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i “1 CAN SEE HOW SOME OF THE WORK could be considersd a fudle bit

P rtor t 0 an psychotic”, Matt Mullican confides. And as he unpacks his work
for me. a purposefud - and powerful - separation between it and

i nternat | ona I material reality can be parceived. In & wids-ranging practice that
ncorporates performance under hypnoss, lectures, sculptuse,

installation and acres of drawn cartoon hieroglyphics, the Amesican

q uartet O f artist has taken on the personalities of people who might actually
five in haterotopic nowhers space. induding That Person’, the

name he has gven his hypnotised alter ego, and ‘Glen', a stick-

w figure motif that recurs throughout his drawing practics,
survey sho : s ap
Still. “peychotic’” & not how Mullican himself explains his
M angaing investigations into alternative states of being, particularly
a t t the geagraphy and architecture, imagined or otherwise, that exists

within the flat surface of an image. In fact, the artist describes

M | | M the psychological ‘space’ of his pictorial workds with such evident
u l C a n assurance that they are transformed from something conceptual,

almost fictional, inte & more tangible, if altemate, reabty. The

drection has been fruitful for the artist: he has four museurn shows

e X p I altns to book forward te, stretching consecutively from this summer into
20, all of which build on a long career, that has seen solo shows at

venues induding the Centre Pompidou in Pads. MOCA LA and

W h a t m a k es the Drawing Center, in New York
Mullican first became interssted in suies of parcaption
h i S m | n d t i c k while studying (under John Baldessari} at the California nstitute

of Arts during the early 1970s. "All | see are fight patterns”, the

artist axplains "And when | say ‘al | see are light pattems’, it puts
e tremendeus distance between you and me. Everything becomes
an illusion in which there is no dfference batween anything soft
and hard, big or smal, life and death. It's all been equalised in the
psyche” This interest had a catalytising impact on his wark as an
artist, when, in April 1973, Mulican drew a car wheel n his now
standard pared-down style - akin to a newspaper sketch — tightly
framed to give no hint of anything other than the wheel "The
whesl was of a car that never axisted”, says the artist. And neither
the act of making it nor the final drawing itselfl held Mullican’s
interest; rathes, it was the way in which the drawing - and these
in the same style that came after it - acted as a generator for a
secims of varbalised questions concerning the circumstances of the
crudely depicted subject "l asked myself: what kind of car is the
wheel an? What driving the car? Where i the car? Is it raining
cutsda?” he sayps.

There & a logic to these questions, the artist reasoned, as
the drawn wheel & ao more unreal than a material counterpart:
both are constructions of light. Yet the unquestionably fictive
nature of the drawing allowed the artist to push things further It
] the isue of nevropsychology and how it affects how we engage
socially with our surreundings. | am trying to understand that
response by solating it by putting myself into a fiction so that ane
might become aware of that projection.” By drawing and 'enteding’
a room, Mulbcan balievas he can ambody the ides of ‘personin a
room; a person who could never be in anything other than what
is drawn on the paper. Consecuently, because the image depicts
the ionic ‘person in a room’, stripped down to just the essential
reprasentational elements, Mullican - and indeed the viewer - is
able to metaghoricaly assimifate himself into the situation, divested
of personality and baggage.

The same motivation bes behind the ongeing series of
parformances that the artist has staged since the late 19705 while
under hypnosis. Mullican disconcertingly separates the self-
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generated identity that emerges through the performance - given
the formal moniker That Parsoa' - from his normal parsonality

The formes is parsenified by wikd and axaggerated actions and the

ition of certain phrases, and fraquently bacomes fixated with

everyday acts, particularly coffee érinking That Person’is, the astist
emphir;, the iconic person, an sbstraction of a pesson, n}’uallilu'f_}

the same role in life as the man depictad on twilet signs or street

crossings "That Person’is tortured because hes trying to

real VWhen we ses a picture of somebody, we can't help but identify
with them - we project owselves into the picture That Person
i that projection m:‘:inq bi'_; efforts to become real. But he will
never bacome real”. Watching the perdformances is undoubtedsy
an uncomfortable expearience for the viewss, but this & ako the
case for the artist: " do these pardformances less frequently now

bacause it s painful and mentally exhausting for me.”

It M.. icans project was started some fime

nonetheless proved to have particular resonance in th

The artist i quick to identify the analogies that con

tempaorary lite,
-, pr“_"'crd':-, "When my kids
Xbox,

they are truly involved in this virtual context. They're in a trance,

so frecquently mediated by virtual spac
Y F

are on raced

ok ar playing their skateboard game on the

in this other place” Indasd, the artist collaboratad with Digital

Praductions, a L-Amp_l'-r qr.:;_hn-, firn that was expesimenting

with the pe Cray Supercomputes, to create The

Computer #'.,:-,'c-;r Q¢ an sark virtual world that can be

seen as & precursor 1o the online gaming phenomenon of Second

Life -h-: work alowed him physically to enter the (virtual) picture

warld that the pen-deawn cartoons cauld only offer & window on
That world, which the artist nhabited through virtcal reality

s Z:cnd which a qallery audience could smultaneously

experience on a big screen), was based on a complex cosmoalogy

the artist had created praviousy. it is one that mimics the heaven

and hall of the Christian construct but faik on a vital point A

cosmolagy is a social agreement made L|~!w.-~_'|1 people There
it no social agreement behind rmy cosr .n-luq, "It & not. howeves

an unfamiBar one, despite The Camputer Project’s alienating, flat-

toned landecape. Each area of the world is ealour-coded, tying
in with a similar practice devised sadier for bz 20 models of the

o red for 'the subjective’, black and white for ‘the zone

=iy el

af sgns (
blue for actual empirical reality, green for "the alements’ and finally

waling primarily with language in its abstract form),

smic represantation of the whele thing

yellow acting as & micro

The colours map out the hurman su allowing My

not only to enter the frame of the picture, but consequently the

FEATURE: MATT NULLICAN

generater of that picture, his own mind Indsed, Mulbican makas

A passing reference to the comedy sci-li caper hnerspace to me.

he 1987 film sees & miniaturised spacedhip injected i y Burman

ody, and Mulbeans cosmology

eptual ver of that film's plot
“The cosme has been around fe

s growing, getting more sophisticated. In my cosmology there is &

<conc

heaven and hell, but they are removed from the religeus ideas of

heaven and hell In my cesmole

3y the heaven i the sibject of 4
picture and the hell is the picture as object. Its not so rmuch about
good and evil, and more about these two realities” |f the whole

nown 1o one man - the

dea of a redundant ideclogy. only fully k

parsonification of a stick figure and the separation of a hynotised

elf - weems comadic, Mullican sees the funny coming not fram

the | ‘s ntention as from the subject-medium & inhabits. “The
work has two meanings - the meaning of form and the meaning

of ')JL""_‘" 'When you have two n r-ﬂm s, 115 & pun That's what

a pun is. So it becomes astomatic 1] unrry What makes a pun
funny is the crossing of two realities; the comedic for me, in my

work, comes from the U'JL)ilT_] of the ":J“ljc of feem and the real ty

of subject”.2
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