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View of “Bruce McLean: Sculpture, Painting, Photography, Film,” 2014.

Long based in London, the Scottish artist Bruce McLean is well known for his humorous conceptual
works, such as his “retrospective” at the Tate Gallery in 1972, which was a oneday show titled “King for
a Day” that consisted entirely of texts—a thousand propositions—on a wall. That work has been re
created in his current survey, “Bruce McLean: Sculpture, Painting, Photography, Film,” which is on view
at firstsite in Colchester, England, through September 21, 2014. Here he discusses the show and Opera
Bouffant, a new project that will debut next year.

View of “Bruce McLean: Sculpture, Painting, Photography, Film,” 2014.
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painting background.
Currently I am developing Opera Bouffant in collaboration with Luke Haines who is writing the music and
Paul Tickell who will direct, which is about Ray. He wasn’t a great singer, but he had the power to make a
myth around himself. Elvis was obviously better—his songs from the ’50s and ’60s are still good,
whereas Ray’s aren’t. But I’m interested in the idea of Ray being an action singer instead of an icon. He’s
been a great influence on all sorts of people, like Iggy Pop and me. Opera Bouffant is based on the idea
of bringing together the ideas of opera and bouffant, and it won’t be like an opera and it won’t be like a
rock concert. It’ll be something else. It will be a sound work, but it’ll also be visual. When I left the
artworld in the ’70s, I formed a Pose group. It wasn’t theater and it wasn’t dance, and I’d like to make
something for now—the beginning of the twentyfirst century. It won’t be something like anything that’s
been seen before. There will be a lot of impersonations in it. Impersonations also interest me. You can
impersonate a person, but you can also impersonate an object. You should find a good sculpture and
impersonate it immediately.
Using what is available—a wall, a piece of wood, a shadow, a remark, a door—is important to me, and I
take that as a jumpingoff point continually to make propositions for my work. I never think I’m “solving
problems.” In fact, I am probably making them. Sometimes the problems are just visual quips. For
example, at the Tate in 1972, I wrote quips as pieces. I went to a party around that time with Lucy
Lippard and Seth Siegelaub, and we decided that it was just very boring. It was full of Conceptual artists
—British ones—so we took a bottle of vodka and left. That night I decided to remove myself from the art
world and, at that time, the best way to do it was to have a retrospective. When you have one of those,
they bury you and that’s the end of it. I thought that the catalogue could be the show and the show could
be the catalogue, because people at the time were obsessed with catalogues. So I made a thousand
catalogues, put them on the floor like a big Carl Andre work, and then people came for this oneday
exhibition, “King for a Day.”
They bought the catalogues and then the show disappeared the next day. And me with it! I dropped out
for a while, but the call of sculpture sucked me back in. I sort of wish I had done something else after.
The piece was written over three weeks in 1969 with a view to be published as a catalogue or show in
major gallery. I wrote it straight off, no changes, no corrections. It’s interesting to see again on a wall, as
it looks quite fresh and still relevant. But I think its time for a new text piece about text pieces.
The survey at firstsite does a good job of representing what I’ve been doing over the past fifty years.
There are several big architectural projects that aren’t in the show, as they don’t fit an artsurvey context.
My father was an architect, and he wouldn’t let me pursue that career. Now my son is an architect, and I
think I’m finally one too. I’ve been engaged with so many fields—painting, music, poetry, etc.—but I
wouldn’t say “Art.” That gets up my nose.
— As told to Sherman Sam
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View of “Christopher Williams: The Production Line of Happiness,” 2014.

Since the early 1980s, Cologne and Los Angeles–based artist Christopher Williams has utilized
photographic discourse as a way to analyze social, cultural, institutional, and economic histories. He
speaks here about his threepart exhibition “The Production Line of Happiness,” which is Williams’s first
major museum survey. It opened at the Art Institute of Chicago earlier this year and will be on view at the
Museum of Modern Art, New York, from July 27 to November 2, 2014, before traveling to Whitechapel
Gallery, London, in 2015.
I’VE WORKED almost my whole life as an artist to distance myself from the kind of role models
traditionally associated with the idea of the photographer. Instead I have established a more mobile
position, which allows me to move freely through the various aspects of photographic production, display,
and distribution; I can alternately assume the position of camera operator, picture editor, exhibition
designer, graphic designer, etc. For this exhibition, I wanted to thematize the conventions of display
within the context of a monographic museum survey exhibition. A retrospective is, by its nature, a
backwardlooking form, putting on show that which has been, a condition that it shares with the basic
material conditions of photography.
Like the site of a photographic shoot, the form of a survey show can be seen as a set of material and
semiotic conventions and relations. These are viewed as somewhat stable and/or natural, having the goal

