
Matthew Rolston Captures Laguna Beach's Pageant of the Masters in 
Stunning New Work

The latest photographs are on display at Ralph Pucci's Los Angeles outpost

By Mayer Rus 

In his latest body of work, photographer Matthew Rolston continues his investigations 
into the nature of portraiture and, more generally, the practice of artmaking in 
contemporary society. His specific subject is the Pageant of the Masters, a wildly 
popular presentation of tableaux vivants re-creating famous artworks, which unfolds 



each year during the Festival of Arts in Laguna Beach, California. Through his incisive 
lens, Rolston focuses on the dramatis personae—men and women of diverse social 
and professional backgrounds—who don extraordinarily elaborate costumes and 
makeup to bring the pictures to life. 

“I have vivid memories of seeing the pageant as a child,” Rolston recalls. “The theatrics 
and spectacle had a profound influence on me.” That influence should come as no 
surprise to anyone familiar with the photographer’s oeuvre—from his dazzling fashion 
images to his recent ventriloquist grotesques. 

Rolston began documenting the festival on assignment for the Wall Street Journal in 
2015. Realizing that the proceedings were ripe for more in-depth exploration, he spent 
considerable time familiarizing himself with the tight-knit community of performers, 
makeup artists, and production designers that assembles each year. “It was important 
that they understood I wasn’t interested in sensationalizing or patronizing the incredible 



work they do. I wanted to honor the dignity of the players,” he explains. “I think the 
level of trust we achieved comes through in the intimacy of the photographs.” 
Rolston has assembled the pictures in an exhibition entitled "Art People: The Pageant 
Portraits," currently on view at the Ralph Pucci Los Angeles showroom through 
February 28, 2018. The visceral quality of the performers’ transformation is amplified 
by the heroic scale of the photographer’s ravishing prints, some of which measure nine 
by four feet. “I wanted to evoke the sense of wonder that gripped me when I was a 
kid,” Rolston explains. 

The title of the exhibition, "Art People," also slyly hints at a subject beyond mere 
documentation. Rolston seems to be posing a provocative question. What makes a 
person an art person? A fascination with historical classics or a ticket to Art Basel? 
Perhaps both, perhaps neither. But it’s a question well worth asking, particularly when 
the inquiry results in artwork as seriously seductive as Rolston’s.


