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Cauleen Smith works in �lm, installation, sculpture and performance that explore the world-

building capacity of radical imagination. The sensational traveling exhibition Give It Or Leave It

(https://www.lacma.org/art/exhibition/cauleen-smith-give-it-or-leave-it) incorporates all of

these idioms in a body of work centered around Southern California’s fascinating legacies

with regards to utopian experiments in society and in the arts in particular — from the

Vedantic Center to the Watts Towers to her own lived experiences. Give It Or Leave It is

technically “on view” at LACMA through October 3, but while the physical show remains

postponed, Smith and LACMA have organized virtual related programming, especially in the form of conversations. The

second installment (https://www.lacma.org/event/cauleen-smith-confabulations-series-tisa-bryant) in the

Confabulations series happens Tuesday, February 23, when Smith welcomes acclaimed author and poet Tisa Bryant.
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L . A .  W E E K LY:  W H E N  D I D  YO U  F I R S T  K N O W  YO U  W E R E  A N  A R T I S T ?  

CAULEEN SMITH: Oh I’m still trying to determine whether or not I am an artist or just someone who really likes having a

job where I get to pursue questions and ideas that seem important. It’s such a di�cult and yet privileged social role that

artists play. I’d be more comfortable with the title/vocation if I felt like the criteria were more valued for its actual

function in one’s community and as a citizen, as opposed to how it feels now — as a title bestowed upon those who

have received commercial and institutional validation.

W H AT  I S  YO U R  S H O R T  A N S W E R  T O  P E O P L E  W H O  A S K  W H AT  YO U R  W O R K  I S  A B O U T ?  

My work is about mining the past for social and cultural practices that enable us to imagine futures that build relations,

consciousness, and shared-determination (as opposed to say, self-determination). I love using the what-was of the past

to wrap protective cloaks around the people and things that are in our present that we fail to value and have a hard

time even seeing.

Installation view of Cauleen Smith: Give It or Leave It, at LACMA
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W H AT  W O U L D  YO U  B E  D O I N G  I F  YO U  W E R E N ’ T  A N  A R T I S T ?  

I really like chemistry, but because of that one time in 8th grade chemistry class when I combined some stu� wrongly

and we had to evacuate the lab, I feel like maybe the world is safer if I stick to making stu�… I’m very jealous of the

people who get to take care of plants at Huntington Gardens…

D I D  YO U  G O  T O  A R T  S C H O O L?  W H Y / W H Y  N O T ?  

I went to �lm school. I really did not understand that art school was a real thing separate and apart from �lm. I mean I

accidentally discovered �lm school! I still have a hard time understanding the ways the disciplines are divided and

isolated, but that’s why I teach at CalArts. We know better there.

W H Y  D O  YO U  L I V E  A N D  W O R K  I N  L . A . ,  A N D  N O T  E L S E W H E R E ?  

I’m a California Native. L.A. still feels like some really experimental things are possible. Especially now that the

unreasonable cost of housing is forcing people to �ee the state for cheaper real estate and less driving, maybe there

will be some breathing room. The overbearing power of developers is daunting here, but the vastness and endless

discovery of each city block, and the way people love and live in this city seems limitless.

I enjoy the way L.A. makes you earn a relationship with it. You can’t just show up and be embraced and noticed and �nd

your way. You have to hustle, you have to make connections, you have to learn your way around, and you really have to

engage a community in order to feel situated and sited. People from elsewhere never think of L.A. having distinct

neighborhoods, they have a hard time actually seeing that there is not one L.A., there are many many L.A.s, all

overlapping each other, some very obvious, some visible only to people who want to see. I love that.
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W H E N  I S / WA S  YO U R  C U R R E N T / M O S T  R E C E N T / N E XT  S H O W ?  

Right now sitting in the Broad Contemporary Art Museum (BCAM) at LACMA is my show Give It Or Leave It, which has

traveled here from ICA Philadelphia where I developed the work. It’s a gorgeous installation that ruminates on the

evidence that it’s possible to create generative communities of radical generosity and creativity. It’s thinking about the

absolute necessity of cultural production in our lives. It’s listening to black women visionaries like Rebecca Cox Jackson,

Alice Coltrane, and the collective declarations of the Combahee River Statement to help us imagine ways of being more

together than what we imagine alone.

D O  YO U  L I S T E N  T O  M U S I C  W H I L E  YO U  W O R K?  I F  S O  W H AT ?  

Mostly audio books when I’m working with my hands. Right now listening to Archie Schepp, Beverly Glenn-Copeland,

and the Black Pumas.

W E B S I T E  A N D  S O C I A L  M E D I A  H A N D L E S ,  P L E A S E !  

Web: corbettvsdempsey.com/artists/cauleen-smith (https://www.corbettvsdempsey.com/artists/cauleen-smith)

IG: @cauleen_smith (https://www.instagram.com/cauleen_smith/)
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