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on the life of writer and illustrator Mary Foote,
Stegner wrote 12 other works of fiction and nine
books of nonfiction. Among his most autobio-
graphical novels were The Big Rock Candy Moun-
tain (1943), drawn from his childhood, and Cross-
ing to Safety (1987), a close study of the friendship
between two married couples. Stegner also wrote a
biography of conservationist John Wesley Powell
and other works about the West. But Stegner didn’t
like being labeled a “western writer,” and with good
reason: While attentive to the landscape, his novels
were also psychologically probing, nuanced, and
painfully honest.

Two previous academic biographies treated
Stegner’s literary contributions. Philip Fradkin, an
environmental writer based in northern California,
aims instead to look at “the whole man—or as close
as I can get to him—set against the passing
backdrops of his life.” In an epilogue, he describes
visits to Stegner’s childhood homes. Not much had
stayed the same—which, of course, is Fradkin’s
point. To be western is to relinquish everything that
was once familiar.

“I was born on wheels,” Stegner wrote of his itin-
erant frontier childhood. His mother and his only
sibling died young; his father, a bootlegger and
gambler, killed himself after shooting a girlfriend.
Reacting to the instability of his early years, Stegner
drove himself to succeed. After graduating from the
University of Utah in 1930, he got a master’s and a
doctorate at the University of Iowa. There, he met
his wife, Mary, by all accounts an extreme hypo-
chondriac, who nonetheless supported her hus-
band’s ambitions “in the manner of a traditional
politician’s wife . . . as buffer, filter, cook, hostess,
and social secretary.” The Stegners’ only child, son
Page, has said it was tough to find his own space in
that equation.

Stegner never allowed teaching at Stanford to
consume his whole life. He and his wife built a
house in Los Altos Hills in 1949, amid pig farms
and orchards. There he wrote for several hours
each day. Over the next four decades, Stegner wit-
nessed the population explosion that eventually
drew him into the national conservation debate. In
1960, in an impassioned and widely circulated let-

ter, he advocated for a national wilderness preser-
vation system. While his phrase “the geography of
hope” became the environmental movement’s war
cry, the West became, Fradkin says, Stegner’s geog-
raphy of despair. Stegner’s greatest failing, in Frad-
kin’s view, was his inability to deal with the rapid
change that is a constant of western life.

Fradkin’s environmentalist background makes
him the right person to re-create Stegner’s physical
landscape, and to understand Stegner’s contri-
butions as a conservationist. He’s not always able to
penetrate Stegner’s emotional landscape. Fortun-
ately, for that readers can turn to Stegner’s fiction,
where the writer laid bare his soul, as wide open as
a western sky.

A. J. Loftin is a writer and editor living in Connecticut.

Still Happening
Reviewed by Andrew Starner

It’s the ’60s all over again!

Anyone who has frequented mod-
ern art museums in the last decade
has seen numerous exhibitions of
experimental art from a period that
intended to make museums obso-
lete. “Kunst als Leben—Art as Life,”
a traveling exhibit that opened two years ago in
Munich and closes this fall in Genoa, is one of the
most successful shows to engage with the ambiva-
lence of the avant-garde toward museums. The
exhibit is devoted entirely to the work of Allan
Kaprow, who is credited with inventing the term
“happening” to describe performances that blend
painting, sculpture, and theater. Kaprow has been
called the most known unknown artist of the
20th century (he referred to himself as an “Un-
Artist/Non-Artist”), but a spate of attention is the
bittersweet result of his death in 2006.

Kaprow characterized his work as action paint-
ing that left the canvas behind. His happenings—in
which multiple events take place together in space
and time, and can never be repeated in exactly the
same way—are poised between the abstract expres-
sionism of the ’50s and the pop art of the ’60s. Per-
formance art wasn’t invented in the ’60s, but it
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started to be recognized in its own right, mainly
because of the word Kaprow coined. For many in
the art establishment, “happenings” seemed
fatuous, a notion that performance artists did noth-
ing to dispel. “Happenings are events that, put sim-
ply, happen,” Kaprow wrote. “Their form is open-
ended and fluid; nothing obvious is sought and
therefore nothing is won, except the certainty of a
number of occurrences to which we are more than
normally attentive.”

For his 1966 piece Self-Service, for example,
instructions were posted in four U.S. cities with
separate but linked proposals for the participants:

NEW YORK
(Available Activities)

Everyone watches for
either: a signal from

someone

a light to go
on in a win-
dow.

a plane to pass
directly over-
head.

an insect to
land nearby.

three motor-
cycles to
barrel past.

Immediately afterwards, they write
a careful description of the occurrence, and
mail copies to each other.

Although it is difficult to periodize Kaprow’s
work, by the early ’70s his emphasis had shifted
from large-scale happenings to more intimate
works—which he termed “activities” and then
“environments”—that dispensed with large casts,
and could be experienced by a couple, or solo. But
his works never lost their preoccupation with time,
with something that happens.

Art as Life, an exquisite catalog of the exhibi-
tion, features almost 300 lavish pages of full-color

photographs, manuscript reproductions, exhibi-
tion posters, art reviews, and instructions for the
performance of Kaprow’s pieces; many of the
materials are drawn from his papers held at the
Getty Research Institute. It is an impressive trove
of art resistant to archiving, art that seeks to abol-
ish art objects by leaving no artwork behind after
a performance and by incorporating quotidian
objects, a strategy that coincided with the use of
found objects for which Robert Rauschenberg
became known. But a Rauschenberg can hang on
a wall and be sold at auction. How can a price be
put on a piece composed of a ball of street trash or
blocks of ice—the products, respectively, of
Kaprow’s pieces Round Trip (1968) and Fluids
(1967)? How can a work that requires the con-
certed effort of numerous participants be put on
permanent display?

Kaprow himself struggled with the legacy of
his works, which were tied all but inextricably to
his active participation. His collaboration in the
Munich exhibit as his health was failing is mov-
ingly described by Stephanie Rosenthal, curator
of contemporary art at Haus der Kunst, Munich,
in her contribution to the catalog. For the first
time, Kaprow allowed other artists to follow his
procedures, to make “new versions” of his works.
These reinventions (they are not reenactments—
they often take on independent forms) come
close to recreating the experience of being in a
Kaprow piece, and being “in” is important:
Active participation is demanded from
spectators.

The real gem of Art as Life is the essay “Writ-
ing the Happening,” in which University of
Michigan art history professor Alex Potts opens
a window to Kaprow’s engaging, frustrating, and
at times tedious texts. Kaprow’s instructions glit-
ter with the polish and concentration of concrete
poetry. The experience of experience, the gap in
experience, is the revelation of the happening,
and, inexplicably, to read these defiant activity
booklets, these scores of hesitations and diver-
sions, is to bring his art back to life.

Andrew Starner is a graduate student in theater and perform-
ance studies at Brown University.




