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GATEKEEPERS OF THE

ARTS
Newport’s curators and gallerists bring innovative  

works across a variety of mediums into focus.
BY KRISTIN LEE JENSEN

F
rench artist Edgar Degas once stated, “Art is not what you see, but what you make oth-
ers see.” While artists in every creative field carry this weight of responsibility, Degas’ 
sentiment also rings true for the curators and gallerists charged with cultivating the 
conversations happening across a range of artistic platforms. In Orange County, lead-

ers at four institutions in particular are at the helm of igniting creative conversations 
and shaping the thriving landscape of artistic innovation in Newport. 

TODD DESHIELDS SMITH
INTERNATIONAL AWARENESS
In March, Orange County Museum of Art (OCMA) Director Todd 
DeShields Smith assumed curatorial duties after the former chief cura-
tor, Dan Cameron, and four other staffers were laid off in a restructur-
ing plan to prepare for the eventual move to the Segerstrom campus 
in Costa Mesa. Though Smith has downsized his staff, he has no such 
plans for OCMA’s programming; upcoming plans include expanding 
the museum’s offerings with a focus on Asian and Latin American art. 

Through Oct. 11, an exhibition titled “My Generation: Young Chinese 
Artists” highlights 25 contemporary artists from China, all born after 
the communist regime of Mao Zedong. Smith says the show serves as 
an entry point for OCMA’s fall exhibition exploring art from around 
the Pacific Rim. Scheduled for early November, “The Pacific Project” will 
showcase video works from artists in Asia, Latin America and the North 
American coast.

“We … now see influences that the globalization of the art world [is] 
having on artists who are living here and working here,” Smith explains. 
“It’s a logical shift for us to pivot toward Asia—[and] pivot toward Latin 
America—as we as a society have done.” 

Though Smith is guiding the museum to a renewed international 
focus, it won’t take away from the institution’s commitment to California 
artists. In that vein, he also seeks to enrich OCMA’s modern offerings 
over the next year, specifically through exhibits that showcase national 
and international movements before World War II.

“We’re looking to give our audiences a more historical context for 
what’s going on in the contemporary art world,” he says. “We really 
[want] to provide the residents of this region the opportunity to under-
stand modern and contemporary art in all its complexities and guises.”
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TERRY DWYER & JUDY MORR
REINVENTING THE WHEEL
For the past three decades, Executive Vice President Judy Morr has helped put Orange County 
on the artistic map, particularly with a number of world and West Coast ballet premieres. Most 
recently, she presented the American Ballet Theatre’s world debut of “The Sleeping Beauty” at the 
center in March.

“Honestly, I love the idea of premieres,” Morr says. “It’s in my nature to like to be first, and luck-
ily I have the resources and support … to go look in the world for … what would be the absolutely 
highest quality.”    

Much of that support, she says, comes from President Terry Dwyer. Over the past year, the pair tried 
to complement the center’s programs with a variety of other offerings that draw a wider range of audi-
ences, The annual Off Center Festival is one such example: Expected to enter its fifth year in January 
2016, it showcases 15 to 20 unknown artists chosen by Morr. 

“You can’t just program one thing and hope everybody will be happy,” Dwyer explains. “You really 
need to come up with an adventurous and eclectic range of great performances.” 

The duo has also brought to the stage more contemporary performers throughout the past year, 
including comedian Aziz Ansari and musician Jason Mraz. “We’re trying to attract new audiences 
while we work very hard to retain the audiences we have,” Morr says. “It’s a constant evaluation.”

For the 2015-16 season, they even changed the name of the long-standing Cabaret Series to 
Spotlight Series—indicative of a lineup of solo performers—though Dwyer says the modification 
could be temporary based on community response. The challenge, he explains, is choosing how to 
best package the center’s offerings so audiences find them interesting and accessible. 

“It’s not like we’re trying to get everybody to go with one thing,” Dwyer says. “We try to be very open 
and ambitious with our communication to the market so people … make choices based on their own 
interests and passions.”C
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MARC MASTERSON
CULTURAL SPOTLIGHT
Marc Masterson has only been at the helm of South Coast 
Repertory (SCR) for four years, but the artistic director has 
made his presence known in local circles. Since his hiring in 
2011, Masterson has spearheaded SCR’s engagement with the 
diverse demographics of Orange County, launching two new 
programs in as many years.

In 2013, he unveiled the CrossRoads initiative, a two-year 
venture commissioning eight playwrights to create new 
works inspired by the diversity of Orange County. Brooklyn-
based playwright Qui Nguyen, for example, toured UC 
Irvine’s Vietnamese American Oral History Project and pro-
duced “Vietgone,” a play that will see its world premiere Oct. 
4. Nguyen’s full-circle success epitomizes Masterson’s pen-
chant for synthesizing innovation and the local landscape on 
the stage.

“[CrossRoads] is bringing new artists to Orange County, 
and I think it’s some of the most exciting work that we’ve 
seen,” he says. 

In April, the initiative received a two-year grant for its 
second iteration; a new cohort of playwrights will descend 
upon Orange County in the coming months.

In 2012, Masterson also launched a bilingual theater proj-
ect, Dialogue/Diálogos, based on the true stories of Santa 
Ana residents. After two years of community workshops with 
nearly 1,000 locals, it culminated last September with SCR’s 
largest production to date, “The Long Road Today/El Largo 
Camino de Hoy.” As a result of the project’s success, he also 
brought SCR’s first-ever Spanish language children’s play, 
“Kikiricaja,” to the stage this summer. 

“We had a great artistic experience that was guided by and 
shaped by and created by the community, where profession-
als were working alongside amateurs in the creation of this 
project, and where everybody was equal and all voices were 
heard,” Masterson says.
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ALEX AMADOR
URBAN RENAISSANCE
The closest gallery to Newport Beach showcasing 
progressive art sits just over the border in Costa 
Mesa. Dax Gallery’s black exterior is unassuming 
in an industrial corridor just behind The Camp—
that is, until you walk around the building. On 
its south wall, Dax Gallery currently features a 
towering 38-by-16-foot monochrome mural of 
Pablo Picasso by California artist David P. Flores. 
With obvious urban and cubist influences, the 
piece represents the contemporary street art that 
Dax Gallery co-founder and Newport resident 
Alex Amador brings to Orange County. 

Opened in November 2013, the 4,500-square-
foot gallery is a reflection of Amador’s aesthetic, 
self-described as “lowbrow contemporary.” An 
interesting past exhibition included 2014’s 
“Prison Art,” a solo show featuring pieces cre-
ated by abstract painter Assif Assefi during his 
16-month incarceration.

The gallerist favors the unconventional, an 
eccentric blend of urban and avant-garde. “I think 
Orange County is pushing really hard to try and 
grow the art culture and scene,” Amador says. 

But presenting such a nontraditional genre 
has not been without challenges. Drawing col-
lectors has been difficult, and Amador was 
forced to rethink his programming scheme 
when the gallery initially sustained a “party 
scene vibe,” with visitors socializing more than 
appreciating the art. 

It didn’t deter Amador, however, who began 
enlisting guest curators and staggering shows to 
present younger street art alongside mature, high-
end works. The result has drawn a more refined 
crowd, recently evident in his spring exhibit, 
“Undeniable.” Curated by Laguna College of Art 
& Design Gallery director Andrea Harris-McGee, 
it ran through mid-May and explored the concept 
of energy in traditional works from Odd Nerdrum 
and Luke Hillestad, among others.

As Dax continues to develop, future shows 
will transition between the contemporary urban 
and traditional aesthetics. Amador’s vision is 
for it to become a creative hub where program-
ming doesn’t just include exhibitions; in April, 
he presented a book signing by F. Scott Hess, 
and during “Undeniable,” he hosted sketching 
sessions for Orange Coast College students. 

“A lot of fine art galleries think that it’s not the 
right way to run a gallery if you’re having classes 
and lecture and events and rentals,” Amador says. 
“But I don’t really have any rules.” NBM


