
The Guggenheim Museum in New York (via Christopher Kemp/Flickr)The Guggenheim Museum in New York laid off 24 of its staff today, September 16. An additional eight employees who accepted voluntary separation
packages will end their employment at the museum on September 30.We have leaned into all the options we have available to us, including decreasing operating expenses, hiring freezes, analyzing business needs and
departmental priorities, and reducing leadership salaries, said the museum&#8217;s director, Richard Armstrong, in a letter to staff today.Even with those efforts, for every month that the museum has been closed, the
Guggenheimâ€™s income has decreased by $1.4 million with a projected revenue loss of over $15 million this year, Armstrong continued. We also know that when we reopen, admissions will be greatly reduced from
normal levels as attendance will be limited to 25 percent of capacity.Armstrong added that the laid-off workers were offered severance packages based on their current salaries and years ofÂ employment. They will also
have access to COBRA healthcare coverage and Employee Assistance Program benefits.In addition, Armstrong promised to work with the remaining employees to to appropriately adjust workflows and vowed restated
the museum&#8217;s commitment to a Diversity, Equity, Accessibility and Inclusion (DEAI) plan it announced in August.These business adjustments are not a reflection of our staffâ€™s efforts, talent, or dedication to the
organization, but of the reality of the present economic conditions and the financial impact of mandated closures and restrictions that are affecting arts institutions and non-profits, Armstrong wrote. These very difficult
decisions will help us navigate the balance of 2020 and establish a stronger foundation for the future.The announcement comes on the same day that an anonymous group of Guggenheim employees, called A Better
Guggenheim, sent a letter to the museum demanding the resignation of three top executives, including Armstrong. The missive details allegations of mismanagement against the director, as well as Elizabeth Duggal,
Senior Deputy Director and Chief Operating Officer, and Nancy Spector, Artistic Director and Chief Curator.  (via seaternity on Flickr)LOS ANGELES â€” On the morning of Wednesday, September 16, an open letter was
delivered to the leadership of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA) urging the museum to remove Tom Gores from its Board of Trustees. Gores is the the billionaire CEO of Beverly Hills-based private equity
firm Platinum Equity, which, in 2017, purchased Securus Technologies, a telecom company that â€œrakes in more than $700 million per year charging egregious rates for phone calls from prisons, jails, and immigrant
detention centers â€” funds that are primarily siphoned from impoverished families and Black, Brown, and Indigenous communities of color, further constricting the urgent resources of marginalized people,â€• according to
the letter.The letter was authored by Los Angeles-based artist and writer Jessica Simmons, and follows in support of a similar letter sent to LACMA leaders last weekÂ from two organizations:Â Color of Change, which
describes itself as â€œthe nationâ€™s largest online racial justice organization,â€• and Worth Rises, which is â€œdedicated to dismantling the prison industry and ending the exploitation of those it touches.â€•According
to a 2019 Los Angeles Times article, â€œSecurus is the second-largest prison telecom by market share, serving 3,400 correctional facilities and handling some 240 million callsâ€• in 2018. Their rates can be as high as
$25 for a 15-minute call from jail.According to Bianca Tylek, the executive director of Worth Rises, this letter is just the latest step in a campaign targeting Gores that has lasted over a year.â€œWeâ€™ve been trying to
get him for some time to take meaningful action,â€• Tylek told Hyperallergic. â€œFor a while he delayed, and now weâ€™re at a point where heâ€™s run out of time.â€•Tylek outlined a series of meetings and
negotiations held between Worth Rises and Gores and his team beginning with a March 2019 letter delivered to Gores with three demands: that he sell Securus; that before selling, he implement reforms; and that he
commit to never purchasing another asset in the prison industry. Those talks broke down this past January when, according to Tylek, Gores canceled a meeting with families impacted by Securusâ€™s phone call rates at
detention centers and prisons. Since then, Tylek says Gores has not returned her emails.Around the same time that Gores canceled the meeting, Securus announced reforms aimed at bringing down the overall costs of
calls throughout its prison telecom network, and said it would offer contracts without commissions â€” charges added to the price of calls that go to the prisons and jails. Tylek felt the reforms didn&#8217;t go far enough,
telling the Los Angeles Times at the time that there are plenty of independent actions Securus and Platinum Equity could take to create immediate relief for families, but these would hurt their bottom line.The open letter
joins a series of campaigns targeting museum board members whose businesses have questionable ethics. In 2019, Warren Kanders, CEO of Safariland â€” which manufactures tear gas that was used against migrants
on the US-Mexico border â€” resigned from the board of the Whitney Museum of American Art after months of protests.Â Larry Fink, CEO of BlackRock, which invests in weapons manufacturers and private prisons, has
also been pressured to resign from the board of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA).â€œThese connections between board members and their sources of private wealth have become significant to our community,â€•
Simmons told Hyperallergic. â€œI thought this was something people in LA would want to know about. This kind of movement hasnâ€™t happened here in our institutions the way it has in NY.â€•Since she wrote and
posted the letter online less than a week ago, it has been signed by over 100 artists, curators, writers, and other art professionals, with signatures still being collected. Influential Los Angeles artists including Andrea
Fraser, Sam Durant, EJ Hill, Eve Fowler, Paul Mpagi Sepuya, and Monica Majoli have all signed on.â€œThe purpose of this is to target his position at LACMA, a position of prestige,â€• said Simmons. â€œHaving that
disrupted will remove a source of unethical funding from the museum.â€• A request for comment emailed to LACMA was not returned by press time; however, they told the Los Angeles Times that the board had received
the letter and is â€œworking to come together to discuss it.â€• A message left with the media relations department of Platinum Equity was not returned by press time.For his part, Gores, who also owns the Detroit Pistons,
paints himself as something of a progressive, issuing a statement earlier this year outlining how the sports team would work towards racial justice. In 2016, he pledged $10 million towards relief efforts during the water
crisis in Flint, Michigan, where he grew up. And then there are the planned reforms announced in January to lower the overall cost of inmates&#8217; calls.For the activists who have been trying to work with Gores for the
past 18 months, this is perhaps too little, too late.â€œGores loves to say he wants to be a â€˜change agent,â€™â€• said Tylek. â€œChanging something from evil to less evil is not a respectable business for someone on
a museum board.â€•  From left to right: Melanie dai Medeiros, detail from It Burns (2019) | Cynthia Zeman, Goats NYT Obits (2020) | Christine Hajjar, detail from Maiden Shakti Butterfly Woman with Snake Eye Shield
(2020)Massachusetts College of Art and Designâ€™s 2020 MFA Summer Thesis Exhibition, on view in two parts via Kunstmatrix through October 28, showcases selected work from recent graduates of the collegeâ€™s
Low Residency MFA program. Amidst the continuing worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, this yearâ€™s show goes fully virtual, with an online virtual exhibition curated by Nettrice R. Gaskins and a permanent exhibition
website.Featured artists include Cat Azazel, Gregory J Barry, B Chehayeb, Maura Cronin, Vincent S. Esposito, Paul Fitzgerald, Chris Goodwin, Chantel Gushue, Christine Hajjar, K. Haskell, Darryl Loyer, Leslie Lyman,
Melanie dai Medeiros, Maureen Riley, Cory Shepherd, John Suro, Zachary Tate, Jake Zapor, Cynthia Zeman, and Hannah Zimmerman.â€œThis group of students has demonstrated a remarkable commitment to their
creative and intellectual transformation over the last two years, and they have earned their Masterâ€™s degrees in a period unlike any other in MassArtâ€™s history,â€• notes MassArt Dean of Graduate Studies Lucinda
Bliss. Working in a range of media, 2020 students explored new ways to create and interact with their audiences and communities. Curator Nettrice R. Gaskins notes: â€œArtists in this yearâ€™s Low Residency Master
of Fine Arts virtual thesis exhibition show how theyâ€™ve addressed some of the challenges of this pivotal moment in U.S. history.â€•MassArtâ€™s Low Residency MFA program offers artists and educators a 60-credit
terminal degree, earned in two academic years and three summer residencies on the MassArt campus in Bostonâ€™s arts district.VisitÂ massart.eduÂ or go directly toÂ Kunstmatrix to view Part 1 and Part 2 of the work
featured in MassArtâ€™s 2020 MFA Thesis Exhibition.For more information about MassArtâ€™s graduate programs in Fine Arts and Design, visit massart.edu/grad.  Siah Armajani&#8217;s Room for Deportee (2017),
(image courtesy of the artistâ€™s estate)Over tea in his reading room one afternoon, I drew a momentary blank on the exact year that Siah Armajani had emigrated to the US. â€œSeven years after,â€• he reminded me.
He marked time with the 1953 coup that overthrew the Iranian Prime Minister Mossadegh. It was in the context of his activism with Mossadeghâ€™s National Front Party, which sought to establish constitutional
democracy in Iran, that Armajani articulated his lifelong approach to art. That coup, the British Empireâ€™s last regime change and the United Statesâ€™s first, shaped Armajaniâ€™s views on the role of the artist in
society. â€œAt that time, I knew that all I want to do is to be an artist. So I made a commitment by becoming a political artist from day one until now. Anything I do, either in an obvious way or in a discreet way, is
political,â€• he explained.The first year he moved to the US, Armajani created a painting, â€œHafezâ€• (1960). An ode to the poet, the canvas is a play on medieval Persian manuscripts. Armajani upends the order of the
page, scrawling poetry across the canvas. He created a border with modest twine, affixing it to the canvas with seal wax. Armajani would often imprint wax seals in his artworks with his uncleâ€™s signature ring, a
treasured heirloom. In the eighth grade, his teacher in Tehran had taught him about Ralph Waldo Emerson, who had translated classical Persian poetry into English from German. It was rumored heâ€™d even spoken
with Abraham Lincoln of the poets. Emersonâ€™s thinking inflected Armajaniâ€™s views on the role of culture in American democracy. â€œHafezâ€• was an attempt to bridge Armajaniâ€™s life in America to the home
heâ€™d left behind in Iran. But it also brought together two pillars of his artistic practice, his deep appreciation of Persian poetry and his profound belief in American democratic ideals. In an essay he wrote in 1982,
Armajani characterized himself as â€œa civic artistâ€• who believed that â€œart should be grounded in the structure of its political, social, and economic context, because that context gives a work of art its
meaning.â€•Armajani marked his first decade as an immigrant to the US by buying a small plot of land in each of the fifty states. â€œLand Deedsâ€• (1970), featuring certificates of land ownership from Maine to Alaska,
was one of his earliest conceptual pieces. These early works show the ways a poetic sensibility and democratic principles became threaded together throughout his six-decade long artistic career. They also reveal a
playful and fearless formal approach that pushed the boundaries of art making, what he called a search â€œfor new form for content.â€• Drawing on poetry, philosophy, architecture, technology, and the social sciences,
he wanted to make art that â€œcould incorporate political, social, and economic considerations.â€• As he told Calvin Tomkins in the New Yorker in 1990, â€œArt by itself can not bring about social changes. But art in
concert with other forces can make a difference. We can be citizens with something to offer besides self-analysis. We can be part of society, and not just a small elite supported by a wealthy minority.â€•Known as
something of a private man, Armajaniâ€™s personal history, influences, and ideas are embedded in his art. From the mid-1960s, he devoted nearly three decades to articulating
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