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Soon after the opening of 22 to Watch,

the second triennial exhibition of new

art in Austin at the Austin Museum of

Art, a friend re-christened the show 

“22 To Watch Leave Town.” Although

some of those selected for the

exhibition are long-time area

residents, seven received a BFA or

MFA from UT-Austin within the last

two years, two more in the last five.

One artist is still here in school. This

adds up to a lot of young talent in

Austin, at least for the moment, but

can these artists afford to stay?

This question was at the heart of “Self-

Portrait: Austin Art in Local, National,

and International Contexts,” a daylong

symposium hosted by AMOA on October 15. The proceedings were divided into three panels. 

“Austin Art in the Rear View Mirror: Reflecting on Our Past” offered the perspectives of four

community veterans; “The Next Wave — Can We Abandon Geography?” addressed the relative

importance of geography in forming artistic identity; and “New Synergies: Looking Towards the

Future” sketched a utopian picture of visual art in Austin for the next five years. Keynote speaker

Eleanor Heartney provided insight into the writing of her new book, a survey of significant themes

in art since the 1980s. Symposium participants were also treated to a tour of 22 to Watch with

the exhibition’s curators.

Somebody had to say it, and this time around it was long-time arts administrator and Flatbed

Press co-founder Mark Smith who reminded us, “Austin will never be New York City.” Indeed,

Austin is more like a small town than a major metropolis (the US Census Bureau puts Austin’s

population in 2004 at 681,804; for comparison’s sake, Houston comes out on top of the list for

Texas at 2,012,626; Dallas and San Antonio nearly tie: 1,210,393 and 1,236,249, respectively).

The numbers shouldn’t necessarily mean much, but as Smith pointed out, critical mass generates

what we need, and Austin will always be limited, to a certain extent, by its size.

So why does size matter? Presumably
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So why does size matter? Presumably

bigger cities have more galleries, more

museums, more curators, more critics,

and more collectors, but they also

have more artists, so it stands to

reason that more of everything does

not necessarily mean more

opportunities for an individual artist.

Besides, it takes at least three galleries

in three different cities on two

continents to sustain the most

successful artists I know — those who

have won the big prize and actually

live off sales of their work. Panelist

Teresa Hubbard hinted at as much

when she remarked that deciding to

live here means that she and her

partner aren’t in Austin most of the

time. They do, however, make a lot of their work here, which raises a key question: can we be

satisfied if Austin is a good place for artists to live and to make their work? Or do we need

Austin to gain recognition for some kind of scene on a national or even international level? I’m

not really sure what that even means: a buzz at the art fairs? Attention from renowned curators?

Regular reviews in Artforum?

The Blanton Museum of Art’s Gabriel Perez-Barreiro suggested that the more engaged you are

with the art world outside of Austin, the more those outsiders will be interested in you. As

Curator of the Blanton’s world-class collection of Latin American Art, Perez-Barreiro’s remarks are

based on first-hand experience of a very specific nature. So how might his advice translate to the

larger scene? Dealer Lora Reynolds advocated the exhibition of more work by artists with national

and international reputations in Austin, which is the mission of her new gallery. 22 to Watch

artist and Creative Research Lab Director Hana Hillerova pushed for a grass-roots approach: invite

friends from out of town to check out Austin, and offer them a place to sleep (your couch).

Another alternative mentioned by more than one panelist, including Arthouse curator Regine

Basha, was a residency program to draw in artists from outside of Austin for an extended period

of time.

Admittedly, most of the visual artists I

know in Austin are young, and the

symposium did not include panelists

who would qualify as “emerging

artists” (except for Glasstire Editor

Rachel Cook, who was listed as such

on the program, but not as an artist).

Austin’s emerging artists would all love

to have a show in New York or Los

Angeles, but for the most part set their

sights on what would seem to be a

more realistic goal: a show in Houston.

Overall, the symposium skipped over

Austin in the context of Texas art, a

somewhat bizarre attitude that I can

only explain by virtue of the fact that

so many of the successful industries in

Austin are similarly disconnected from

the rest of the state: Austin’s film and music industries. The specter of both looms large over

Austin visual arts — they represent a kind of challenge, an exhortation that we can do better, if

only we could figure out how — but representatives from neither film nor music were among the

panelists, which seemed like a missed opportunity.

If many at the symposium were looking outside of Austin for inspiration and validation, there

were others whose focus was directed at the city itself. Although a lot of what people had to say

was very familiar, even approaching cliché for this kind of regional-art-center-navel-gazing-event,

this was by far the most engaging part of the discussion. Jason Neulander, an oddity in AMOA’s
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this was by far the most engaging part of the discussion. Jason Neulander, an oddity in AMOA’s

otherwise myopic interpretation of “art” as “visual art” (he is not a visual artist but Artistic

Director of Salvage Vanguard Theater), argued that artists should value themselves, ask for more

money, and that everyone — including artists — should give back to the arts. Randy Jewart,

artist and founder of Austin Green Art, hoped that more synergy would crop up in Austin, citing

Houston as a good role model in this respect. Barna Kantor, a recent UT-MFA included in 22 to

Watch and founder of the now-defunct Center for Young Cinema, suggested that Austin needs

more critical writing to create an afterlife for work exhibited in town, and advocated the creation

of a local art magazine.

The message from those focused on

the local was clear: participate. Go to

openings, bring a friend, write a

review, buy some art. This is starting

to sound like my to-do list, but events

like this remind us that wherever you

are, the least you can do is to show

up. One panelist in particular is doing

more than just showing up, and the

highlight of the day was assuredly the

energy of Arturo Palacios. Although

Palacios has many titles (he is the

city’s Dougherty Arts Center Julia C.

Butridge Gallery Coordinator, an

instigator of this spring’s Texas Biennial

in Austin, and proprietor of Art Palace,

which he runs out of his home), he

was the only panelist self-described as

an “arts activist.” Palacios started Art Palace because he noticed a severely limited range of

opportunities for emerging artists in Austin — once you had been included in a juried show like

Arthouse’s annual New American Talent or the Texas Biennial, then tapped for AMOA’s triennial,

there was not much more you could do except move somewhere else. Judging from Art Palace’s

packed openings and a healthy number of red dots on the walls (helped along by refreshingly

reasonable prices), Austin could use a few more like-minded arts activists. I’m not sure if this

would keep all of AMOA’s 22 in town, but as “Self-Portrait” demonstrated, we’re getting there.

[We at Glasstire think of the Texas art scene as a big interconnected web, with each city

contributing something unique. True, Austin is small, pricey, and there seems to be little private

money there for visual art (at least good visual art) — but it has the highest per-capita youth

quotient, which means a big pool of whippersnappers to shake things up. It also has a handful of

extremely committed individuals who mount great shows and make great prints. Hell, just wait a

generation and that dot-com money will grow up, gentrify, and start contributing to the cultural

life of the city beyond Austin City Limits and SXSW. But please, no “Keep Austin Weird” stickers,

we beg of you. –Eds.]

Amanda Douberley is a PHD student in Art History at UT Austin, and a regular contributor to Glasstire.

“Rear View Mirror” was moderated by Arturo Palacios, Arts activist. The panelists were Sarah Canright, Senior

Lecturer, Department of Art and Art History, UT-Austin; Rebecca Cohen, Arts writer and author of Art Guide

Texas; Chris Cowden, Director, Women and Their Work, Austin; Mark Smith, Co-founder and Director, Flatbed

Press, Austin.

“The Next Wave” was moderated by James Housefield, Associate Professor, Department of Art & Art History,

Texas State University and Adjunct Curator, AMOA. The panelists were Regine Basha, Curator, Arthouse,

Austin; Teresa Hubbard, Assistant Professor, Department of Art and Art History, UT-Austin; Jason Neulander,

Artistic Director, Salvage Vanguard Theater, Austin; Gabriel Perez-Barreiro, Curator of Latin American Art,

Blanton Museum of Art, Austin; Till Richter, Curator and UT-Austin PhD student; Deborah Roberts, Artist;

Jeanne Claire van Ryzin, Art Critic, Austin American Statesman; Mel Ziegler, Assistant Professor, Department

of Art and Art History, UT-Austin.

“New Synergies” was moderated by Dana Friis-Hansen, Executive Director and Chief Curator, AMOA. The

panelists were Annette DiMeo Carlozzi, Curator of American and Contemporary Art, Blanton Museum of Art,

Austin; Rachel Cook, Editor, Glasstire; Sue Graze, Director, Art House, Austin; Randy Jewart, Founder, Austin

Green Art; Rachel Koper, Director, Gallery Lombardi and Arts writer, Austin Chronicle; Arturo Palacios; Lora



Green Art; Rachel Koper, Director, Gallery Lombardi and Arts writer, Austin Chronicle; Arturo Palacios; Lora

Reynolds, Owner, Lora Reynolds Gallery.


