
models on the catwalk and nods to lewd bathroom graffiti all took their place at the centre
of the drawings made by these artists from the late 1950s and early 1960s, where the
boundaries that usually saw the ordinariness of everyday life separated from the higher
purposes of art were regularly ignored.
For Altoon, Bengston, Kauffman and Moses, the artistic process started with and was
shaped by the act of looking rather than thinking. They didn’t waste time reflecting on
what they were making, they got on and made it. But that didn’t mean that they didn’t take
the process of making very seriously or think about it. They were fascinated by materials
and processes, and seeing what could be done with paint. They were interested in evoking
feelings and sensations rather than narratives and ideas. As Kauffman would tell the curator,
Alan Solomon, he wanted his work to be sensual, even sexy. They made serious paintings,
which were full of humour and irreverence, reflecting the fact, as Bengston later said, that
serious things normally have a funny side, ‘and it’s usually hilarious.’ For Bengston, they
were artists who lived up to the Ferus name: they were like wild animals - uncivilised and
untamed, not feeling the need to conform to rules, but able to do what they wanted, how
they wanted. They rejected what they had been told by teachers such as Rico le Brun,
who had taught both Kauffman and Moses how to draw the figure in an expressionist,
cubist style informed by Picasso. Instead, they forged their own distinctive path. Like
their New York counterparts, they wanted to push at the boundaries of painting, yet they
never saw it as an intellectual exercise but one shaped by the exploration of material and
visual possibilities. Of these four artists, Moses was seen as the most serious, driven by an
inner compulsion to go deeper and be more focused. But even he would fill his work with
moments of irreverent humour and bawdiness.
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This counter-cultural narrative may suggest that Altoon, Bengston, Kauffman and Moses
rejected or were uninterested in what was going on in the wider art world. But this was
never the case. During the 1950s and early 1960s each of them made lengthy visits to New
York and Europe, where they not only encountered the work of many of the New York
Abstract Expressionists such as De Kooning, Ad Reinhardt and Arshile Gorky first hand,
but they went out of their way to meet them, hang out with them and visit their studios.
Closer to home, they also knew, visited, lived alongside and showed with artists working in
the Bay Area of San Francisco, such as Richard Diebenkorn, David Park and Frank Lobdell,
who were already developing their own very distinctive form of Abstract Expressionism.
Altoon, Bengston, Kauffman and Moses had all been exposed to and become fascinated
by the emerging trends in painting that they had seen. But it was probably not until
Kauffman returned to Los Angeles in 1956 and started to develop his own form of Abstract
Expressionism, that the other three also started to properly turn to a more abstract
expressionist way of painting. Although Kauffman’s paintings resembled those of De
Kooning and Gorky, they also had their own unique style. They were more linear and
luminous, less earthy and solid. Thin vertical black lines filled with colour, created spatial
clusters that lead the eye around and through the composition, both building form and
creating space.
These paintings may initially appear abstract, but they constantly tease the presence of
abstracted figures and ‘amorphic’ shapes, suggesting organic forms and objects without
ever imitating reality or introducing obvious narratives. They exude a sense of mystery,
resisting the temptation to be read and analysed, demanding instead to be looked at and
wondered about. But their mystery was sometimes more earthy than ethereal, with potential
openings and organic shapes hinting at sexual organs and referencing intercourse. It didn’t
take long for Moses, Altoon and Bengston to respond, creating their own ‘abstracted
figurative’ works as Moses described them. There are clear elements of what might seem to
be a shared formal vocabulary, which is inevitable since they were regularly in each other’s
studios, looking, learning and observing. But then each artist quickly evolved their own
style and language, as they set out to out paint each other. They took what they had seen
the others doing and pushed it a little bit further or in a slightly different direction to make
it ‘better’. As a result, what we see in the paintings produced by these four artists in the
late 1950s, is a visual conversation between four distinct and very individual personalities,
which resulted in a very distinctive form of figurative abstract expressionism, referencing
anything from fashion models, advertising and films to the formal abstract language of
Gorky, de Kooning and the suggestive calligraphic forms of the Hassel Smith. Above all,
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however, these were frequently highly sensual, sometimes explicit paintings, filled with a
cornucopia of sexual organs: barely hidden penises, breasts, nipples, pubic hair and vulvas
that reflect the red blooded nature of these young men. But Bengston and Moses, also had
a more subversive reason for their inclusion: a deliberate intention to challenge and ‘cock
a snook’ at the public prudery that had led the LA Vice Squad to arrest their fellow Ferus
artist, Wallace Berman for gross obscenity after a member of the public complained about a
sexually graphic work in his 1957 exhibition. Tried and found guilty of these charges, he had
left the city and not returned for several years.
The integration of sexual references and naked forms into these ostensibly abstract spaces
may in part have been a reaction to Berman’s arrest, but in Moses’ case, it might also be seen
as a deliberate response to being told by one of his teachers at UCLA that he needed to go
away and learn how to draw the figure before being accepted for the Master’s programme.
Here are his ‘life drawings’, a two fingered salute to his teachers, drawn with a sure facility
and deftness, but resembling the blunt graffiti found in a men’s toilet rather than the product
of a life room. The earthy explicitness of many of these paintings may also reflect the fact that
while these west coast artists certainly looked back east to what was happening in New York
and in Europe, they also looked West, across the Pacific to the East, and the non-European
modes of Japanese art. Before, meeting his wife Avilda in 1959, Moses was preparing to
go to Japan to spend time living there, while Alan Lynch, one of the other artists to appear
in Faure’s photographs, was a devotee of Japanese art and culture. It is inconceivable to
think therefore, that this group of young ‘studs’, as a Ferus exhibition once described them,
were unaware of the highly explicit and sexualised forms of Japanese art, especially Shunga
woodcuts, where the sometimes unashamedly erotic forms of Altoon’s later work find a
natural counterpart.
As the 1960s unfolded, the friendship between these Ferus artists didn’t diminish, but they
were no longer living so closely together. The obvious visual connections between their
work slowly lessened as they pursued slightly different paths and ideas. But even so, the
visual conversations that had emerged in the late 1950s continued to resonate into the
next decade, and the playful exchange and interplay of visual forms that had once occurred
between them could still be seen taking place in the use of more reduced and minimal
biomorphic shapes that are less explicitly sexual, but are still sensual and erotic, the product
of artists who embodied the wild, uncontainable freedom of the Ferus.
Dr Richard Davey
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JOHN
ALTOON

J-97, 1965
8
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JOHN ALTOON
Untitled (ABS-1), 1963
Ink and airbrush on paper
20 x 30 in
50.8 x 76.2 cm
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JOHN ALTOON
J-97, 1965

JOHN ALTOON
FS42, 1966

Airbrush and ink on board
30 x 40 in
76.2 x 101.6 cm

Airbrush and ink on board
30 x 40 in
76.2 x 101.6 cm
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JOHN ALTOON
30 FS43, 1968

JOHN ALTOON
Swan, 1968

Airbrush and ink on board
30 x 40 in
76.2 x 101.6 cm

Airbrush and ink on board
30 x 40 in
76.2 x 101.6 cm
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BILLY AL
BENGSTON

Los Angeles Watercolor, 1958
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BILLY AL BENGSTON
Espana Watercolor, 1958

BILLY AL BENGSTON
Los Angeles Watercolor, 1958

Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm

Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm
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BILLY AL BENGSTON
Los Angeles Watercolor, 1958

BILLY AL BENGSTON
Los Angeles Watercolor, 1958

Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm

Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm
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BILLY AL BENGSTON
Los Angeles Watercolor, 1958

BILLY AL BENGSTON
Los Angeles Watercolor, 1958

Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm

Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm
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BILLY AL BENGSTON
New York Watercolor, 1958

BILLY AL BENGSTON
New York Watercolor, 1958

Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm

Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm
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BILLY AL BENGSTON
New York Watercolor, 1958
Watercolour on paper
11 x 8 1/2 in
27.9 x 21.6 cm
26
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BILLY AL BENGSTON
The Claudette, 1959

BILLY AL BENGSTON
Untitled, 1959

Watercolour on paper
29 3/4 x 21 1/2 in
75.6 x 54.6 cm

Watercolour on paper
29 3/4 x 21 1/2 in
75.6 x 54.6 cm
29
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BILLY AL BENGSTON
JW Series 1 of 6, 1967

BILLY AL BENGSTON
JWS Series, 1968

Lacquer and polyester resin on aluminum
12 1/8 x 11 1/4 in
30.5 x 28.6 cm

Lacquer and polyester resin on aluminum
12 1/8 x 11 1/4 in
30.5 x 28.6 cm
31

CRAIG
KAUFFMAN

Still Life With Electric Fan and Respirator, 1958
32
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Craig Kauffman’s, Still Life with Electric Fan
and Respirator, is a joyous explosion of vibrant
calligraphy that animates the surface with confidently
drawn, dancing lines, which coalesce into clusters
of suggestive amorphic forms, accented by areas
of thickly applied blue, red, white and yellow paint.
The title hints at what some of these forms might
be, but a drawing entitled Shoe (on the following
pages) given by Kauffman to Moses might give
further clues to unlocking this enigmatic painting.
At the centre of the drawing is a similar amorphic
form to the one in the painting, around which
Kauffman has drawn high heel shoes and in the top
left corner, a blond woman, reminiscent of Marilyn
Monroe, whose hourglass figure is accentuated
by the figure-hugging dress. These peripheral
references accentuate the suggestion that the
central form in both drawing and painting might be
the top of a dress with a plunging cleavage. The
painting then becomes the portrait of an abstracted
female form, with her arms raised above her head
and legs dancing beneath her. A blue flower in
the background is now clearly the fan of the title,
which might even form a playful reference to the
infamous scene in the Seven Year Itch, when Marilyn
Monroe stands with innocent joy above a grating
while hot air from below lifts her skirt around her
waist. Bengston and Kauffman had gone to see the
film together when it first came out, a few months
before this painting was made.

CRAIG KAUFFMAN
Still Life With Electric Fan
and Respirator, 1958
Oil on canvas
51 3/4 x 42 1/4 in
131.4 x 107.3 cm
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CRAIG KAUFFMAN
Shoe, 1962-63
Print and pencil on paper
13 1/4 x 10 in
33.7 x 25.4 cm
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CRAIG KAUFFMAN
Untitled. 1962

CRAIG KAUFFMAN
Untitled, c, 1962-63

Acrylic and mixed media on paper
85 1/2 x 42 1/8 in
217.2 x 106.7 cm
93 × 49 in (framed)
236.1 × 124.2 cm (framed)

Graphite on paper
14 x 10 in
35.6 x 25.4 cm
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CRAIG KAUFFMAN
Untitled, c. 1962-63

CRAIG KAUFFMAN
Untitled, 1963

Ink and graphite on paper
12 x 9 in
30.5 x 22.9 cm

Ink on paper
11 x 9 in
27.9 x 22.9 cm
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ED
MOSES

Untitled, 1958
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ED MOSES
Untitled, c. 1950s

ED MOSES
Untitled, 1958

Ink on paper
31 1/4 x 26 1/4 in
79.4 x 66.7 cm

Ink, crayon, charcoal and paper on board
30 1/2 x 40 1/2 in
77.5 x 102.9 cm
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In 1961, Ferus Gallery held an exhibition of
works by the Italian, Giorgio Morandi, one of the
international artists Irving Blum had been keen to
introduce when he joined the gallery. According
to Bengston, the Ferus artists were particularly
drawn to both the painterly and zen qualities of
Morandi’s work. The impact of seeing Morandi’s
works on Moses is clearly evident in the series of
Rose drawings that formed his 1963 exhibition at
the gallery. Moving away from the more obvious
abstract expressionism of the previous works, he
had appropriated a ‘rose’ motif he had seen on a
Mexican oilcloth, and repeated it as a grid within
a densely worked field of short overlapping pencil
strokes. This interplay of an organic form within an
amorphous cloud of densely hatched marks bears
a strong visual resemblance to an etching Morandi
made of a still life of sea shells.
Later in life, Moses was probably the most prolific
painter of his Ferus friends, but in the 1950s
and early 1960s he was working with an almost
obsessional fixation on just one work at a time
in what was a very conscious process of looking,
making and reflecting - responding to the work of
other artists, learning how they made a mark and
then making it his own.
GIORGIO MORANDI
Still Life with Shells, 1930
Etching
9 1/4 x 11 1/8 in
23.6 x 28.4 cm
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ED MOSES
Rose #5, 1963
Graphite and coloured pencil on board
60 x 40 in
152.4 x 101.6 cm
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ED MOSES
Kaw #1 aka Cut-Out Series, 1963

ED MOSES
Untitled, 1968

Graphite and yellow carbon paper on paper
19 3/4 x 25 1/2 in
50.2 x 64.8 cm

Graphite & colored pencil on paper
36 1/2 x 26 in
92.7 x 66 cm
51
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