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John Baldessari
In Conversation

Mary Jane Jacob I have read—and I don’t know if this is still current—that you 
have four and a half studios.

John Baldessari That’s more or less true.

MJJ One touchstone here is that you are famously connected to the post-
studio course. . . . But in a way—maybe the course was post-studio, but the 
experience, I might say, was almost all studio. You know, when we talk about 
students living in their studio—the twenty-four-hour studio and the arts school 
as this sort of open thing.

We’re really aware of how people use the studio and the idea that, in fact, 
it doesn’t go away. Art-making might change, but we still have a studio. So all 
of that said, we come to a question that is really very personal: What does a 
studio mean to you? Why do you have a studio? You have four and a half of 
them, or maybe more—you’re not sure.

JB Yeah, I’m sorry—that got out of control. But starting out when I was in the 
National City, San Diego area, and the idea of having a place to work. . . . I think 
the first place I had was a little storage shed on my parents’ property where I 
was brought up, and I worked there. That wasn’t much in terms of space. And 
then I think what came next was that my father was kind of a slumlord, and 
he had this building that was—I don’t know what was there—but he was ap-
proached by some Las vegas gambler, and I guess there was a city ordinance 
where in National City gambling might be legal. And so he made a deal with my 
father to put up a building for a low-rent casino. . . . Then, I guess, a lot changed 
. . . and part of the deal was that the building reverted to my father.

Then he rented it out as a laundromat—I remember that—in front. And in 
back, it was first a furniture company, and then the furniture company went 
belly-up and it was vacant for some time. So I asked him, “Until you rent it, 
might I use that space?” And he said, “Okay.” And so that became my first, I 
guess, real studio.
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MJJ A casino-laundromat–furniture company. 

JB Yeah. [Laughs.] And what came after that was an Earl Scheib body-paint-
ing company moved in, which I kinda liked. Two different kinds of painting. And 
what I remember about that space—it had no windows, so I was totally en-
cased in my own little world. And basically, that’s where, every time I had any 
free time, I worked. I remember having one wall of just shelving made of 1-by-
12 planks of wood on cinder blocks.

And when I got hired at UCSD [University of California, San Diego], I re-
member Paul Brach—he looked at all the books and magazines and said, “Oh, 
I get it. You import your culture”—which is true, you know. I got ahold of every 
art magazine and then every art book I could find—because, you know, I was 
living in National City, so I had to do that.

Anyway, that was the first studio. And then what happened next—I guess 
my father sold the building to this Earl Scheib guy, so I had to get out. But 
then he had another vacant building, which was a movie theater. This was right 
when television came out and people were staying away from movies in droves, 
so he had that vacant. Again it had no windows, but this time it had a sloping 
floor, so I had to have these terraced worktables, you know, where I worked. 
That was my painting period.

MJJ Oh, really?

JB Yeah. And then I got the offer to teach at UCSD and I was offered a studio 
there, which were all Quonset huts. So I moved up there. Then later, I took a job 
at CalArts [California Institute of the Arts] and came up to Los Angeles and—

MJJ Did you have a studio at CalArts?

JB Well, I was offered that. The deal was that they would give you a studio 
space, but I didn’t want to be available to students dropping in. So I said, “No, 
I’ll pass on that.” And by that time, I was a full-fledged conceptual artist. You 
know, they don’t need studios. God forbid that it leaked out that I had a stu-
dio. [Laughs.]

So anyway, I was just sort of working in my living room over at this old house 
we had in Santa Monica. My neighbor [William Wegman] who lived down the 
street, he had a studio, and Ilena [Sonnabend] had this loft on—I think it was 
on Crosby Street. She said that one of us could have it if we wanted to come 
to New York. I had to pass on it because my wife didn’t want to go to New York. 
We had two children at the time, and she didn’t want to raise them in New York, 
for which my daughter never forgave her. [Laughs.]

Anyway, I said, “Bill, you take it,” so he went to New York. And he asked 
me do I want his studio, and I said, “No, what am I going to do with it? It’s just 
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thought, well, it was pretty modest, so I said, “Okay, I’ll take it.” And I remem-
ber just working in one corner of the studio, and slowly spreading out.

MJJ That was a generous swap—him going to New York, you going down 
the street.

JB Yeah, yeah. So, then, yes, from 1970 up until—I still have it.

MJJ Wegman’s studio?

JB Yeah, exactly. I still have that. But it was always on a monthly lease—not 
even lease, monthly rental—and it still is. I started looking around for a new 
studio but couldn’t find one. I remember my realtor said, “Every time I find you 
and try to find a space for you, you don’t like it.” He said, “You have the only 
studio in Santa Monica.” [Laughs.] Everybody in the neighborhood had been 
forced out because of gentrification.

So I was getting more and more nervous. I couldn’t find anything. And then 
my assistant—I don’t know if you met her—Kim—she’s good at sniffing around 
real estate, that sort of thing. She found a place in venice, and I said, “Well, 
this time, I’ve got to buy. I don’t want to always be moving.” But at that time, 
my finances were unsure, and I was concerned about supporting my kids, try-
ing to set up some sort of foundation that could support them.

So she said, “Well, maybe this is not a good time,” and the place she found 
got sold. Then about half a year later, it was on sale again. . . . I remember it 
was $4,000 more by that time and I bought it because I knew it was just go-
ing to keep going higher.

MJJ Yeah, those were the days.

JB Yeah. So then I moved in, getting ready to get evicted from the other space. 
Then the real estate market began to tank. I still have the space, although, you 
know, it could happen at any moment. They have plans.

And the great thing about it—oh, this is a great story. In front—you probably 
don’t even remember—but there was a surf shop. And when the landlord, the 
property owners, wanted to develop condominiums, somehow word leaked 
out around the world, because this surf shop is where skateboarding was born. 
So anyway, Santa Monica is getting letters from all around the world saying 
you can’t destroy this; this is a shrine, a landmark. And I thought, “Well, maybe 
I can get in on this.” So I had all these directors in LA write letters, and that 
had some affect. They said, “Yes, you can be landmarked, but you have to be 
dead.” And I said, “Well, I’ll pass on that one.” [Laughs.]

So that’s the state of it right now; nothing’s been done. What they’re plan-
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ning is not going to happen until the economy gets better, so I have it until then. 
But in the meantime, I moved into this other space.

MJJ The venice space.

JB Yeah. And then, I bought a building up on the next block, just for income. 
It was one of those faux artist blocks that doctors and lawyers inhabit. And I 
thought, “In the meantime, it can carry itself financially.” So I bought that. And 
then—

MJJ You’re kind of like your dad.

JB Yeah, really, I guess so. And then I got thinking. I was getting more assis-
tants, and I said, “I just want to be by myself.” So I said, “Okay, I’m going to 
turn that into an office so I can be by myself.” So that’s now an office for all 
the employees I have working, and I can just be by myself in this venice studio.

MJJ So it’s a studio to get away from the studio?

JB Well, it’s really an office, not a studio. And I can just be by myself, working. 
And then I used to farm out my work to this company to print all my work. The 
evolution of this Epson printer—I got one of those, and then got another one. 
And finally, I rented a small space down the street to house them, so that ac-
counted for another studio. So that’s where it comes in.

MJJ Okay. So that’s your print studio?

JB But again, I don’t really inhabit that. I just have this one woman who is very 
good at doing all that stuff, and that’s where she works. And that’s it!

MJJ So would you say that the making/thinking space is the venice studio?

JB Yeah, that’s pretty much it. And again, I sort of replicate myself. It’s books 
everywhere, and magazines and—people always want to come to my studio. 
They always say, “I want to come and see what you’re working on.” Well, one, 
I don’t want anybody visiting me and, two, you know, I’m not physically work-
ing on anything.

MJJ Well, this space does have some windows; I think, sort of high windows.

JB Yes, it does.

MJJ It was interesting when you were talking about the Earl Scheib space, and 
even the theater—with no windows, being encased in your own world, and 
then you filling that world.

JB Exactly.



34

MJJ It has a curious kind of irony. To some people—maybe not to us in the 
art world—it might sound like being in prison, but it is about this desire to be 
confined.

JB It is, yeah. I think there is something psychological there. For me, I’m in-
creasingly on the road. And when I get back, I just don’t want to see anybody, 
and I just totally isolate myself.

MJJ And that’s the studio.

JB Yes.

MJJ Or the office, depending on which place you land.

John Baldessari studio, 2009.
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JB Well, I stay away from the office space. Actually, I need one hour a day with 
one of my assistants. We go over e-mail and phone calls, and then she leaves 
me here in my studio, and that’s it.

MJJ In the end, that confined quiet and being away from people is, as I can see, 
a pretty full space, full of stuff. So this isn’t the Zen meditation room.

JB Yeah, it is, and in my house, I’ve replicated the same thing. It’s just—take 
everything that’s available and pile up magazines. I remember that vito Acconci 
once said—and it stuck in my mind—he said, “I just like to have stuff around 
to pick up and look at.” And I have the same thing. I like to just look at a maga-
zine, whatever, so that’s how I fill my time.
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JB Yeah.

MJJ It’s not always so linear or one-to-one. It’s that fullness.

JB Yeah. Well, it’s also a place for, well, meditation. In that sense, it works. You 
know, I do little sketches for works that I’m going to do. And some of them 
survive; not many of them do. And then I put them up on the wall, and—you 
know, I’m a cigar smoker—I sit there in my chair with the cigar and just stare 
at them.


