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REALLIFE MAGAZINE
Looking back at an era-defining publication
by Sugan Mongan

My particular field is history, buk history of a past so
recant that it flows into tha present,” tha writer
Esther McCoy ance explained. "1 wrate about the
peaple 1 knew, contemporaries. . . . And because
histary has speedad up, thay bacarma history soon,”
On tha occasion of an exhibiticn and a recently
published anthalagy of REALLIFE Magazina—the
publicky Tumdad art publication that [ foundad and
edited with Thomas Lawson during the 1580s—["ve
feund myself returning to McCoy's clear appraizal of
how Bime passes, parapectives shift, and how the
netion of a finite history unsattlas us.

Mew York City was bankrupt and tha art world was a
sraller place when Tom and I arrived in lower
Manhattan “more than & guarter of & century aga”
tas historians and publicists ke to say). | had moved
ko Mew Yaork fram Nantucket, Massachusetts: I
cooked in restaurants and wrobe |ittle skories that
wara published In the sert of literary magazines that
paid you with thres copies tied together with a satin
ribhan. Torn was a painter from Scotland, warking
taward his Ph.D. in art histery at the CUNY Graduate
Cantar. We cama from differant places but spoke a
comman language, one that randomly sparked and
circled arcund such shared interests as Raymond
Raussal, Carl Theadar Drayer's The Fassion of Joan of
Arg, saltwater swimming, public libraries, and
surrealist magazines.,

In 1979, when we decided o start aur own
magazine, thare wara so many artists wa wantad to
read or write about whose wark wasnt featured in
the pages of the art magazines with robust
advartizing revemues: artists who were aither atill
unknown or had fallan cut of popular favar, [
remamber an aditor at Art in Americe obliqualy
turning down Tem's proposal to write about Cindy
Sherman. "She's someona you know, BnT she? was
the moncommittal form of “no™ ha received. Michael
Hurgan, whose work revered imasge-making when
rsnachrome painting and rminimelist sculpture
ralgned suprama, thanked ma rather polgnantly for
intervigwing him. "It was a time whan we didn't think
amyone wanted to hear from us,” he Said.

REALLIFE Magazine ahways had an sleatory guality—
gach slender, black-and -white issus davelopad
thraugh & cambinaticn of intenticn and
happenstance; contributions often came informally
fram pecple we encountarsd in tha city or as wa
traweled, Tom and I worked as unpaid editors; with a
designer {maost often Janet Waegel) we put the
magazing together with a kind of covert-action
efficiancy, sneaking in after hours to the art
departments of major magazines (where Janet
warked by day). Laving out the pages, we discoversd
the sympathetic rhyming and compaliing disjunctions
that occurred among the images and texks wa'd
collected. The first i=tse feabured & cover by Sherrie
Levine: & sithoustte, & woman's prafile that had been
cut from a magazine photo picturing a medal pased
as an artist, [t spoke ko us,

Far mea, brying to write a histary of REALLIFE
Magazime s absurdly difficult: haw do you fit a
pattern of maeaning on what was simply lived day to
day? Kate Fowle, who curated the recent exhibition at
Artigts Spece, ket traced cut a rather farmidable
timeline that ientifias and highlights tha magazinas
concems. “Having the opportunity to read the issuas
in guick succession, rather than over ten years "
Fowle has noted, “it's possible po ses how the
magazine shifts quite clearly, in that it started with a
fecus an appraoprigtion and an inberest in TV and film
culture, Then [it] went on to recond the rise of
pestmadamism and postfeminist debates befors
raflecting on issues such as institutional critigue,
hypartext, &IOS, and the revalution in El Salvador, as
wiall as introducing the work of Mike Kelley, Group
rMatarial, David Hammens, and Critical Art Ensambile
baefora the mainstraam press were paying much
attention.”

Magazines ara ephemeral and hava the capagity to
mirrar cultura and locate specific momants in bime.
There are many histories of the 1%80s. For us, the
chronicle of the ‘80s that emerges looking back at
REALLIFE Magazine |5 ona wa=and many of tha
contributing artists—racognize and tantatively
embrace a5 aur own.
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