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’mnota big game hunter, soIdon’thave a
pink unicornonthe wall,” John Rubeliwarns
me beforeldrive overtothe 1956 ranchhouse
he hasshared with his wife, Stacy, for the past
sixyears. The 2,500-square-foothome, in
Sherman Oaks, California, was builtbyan
aerospace engineer who sold it to the Rubelis
notlong before Stacy, a former director at
Regen Projects, became pregnant with
the first of their two children. (Rubelialso
hastwo older daughters froma previous
marriage.) The couple painted the exterior
field grayand added some new appliances, landscaping,and
high-wattage accentcolors, butotherwise the houseremainsa
simple study in midcentury functionality and cool California
minimalism. Itis by all accounts—and Rubeli’s own admis-
sion—a modestaffair. Theartcollectioninside, however, is
anythingbut.

The collection began with a stack of late 198os drawings
by Raymond Pettibon, whose work Rubeliidentified from
old Black Flag fliers and purchased for $300 or $400each
fromRichard Heller Galleryin 1990, justas his own music
industry career was getting started. Since thenithasgrown
toincludenearly 4gooworks. Divingdeepintothe L. A. scene,

the holdings now clearly demonstrate the collector’s ability
toidentify and supporttalent before it becomes a market
sensation—something he did for 12 yearsasanartistand
repertoire man for Atlantic Records.

“Whenyou’rein the [music] scene, it’sabout the clothes,
ephemera, objects. So, to me, togo to the source of these punk
fliersand have an actual piece of art was appealing,” says
Rubeliof those gateway drawings. The roots of the collector’s
ethos, however, begin with hisupbringingin Phoenix.

Asateen, flipping through the stacks atrecord storesand
goingto concerts connected him to the creative drive, but
always from the standpointof the observer. “I’'mnotanartist.
IguessI’ma professional fan,ifanything,” hesays. A product of
Catholicschools, Rubelisays he received hiseducationin
fandom from alocal guitaristand record store employee who
exposed him to bandslike Love and Rockets and the Misfits.
Rubelisaw shows by Bad Religion (with which he later worked
ontwoalbums), GunsN’Roses,and Motley Criieattiny clubs
long before they climbed the charts.

Whileastudentat Marquette University in Wisconsin, he
booked actssuch asNirvanaand NineInch Nails for showsat
aMilwaukeeclub called the Lunch Room. Whenever possible,
he wentto Chicagotosee bandsatthe famed Cabaret Metro.
“Iwould hangoutatthe ArtInstitute, which is whereIfirst
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caughtmyartbug,” hesays, recalling hisrecognition of Gerhard
Richter’s 1983 painting Kerze (“Candle”) from the cover of
Sonic Youth’s Daydream Nation.

After finishing Marquette, Rubelimoved to Los Angeles.
He bounced around from the agent-training program
at William Morris to being a music manager and one of the
original organizersof the Lollapalooza festival beforelanding
his A&R gigat Atlantic.

Foryearsafter thatinitial Pettibon purchase, Rubeli
collected streetartand posters, eventually acquiring those
by the likes of Banksy, KAWS, and Mark Ryden. Then he
came across Sharon Lockhart’s 1996 photograph Untitled
(Girlon Table) at the Whitney Biennial duringa trip to
New Yorkin 1997. “Idon’tlike to define the what, where, why,”
says Rubeli. “Ijustknowhow I feel when ’'m around art,and
the feeling I had in front of this piece was the feeling I had
goingintoarecordstore.”

BackinL.A.,Rubeliheaded over to Lockhart’sgallery
representative, Blum & Poe. Herecognized Jeffrey Poeasa
member of the L.A. band Blissed Out Fatalists. “It was that
magic moment,” says Rubeli. While the edition of that
particular Lockhartimage wassold out, his visitkick-started a
bigger relationship with gallerists, who took the place of that
oldrecordstoreclerk from the mall.

“Iremember John coming by the gallery in Santa Monica
inquiringabout that Sharon Lockhart piece,” recalls Tim
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Above, an Olson
painting hangs to

the left of the orange
hearth, on which
Mary Heilmann’s
Last Chance for Gas,
2005, is displayed.
Liz Glynn's Untitled
VI (black box lighting
fixture), 2012,

hovers above Dashiell
Manley’s Elegy for
Whatever 5, 2016,
adjacent to Rosha
Yaghmai’s sculpture
Optometer, Manhole,
2015, and Kaari
Upson’s M.B. (Queen),
2013. In another
corner, left, Fredrik
Veerslev’s Untitled
(Der Kénig des
Waldes), 2012, is the
backdrop for Elliott
Hundley’'s Swarming
Over, 2011. Opposite,
from left: Matthew
Monahan’s Waiting
for Use, 1994/2005,
shares a wall with

the Veerslev, as Ann
Cathrin November
Hoibo’s Untitled (Light
Blue), 2014, and Lisa
Williamson’s Round
Out Rubber Holes,
2015, take significant
places in the art room.




YWTESTE

F

w b R mmmm
[ ETAT By ¢ mmh

: T
m :armn

Blum. “He was very exuberantabout what he might be able
togainfromartingeneral. Itwasavery pure engagement,
unfettered by any noise surrounding the contemporary art

world, and thatwasveryrefreshing.”

It’salso refreshing to mostartists, gallerists,and curators
who know Rubeli. Hisapproachisstill an expression of his
willingness to supportemerging talent where others mightnot
seeit. Hebegan collectingseriously in 1997, using his “evil-
empiremoney” and “robinhoodingit” tovisualartists. Meeting
artistsatartschoolsoratconcertseventually prompted him
tosupport more than three dozen museum shows, beginning
with Matthew Monahan’s 2007 MocA Focusexhibition at
the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art,and continuing
withshowsatMcA Chicago,MCA Santa Barbara, New York’s
Museum of Modern Art, SFMOMA, the Whitney Museum of
American Art,the Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
REDCAT, and the Hammer Museum, where Rubeli hasbeen
ontheboard of overseers for two years.

Themuseum’s “MadeinL.A.” biennial exhibition, the third
edition of which opens June 12, allows Rubelitodiscover “the
partsof thediverse, multigenerational L.A. artcommunity that
areunfamiliar,” he says. “Even though the show provides
asmallsnapshotof each given moment, ithas proven to be
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an exciting, engaging overview thatnotonly speakstoa
moment, butenables consideration over time.”

“Johnisthe bestcombination of being old-school—hereally
doeshisresearch, helovesartists, he spendstimein the studio,
and heseeseverything,” says Connie Butler, chief curatorat the
Hammer. “Buthe’salso from a younger generationand is
conversantinallmedia. Tome, heis whatyoulook forin that
nextgeneration of collectors, those younger people who are
goingto be theimportant people of tomorrow.”

Afterthatearly Whitney Biennial experience, Rubelibought
some other Lockhartsand early Elizabeth Peyton portraits,
but he “then shifted to more abstract work, things that
reminded me of listening to My Bloody Valentine or early
Sonic Youth records where there are layers of distortion,
atmosphere,and gauze,” hesays.

Seatedina Mary Heilmann-designed club chairinthe
family’sartroom, Rubeli provesthatvery point.In mosthomes,
thiswould be the living room, butin the Rubeliabode it
serves asa sort of micro museum for their most precarious
and challenging works. On display atthe momentareaset of
three painted Betty Woodman vases that Rubelisecured from
some Phoenixcollectorsasananniversary present for Stacy,
who studied under Woodman at the University of Colorado.
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Tough ceramicsabound near the hearth, whichis painted
orange to match Heilmann’s Last Chance for Gas, 2005,
currently Rubeli’s favorite piece in the collection, which also
includesaBeatrice Wood statuette of a couple from 1956
and ceramiccasts of gasoline canisters by Matthias Merkel
Hess. Hanging from the ceilingisa partially destroyed
plaster, resin, acrylic,and enamel chandelier from the Black
Boxeventspacethat Liz Glynn designed for the Pacific
Standard Time Performance and Public ArtFestivalin 2012.
Itissuspended over M.B. (Queen), 2013,KaariUpson’s
pigment-dyedsilicone rendering of a found mattress.

Across fromthe fireplaceisa vintage Sony Trinitron television
showinglooped video works by Dashiell Manley, which play
oppositethefirstof theartist’srecent pastel impasto paintings
(agiftforStacy’s 4oth birthday, which she calls “the first
work I’vewanted to owninyears”). Nearbyarea selection of
smallcarved figuresand bowls by Alma Allen, representing
thelastworks the Joshua Tree—based sculptor carved by hand
before his wrists gave out to carpal tunnel syndrome.

“Their beliefinartists fuelsalot of what they do,” says
Shaun Caley Regen, Stacy’s old bossand the founder of Regen
Projects. “ButIwasespecially happy when, with anewborn
daughter, they purchased a beautiful floor sculpture by Elliott
Hundley.Ithought, ‘“Wow! Thatis brave.””

A child-proofer’sworstnightmare, the piece, Swarming
Over,2011,isawild concoction of wood, plastic, glass, wire,
pins, foundlanterns, metal, plaster, cement, string, shell,
paper,canvas, marble,and found tapestry. Itsitsinacorner
near Glynn’s Onthe Museum’s Ruin (Morris Hunt—
Corbusier—Piano), 2011, anonfunctional reinvention of
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Above, Virginia
Poundstone’s Flower
Arrangement #1,
2013, fits snugly in a
corner of the master
bedroom, while
Channing Hansen’s
Didactic Fractalism,
2010, offers con-
templation over the
bed. Carl Mannov’s
Speculative Skins
(Ice), 2006, left, is in
steel, oil, plaster, and
concrete. Opposite,
from top, Hoibo's
Untitled, 2013, hangs
on the other side

of the bedroom, while
Step to Earth, 2012,
by Elizabeth Neel,

covers the facing wall.

Le Corbusier’s LC2 chair, the frame of which uses recycled
debris from the Harvard Art Museums’ renovation. Nearby is
Monahan’svitrinelike floral foam sculpture Waiting for Use,
1994/2005, whichemploys beeswax, pigment, encaustic, silver
leaf,wood, glass, papertransfer drawing, carbon paper, wire,
drywall,a found Chinese brush turned into a witch doctor,
andadrawingofairplane schematics.

Rubeli’s purchase of this Monahan piece was the result of
a2004 studio visit. “Atthe studio I didn’t know whatIwas
looking at—these pots on the stove cooking things, wax
dripping,and drawings torn up on the floor—so allIcould
think of wasto ask questions. We talked about the Cure, which
ismy favorite band, and thenTleft,” says Rubeli. A year later,
he gotacall fromsomeone at the Anton Kern Gallery urging
him to buy Waiting for Use because it marked the first time
theartisthad left hisrigid, symmetrical practice to activate
studio ephemera. “It’skind of the firstmomentIrealized it
wasn’tjustaboutthese objects. Whatyou’re doingbyacquiring
somebody’s work is making a commitment to themasan
artist, theirideas, their practice. The objectinalot of ways
is theleastconcernThaveinbuildinga collection.”

Twoyearsafteracquiring the piece,henotonlyletMoca
borrow itfor Monahan’s Focusexhibition, but gave the museum
$5,000toremoveitsskylightcovers. “AtfirstIthought, “Why
amlIgoingtodothat? WhatamIgoingtoget?’ Thenitoccurred
tome:Idon’tneed another thing; I’lljust pay to supportthe
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actual show,” says Rubeli, who has shown ssimilar support

to Tauba Auerbach, Glynn,and Alex Olson, whose abstract
paintings, the collector says, “inhabit the mechanics,
histrionics,and discipline of painting” more than anything
elsehe’severseen. Inthe bedroom of the Rubelis’ daughter
Elizabeth, Olson painted a mural on which other paintings
canbepinned. Upson,another beneficiary of Rubeli’ssupport,
created the hallway’s 2007 photos Info-Info and Info-
Redacted, which document the work made from oneman’s
ephemera for her 2007 Hammer Projects exhibition.

“Hehasthatphilanthropicgene,” says Butler. “He’s inter-
estedinculturalinstitutions and thinking about them,and
he wantstotalk aboutall thearcane, museum-y stuff Iwantto
talkabout.He’sinit.”

“WhatI’'mtoldisthatit’shardesttoraise the smallamounts
of money, so supporting a show like that with $5,000to
$10,000,there’smaybe less of a notoriety attached toit, butit’s
thesupportthat’smostneeded,” says Rubeli.

Similarly, focusareas of the collection include photography
suchas Catherine Opie’sfirstself-portrait, from 1970,and
thatfirst Lockhartimage, which Rubeli finally tracked down
through Blum & Poetwo yearsago. Therearealso textiles,
suchas Channing Hansen’s Didactic Fractalism, 2010,an
algorithm-generated construction of merino wool, silk,and
camel downandahandwoven-polyester and dye-sublimation-
ink work from Margo Wolowiec; and works inspired by
music, notably Dave Muller’s 2004 portrait of Rubeli, John’s
Top Ten (Somewhat Impulsive, Reluctantly Determined on
Day 12,911),which takes the form of the collector’s favorite
albums and was painted to match his height. The collection
isalsovery much a tribute to female artists, whose work
represents the majority of the pieces on display and in storage.

“I'think women double down on themselves and don’t
necessarily wanttobeinitiated intoaboys’ club,” says Rubeli.
“Thaveahumanisticview of things rather than agender-specific
view, andIfind women are far more honest when it comes to
being vulnerable and committing themselves. There’sa purity
intheambition femaleartistshave.”

Although he neversetoutto befriend so
many of theartists whose work he collects,
heismindful of being “just one move away
from ‘the asshole from the label.” Idon’t
wantto end up influencing the creative
process.” Still, the relationships come easily,
likely because of his dedication to what
fellow L.A. collector Dean Valentine calls
“thevalidation process.”

Havingserved asvice president of A&R
at Atlantic, cofounded Chop Shop Records,
and supported countless artistsalong the
way, Rubeliisnowlookingtogoeven further
withanindependentpublishingand produc-
tion effort that will focus on transparent
accounting for emerging musicians and
visual artists. “Ultimately, my passion
is the same as that of the person who would
make mixtapesand give them away to
people,” hesays. “If ’mintosomething,I’m
notjustgoingtosupportitbutshareit. That’s
why ’mintoemergingart—becausethat’s
whenitneeds the mostamplification.” H
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