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The Spiritual in Art: An Interview with Maurice Tuchman
by Michael Carter

Michael Carter interviews former LACMA curator of modern art Maurice Tuchman.

Tom Wudl, Black Nucleus, 1984. Acrylic on paper punch. 47 x 64 in. (119.38 x 162.56 cm) Courtesy of L.A. Louver and © Tom Wudl.
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Installation photograph, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, November 23, 1986-November 22,
1987. Photo © Museum Associates/LACMA
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Installation photograph, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, November 23, 1986-November 22,
1987. Photo © Museum Associates/LACMA.
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Agnes Pelton, Future, 1941. Oil on canvas. Collection of Palm Springs Art Museum, 75th Anniversary gift of Gerald E. Buck in memory of Bente Buck,
Best Friend and Life Companion.
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Installation photograph, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, November 23, 1986-November 22,
1987. Photo © Museum Associates/LACMA
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Installation photograph, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, November 23, 1986-November 22,
1987. Photo © Museum Associates/LACMA
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Installation photograph, “Spirit in Abstract Art” symposium held in connection with the exhibition The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting, 1890-1985
at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, February 23, 1987. Photo © Museum Associates/LACMA
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Norman Zammitt (1931-2007), Search for the Elysian Field, 1976 acrylic on canvas 66 x 120 inches; 167.6 x 304.8 centimeters Photo: Gene Ogami ©
Norman Zammitt Estate, Courtesy of Louis Stern Fine Arts.
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Emil Bisttram (1885–1976), Spectre, c.1940, oil on canvas, 48 x 36 inches/121.9 x 91.4 cm, signed; Courtesy of Michael Rosenfeld Gallery LLC, New
York, NY
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Emil Bisttram (1885–1976), Psychic Sensitivity, c.1940, graphite on paper mounted to Masonite, 23 3/8 x 17 3/8 inches / 59.4 x 44.1 cm, 18 x 13 3/8
inches / 45.7 x 34 cm sight size, signed; Courtesy of Michael Rosenfeld Gallery LLC, New York, NY
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Installation view, Hilma af Klint: Paintings for the Future, October 12, 2018-April 23, 2019, Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York. Photograph
by David Heald © Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, New York.
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Installation photograph, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, November 23, 1986-November 22,
1987. Photo © Museum Associates/LACMA
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Installation photograph, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, November 23, 1986-November 22,
1987. Photo © Museum Associates/LACMA

Installation photograph, The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, November 23, 1986-November 22,
1987. Photo © Museum Associates/LACMA
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Astral House. Astral Dr, Los Angeles, CA 90046
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Michael Carter is an LA-based artist, researcher, and
educator working in painting and performance. He holds an
MFA in Studio Art from Claremont Graduate University. His
work is an investigation into metaphysical theories of art and
the cultural histories of science, philosophy, and religion in
modernity to the contemporary. Recent exhibitions include
Hansell Art Gallery of the Philosophical Research Society in
Los Angeles, Seasons LA in Los Angeles, and Nicodim Gallery
in Los Angeles and Bucharest. He is currently a lecturer at
the Geffen Academy at UCLA.

Notes

1. See “Maurice Tuchman: Still the Enfant Terrible” (Los Angeles Times, October, 22, 1989) on East of Borneo.
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2. Tuchman came under criticism in 1981 for Art in Los Angeles: Seventeen Artists in the Sixties, an exhibition at
LACMA that included a disproportionate number of white male artists associated with the glamorous Ferus Gallery
“Cool School,” prompting 100 local artists, famously wearing masks of Tuchman’s face, to protest the exhibition on
opening night. See Protest at the Los Angeles County Museum, 1981 on East of Borneo.

3. From Tuchman’s essay “Hidden Meanings in Abstract Art”: “Increasingly in the 1930s and into the 1940s, mystical
and occult beliefs came under suspicion because of their political associations, which were clear and well known. The
Nazi theory of Aryan supremacy, for example, was indebted to various versions of Theosophy, such as theozoology,
which pertains to birth by electric shock into the astral ether, and ariosophy, which fuses ideas of karma, the ether,
and sun worship with idolatry of Aryan ancestry. [...] To use the word spiritual in the late 1930s and 1940s, as Richard
Pousette-Dart recently acknowledged, was near-heresy and dangerous to an artist’s career.” (The Spiritual in Art:
Abstract Painting, 1890–1985, LACMA, Los Angeles, 1986).

4. Sixten Ringbom (1935–1992) succeeded his father as professor of art history at the Åbo Akademi University, a
Swedish language institution in Finland. His academic work centered on the relationship between abstract art and
occultism, and in 1970 he published The Sounding Cosmos: A Study in the Spiritualism of Kandinsky and the Genesis
of Abstract Painting, which in many ways was the foundational text for Tuchman’s exhibition. Ringbom contributed
an essay, “Transcending the Visible: The Generation of the Abstract Pioneers,” to the Spiritual in Art exhibition
catalogue.

5. Robert P. Welsh (1932–2000) was the pre-eminent Mondrian scholar, organizing significant exhibitions, writing a
biography, and completing the catalogue raisonne in 1998. He taught at the University of Toronto from 1981 to 1987.
Welsh contributed an essay, “Sacred Geometry: French Symbolism and Early Abstraction,” to the Spiritual in Art
catalogue.

6. Hilla Von Rebay was an abstract artist in the early 20th century and co-founder and first director of the
Guggenheim Museum. According to the Guggenheim website, "Rebay was passionate in her belief that nonobjective
painting was a higher form of art originating from and connected to a larger spiritual ethos."

7. From 1980 to 1992, Rusty Powell was Director of LACMA. In September 1992, he was appointed Director of the
National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., and served in this role for more than 25 years. In 2003, he was appointed
to the U.S. Commission of Fine Arts, where he served multiple terms.
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8. Carel Blotkamp (born 1945) is a Dutch artist, art historian, and art critic who held a professorship at the Vrije
Universiteit Amsterdam from 1982 until 2007. Through the 1970s he wrote regular art reviews for several
newspapers, and also founded and edited several art magazines.

9. In 1966, two years after he started working at LACMA, Tuchman initiated an ambitious, multi-year project to
partner a group of artists with technology and entertainment companies. Eight of the resulting projects were
previewed at Expo ’70 at Osaka, and then all were shown at the museum the following year. A publication was
produced to coincide with this and a PDF is now available on the LACMA website. See also Catherine Wagley’s
“Closed Circuits: A Look Back at LACMA’s First Art and Technology Initiative” on East of Borneo.

10. Parallel Visions: Modern Artists and Outsider Art, LACMA, Los Angeles, 1992.

11. In his essay “Hidden Meanings in Abstract Art,” Tuchman references two books by Sheldon Cheney: A Primer of
Modern Art (1924), and Expressionism in Art (1934).

12. Hilma af Klint: Paintings for the Future, Guggenheim Museum, New York, 2018.

13. As Above, So Below: Portals, Visions, Spirits & Mystics, Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin, 2017.

14. Pontus Hultén (1924 – 2006) was the first head of the Moderna Museet in Stockholm, and Founding Director of
the Centre Georges Pompidou. From 1980 – 1982, he served as the first director of the Museum of Contemporary Art,
Los Angeles.

15. See Thomas Lawson’s 1986 review for L.A. Weekly on East of Borneo.

16. Edwin Janss Jr. (1914-1989) was a real estate developer, horse breeder, and art collector. Throughout the 20th
century, three generations of the Janss Investment Company gave shape to much of Los Angeles, from Monterey Park
and Boyle Heights, to Westwood and the UCLA campus, to Van Nuys, Canoga Park, and Thousand Oaks.
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