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Abstract: 
During the first weekend of March 2013, visiting artist Robin Lasser performed an 
unusual workshop with a group of CSU, Chico art students that culminated in a special 
event of site-specific installations and performances within the Bidwell Mansion. The 
artistic works regarding the site were placed within the context of the site itself, resulting 
in wonderful and curious juxtapositions. The works explored tensions between historical 
and artistic interpretations of history as well as the quirks of tourism. Accompanied with 
slides, video clips, and actual artifacts from the event, art students Jon McCallum and 
Ian Roffe will present the highlights from this extraordinary occasion.

(See bidwell_mansion_art_tour_presentation.pdf for images that accompanied the 
notes below.)

NOTE: The notes that follow are essentially what was said at the presentation. There 
was also a bit of ad lib and various tones of voice for emphasis, excitement, humor, etc. 
Ian clicked through the slides as Jon spoke. Ian also used one of the “Being Bidwell” 
beards, holding it up to his face at various times as Jon spoke. 

______________________________________________________________________

(Jon introduced the talk.)

The Bidwell Mansion Art Tour was a highly unique event that happened this past March 
involving the Art Dept., a Visiting Artist, a historical site, and the general public.

1. I will give an overview of the Who, What, and Why. We will briefly describe the 
artworks involved.

2. We will show an 8 minute video of the event.

3. Then Ian will close with a few main points.

The Visiting Artist Series sponsored by the Art Dept & David and Shari Hopper brings an 
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artist to our campus each semester – bringing a piece of the big art world to our small 
town.

This semester's Visiting Artist was Robin Lasser, an art professor at San Jose State 
University who commingles photography with site-specific installations, and who is also 
known for her ability to collaborate with other artists. (projected image of Robin Lasser 
and her Edible Garden Dress Tent)

With a desire to create a workshop that featured the artist’s strengths, a significant site- 
specific location in our area had to be found.

The obvious choice was the Bidwell Mansion, with John & Annie Bidwell being the main 
historic figures of this town – and the mansion is just across the creek from the campus 
and most of us pass by it everyday without much consideration. (projected image of the 
mansion)

A group of us art students took an official tour of the mansion, taking notes, and photos, 
and thinking of ideas. We had several long distance correspondences with Lasser – 
using Skype for group discussions – brainstorming – writing our ideas onto a huge 
sheet of paper – we had a lot of diverse ideas – a lot of fun creative energy. (projected 
image of brainstorming)

Robin arrived a few days before the event. She gave a public lecture on Thursday 
evening. Then all day Friday we worked together, helping each other put form to our 
ideas. Professor Sheri Simons went to Paradise, CA to hunt down the official colors for 
the mansion's interior paint. (projected images of the workshop)

Saturday morning we met together, finished up our art works and paraded them across 
the creek to the mansion. We installed the works in the mansion. We were not allowed 
to touch anything or hang anything on the walls – we could only place things on the floor 
or on our own tables. (projected image of the mansion)

Throughout this process Professor Sheri Simons had wrestled through a lot of red tape 
to get us into the mansion. We ended up having to rent the site for 2 hours, which 
included a tour guide and other volunteer personnel. The event had been posted in local 
newspapers and drew in 60 people, about 12-times the amount they would have 
normally received.

And now – here are some of the things that we made...

(What follows are brief descriptions of each work along with a projected image of the 
work. Jon described the first one, then Ian the next, then Jon, then Ian... with fun and  
enthusiasm.)

Being Bidwell by Sarah Schott
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These disguises are design to let you travel back and experience the mansion as the 
Bidwells would have. Whenever someone says "Bidwell," hold up your disguise and 
enjoy the mansion – Bidwell style!

Speaking Tubes by Sofia Krepsky Jajam, Selina Ruffing, Linda Neely
The speaking tubes embedded in the walls of the mansion prompted dialogue about 
communications systems. 

The Bidwell Family Portrait by Mallory Russell
features John, Annie, and his illegitimate Maidu daughter Amanda, an excellent basket 
weaver. 

Chameleons by various artists
Various toys painted the same colors as the walls of the Bidwell Mansion, available in 
Minute Mauve, Harmony Hills, and Tropical Sea.

Scalped by an anonymous artist
A "scalp" of hair lies on the floor in the Bidwell living room, relating to the 19th century 
woven hair pieces also displayed on the living room wall. This work also comments on 
the history of Native Americans living in the area. 

Bidwell Approves by Hannah Bearden
A contemporary take on the "courting candle" tradition, common during the Victorian 
era. The candle is lit upon a guest's arrival. Once the candle burns down to the specific 
courting candleholder, the guest is required to leave. 

Pure Annie Soap by Dillon Rapp
"Pure Annie" – Wash your sins away!

The Bidwell Two-Step by Jon McCallum
Commenting upon the Bidwell's prohibition of dancing,  a musician's legs are bound 
with rope while his fingers dance upon the strings of a guitar.

The "Lasser Mansion" Tour Brochure by Jennifer Tancreto, with a Map by Ian Roffe)
A highly official looking brochure containing interesting facts and misinformation and a 
map of the mansion's interiors.

The Bidwell Mansion Art Tour Video
(At this point we announced the video: bidwell_mansion_art_tour.mov. The video is 8 
minutes. After the video, Ian presented a few closing comments. Ian later emailed the 
bullet points below along with the message: “I don't really know what came out of my 
mouth, but here are my notecards.” He did a fine job of filling in the gaps of these bullet 
points, raising thought-provoking questions, etc. Here are those bullet points:
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Main Points:
Interpretation vs. Portrayal:
-Blair : May be one true story of history but we'll never know that.
-Interesting Avenues for call and response between Historical portrayal of the Bidwells 
and the artistic interpretation of the portrayals.

Interpretation and Portrayal of History

Authenticity:
-Artifacts specific to Bidwells vs. time period
-Things we create become more authentic

Collaboration:
-Intentions and expectations vs. outcome
-Differences between working as individual and group. Especially one group with 
another (state parks).

Where is the Art?:
-Never defined by us as a group.
-Invite you to decide:
-Process itself? Works created and installed? Event itself and the interaction with 
public? Remaining artifacts after the event?

(Right about 15 minutes after the presentation had begun, Jon and Ian bowed to a 
warm applause. Following, there were two other 15 minute presentations, one on a 
student’s search for her Hmong heritage, and another on the peculiar influence of Greek 
culture in the development of Buddhism. Finally, all the presenters sat at a table on the 
stage and were asked various questions by the audience and the moderator Dr. Asa 
Mittman, Associate Professor of Art History at California State University, Chico. 
Unfortunately, there is no record of these conversations. However, there was something 
mentioned about how the Pink Incredible Hulk would have made a nice guardian in the 
Buddha iconography. 
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