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Abstract

The neon a rtw orks  o f Bruce Nauman remain as orig ina l and as a ffecting  

as they  were when f irs t exhib ited and are arguably the  facet o f his oeuvre  

w h ich has been m ost in fluen tia l to  subsequent generations o f artists. This 

paper a ttem pts to  solve the  m ystery o f w h y  his neon w o rk  is so a ffecting  and 

so very e ffective  in com m unica ting the  artist's  message.

In order to  accomplish th is  the  h is to ry  o f neon as an advertis ing 

m edium  and advertis ing th e o ry  are investigated as i t  is undoubted ly w ith  

these influences in m ind th a t we approach the  neon w o rk  o f a rt in itia lly , so 

deeply entrenched is neon in the  psyche o f popular cu lture.

The playfulness and s incerity  th a t Nauman's neon works seem to  

emanate in spite o f, o r as a d irec t reaction to , his chosen subject is also placed 

under scrutiny. Nauman's neon works, w he the r they  be tex tua l o r figu ra tive , 

are in trins ica lly  p layfu l. This no tion  is on ly  accentuated by the  candy colours o f 

the  neon and the  s tilted  an im a tion  o f  the  more complex works. His neon a rt 

plays w ith  us, plays w ith  ou r understanding o f language and ou r own human 

nature.

Neon advertising can be taken a t face value. In the  advertising w orld  

neon is essen tia lly 's tra igh t'. Unlike all o the r advertis ing media neon doesn't 

sell to  the  consumer, it  in form s. It w ou ld  seem plausible, there fo re , th a t neon 

transfigured as a rt w ou ld  reta in th a t repu tab ility , a t least in term s o f the  

viewer's in itia l perception o f the  w o rk  displayed. Nauman's neon a rtw orks are 

also always displayed as signs - they  are always ve rtica lly  displayed on walls, in 

w indow s - adding to  th is  sub lim ation  o f the  advertis ing fo rm .

The role o f lite ra ry  and philosophical influences upon the  a rtis t may also 

hold the  key to  the  success o f Nauman's w o rk  especially in term s o f language 

reception. Nauman has o ften  cited the  philosopher Ludwig W ittg ens te in  as an 

im p o rtan t influence, w h ile  the  a ff in ity  his w o rk  has w ith  p layw rig h t Samuel 

Beckett's own obsession w ith  the  hum an cond ition  is to o  strong to  deny. 

Nauman also takes from  French nove lis t A la in Robbe-Grillet his repe titive



rhy thm . Repetition being used by both to  force the  reader/v iew er to  pay 

a tte n tion .

Finally, in order to  ascertain w h e the r th is  phenom enon is specific to  

Nauman or is, in fac t, generally sym ptom atic  o f the use o f neon as art, his w o rk  

is compared w ith  his closest contem poraries - Joseph Kosuth and M auriz io  

Nannucci. Both o f w hom  also f irs t used neon - particu la rly  as a means to  

investigate language use and reception - in the  mid-1960's.
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Introduction

"A r t should raise questions." 

Bruce Nauman

Everyone w ho  is know ledgeably aware o f contem porary a rt should 

know  w ho  Bruce Nauman is and the  im pact he has had on the  w ide r a rt w o rld  

since his solo debut in 1966. This a rtis t is frequen tly  exh ib ited and frequen tly  

w r itte n  about as one o f America's greatest liv ing artists. He is regularly cited as 

a m ajor in fluence on subsequent generations o f artis ts and is also acclaimed as 

heir to  the  Duchampian th ro n e  o f m u ltifa riou s ly  non-/uxe, concept-based 

a rtw orks .

Born in 1941 in Fort W ayne, Indiana, he studied a rt, m athem atics, and 

physics a t the  U n ivers ity  o f W isconsin a t Madison from  i9 6 0  to  1964. He w e n t 

on to  study under W illiam  T. W ile y  and Robert Arneson a t the  U n ivers ity  o f 

California a t Davis, graduating w ith  an M.F.A. in 1966. Since the  mid-1960's, 

th is  a rtis t has created an open-ended body o f w o rk  th a t includes sculptures, 

film s, hologram s, in te rac tive  environm ents, neon signs, photographs, prin ts, 

sculptures, videotapes and perform ance. His Conceptual w o rk  stresses 

meaning over aesthetics; i t  o fte n  uses Irony and w ordp lay to  raise issues abou t 

existence and a lienation, and increasingly i t  provokes the  viewer's partic ipa tion  

and dismay.

Since the  early 1970's Nauman has been recognised as one o f the  m ost 

innovative  and provocative o f America's contem porary artists tak ing  his 

inspiration from  the  activ ities, speech, and m aterials o f everyday life. W ork ing  

in a diverse range o f media Nauman concentrates less on the  deve lopm ent o f a 

characteristic style and m ore on the  w ay in which a process o r a c tiv ity  can 

transfo rm  or become a w o rk  o f art. As he puts it: "I realized th a t I w ou ld  never 

have a process; I w ou ld  have to  re inven t it, over and over again." '

A general survey o f his varied o u tp u t dem onstrates the  a lte rna te ly  

po litica l, prosaic, sp iritua l and crass m ethods by which Nauman examines life  in 

all its gory details and in so doing essentially maps the  human arc between life
1



and death. The te x t from  an early neon w o rk  proclaims: "The tru e  a rtis t helps 

the  w o rld  by revealing m ystic tru th s ." W he the r o r no t we - o r even Nauman - 

agree w ith  th is  s ta tem en t th e  underly ing subtext o f the  piece emphasises the  

w ay in w h ich the  audience, a rtis t and cu ltu re  a t large are involved in the  

resonance a w o rk  o f a rt w ill u ltim a te ly  have.

As ou r reaction to  a w o rk  o f a rt is undoubted ly in it ia lly  in tu itiv e  the 

neon pieces discussed in the  fo llo w in g  paper are, in spite o f th e ir  o ften tim es 

sobering messages and shocking enacted behaviours, w orks o f a rt wh ich are 

undoubted ly beautifu l. Indeed the  collected neon works are som ehow set 

apart from  the  the  rest o f Bruce Nauman's m u ltifa rious oeuvre th rough  th e ir  

b la tan t illu m in a tio n  o f language use and the  human cond ition  - the  

overarching them e fo r  so much o f his w o rk  - in such an ove rt way.

These works are superfic ia lly  a ttrac tive  despite th e ir  tru e  nature and 

are, in d irect contrast to  the  m a jo rity  o f his o the r works, fin ished to  a 

professional standard. This is in no small part due to  Nauman's reticence to  

achieve any mastery o f medium. Necessarily then the  physical fabrica tion  o f the  

neons are carried o u t by professional artisans. In a lm ost all o the r m edium - 

specific groupings^ his a rtw orks  more-or-less retain an unfin ished qua lity  

because he "has never been able to  stick to  one th ing , he has had to  tes t 

h im self over and over, p u tting  h im self in the  position o f an 'am ateu r' s ta rting  

from  scratch."  ̂ Nauman m ainta ins a sense o f th is in m any o f  his neon works by 

refusing to  box-in cables, transform ers etc. It is a move w h ich seeks to  a ffirm  

the  processes involved in m aking the  fin ished a rtw ork .

Even though  Nauman's ow n standard o f profic iency may im prove over 

tim e, o r he embraces new advancem ent in technology w h ich  may render a 

m ore professional-looking result, his tre a tm e n t o f o the r media generally tends 

to  be much rougher, sketchy, crude and raw sim ply as a consequence o f his 

deliberate lack o f mastery. The resulting home-made q ua lity  to  an ex ten t frees 

the  in trins ic  idea fro m  being constrained by the  m edium  th rough  w h ich i t  is 

transm itted . Also, confusingly, the  level o f consideration given by the  a rtis t to  

the  appropria te choice o f media fo r  th a t base idea arguably results in an 

a rtw o rk  where m edium  func tions  as a means o f expanding and re in forc ing 

th a t idea. One th inks  o f  his rough and un tid y  tax iderm y sculptures fo r  Instance 

where th is level, or indeed lack, o f  fin ish  seems necessary to  emphasise the
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im plied violence and aggression o r his im perfectly  represented negative space 

where i t  w ou ld  seem e n tire ly  appropria te th a t - in making the  previously 

unacknowledged space/proportions tang ib le  - the  resulting casts o f the  space 

under chairs o r shelves should have a look o f unrefined and imprecise 

s im plic ity . A t the  m ost basic level the  in itia l eye-catching prettiness o f the  neon 

may well con tribu te  to  the  popu la rity  o f  pieces such as One H undred Live and  

Die  (1984) [fig . 11] before tru e  a tte n tio n  is paid and the  message is received.

Bruce Nauman's neon w orks can be sp lit in to  tw o  phases. The f irs t 

phase begins w ith  the  com m encem ent o f his a rtis tic  career in 1964 and his f irs t 

investigations in to  the  fundam enta l na ture /ro le  o f the  a rtis t. During th is  f irs t 

phase the  use o f w ord  games in his neon works grows beyond playing w ith  

signatures and becomes boisterous, amusing and m ore and m ore interested in 

the  basic fu nc tion  o f language; m ost especially in how  we comprehend w ritte n  

tex t. This he accomplishes th ro ugh  the  u tilisa tion  o f words as phonic devices 

made tang ib le  in neon.

By the  m id-seventies the  lim ite d  fu n c tio n a lity  o f neon provokes an 

abandonm ent o f the  m edium  in favou r o f insta lla tion  and sculpture. For him : 

"neon really w e n t o u t o f style fo r  a long tim e ." A lthough  Naum an returns to  

neon in the  early 1980's a change has taken place in the  in te rim  years which 

sees a s h ift from  the  sense o f innocent, ch ild like  play to  sin ister existentia lism  

and grandiose (hom o)e ro tic ism  which is in keeping w ith  the  tone  o f his non­

neon works. Figurai an im a tion  and com plex ligh ting  program mes creating 

ever more complex signs are fac ilita ted  by a s ign ifican t advancem ent in 

techno logy and the  re inven tion  o f the  m edium  in popular cu ltu re . Nauman 

had had an idea fo r  a com plex figu ra i neon piece p rio r to  th is  v ita l 

technological advancement, bu t spent "a couple o f years o f looking a t it  on the  

w a ll o f the  s tud io " s im ply because " [h e ] d id n 't know  w h a t to  do w ith  it ."  ^

" W hen I f irs t s ta rted  to  do  [th e  neons] again, a ll th a t was rea lly  

available was mechanical switches, which w ou ld  always go o u t  

o f  sync and wear out, break, and s tu f f  like  tha t. Then when the  

neon began to  g e t popu la r again, a ll th a t e lectron ic s tu f f  was 

available, [th e  process] was so m uch simpler. You could do very  

com plicated s tu f f  and basically Just program m e i t  w ith  the  chip  

in  th e re .... I made i t  a lo t  sim pler, a lo t  m ore precise." ^



In te resting ly  Nauman also to o k  a prolonged break fro m  w ork ing  w ith  

video. The respite in video production - which began in 1970 d irec tly  fo llow ing  

his taped co rrido r insta lla tions - continues un til the  medium  was eventua lly  

reemployed in 1985 w ith  Good Boy, Bad Boy  wh ich he then  goes on to  remake 

a year la ter in neon. Asked w h y  he returned to  video he explains: "I th in k  it's 

because I had th is  in fo rm a tion  th a t I was w rit in g . [...] I d id n 't know  w h a t to  

do w ith  it, really. I could w r ite  It and publish It, p r in t i t  o r w h a te v e r.... It to o k  

a long tim e  to  decide to  do it, bu t I f in a lly  did i t  as a v ideo."  ̂The g ist seems to  

be th a t should a particu la r m edium  be unsuitable, o r incapable o f 

com m unicating the  idea it  is no t used.

The tau to log ica l nature o f Nauman's a rt - the  re-exam ination o f themes, 

specific phrases and the  reuse o f certa in media - seems to  be alm ost incidental 

in th a t it  relates d irec tly  to  his need n o t to  be pigeonholed as a specific kind o f 

a rtis t even though, a t some level, he chooses media based upon its su ita b ility  

to  convey the  idea. "W h a t I tend to  do is see som ething, then remake it  and 

remake it  and remake it  and t ry  every possible way o f m aking it. If I'm 

persistent enough I get back to  w here I started." ®

Follow ing the  Ba ltim ore  M useum  o f A rt's  retrospective o f Nauman's 

neon a rtw orks in 1983 the  neon w orks begin to  focus on aggressive w ord play 

and disquieting cartoon figures creating a loose collection w h ich is now  largely 

m otiva ted  by politics and is h igh ly  c ritica l o f (W este rn ) hum an nature. The 

innocence o f his m etaphorical a rtis tic  childhood has gone and is replaced by a 

jaded, a rgum entative , stubborn young a du lt w ho  demands to  be given 

a tte n tio n , to  be listened to  and taken seriously.

The basic nature o f neon, th a t is its main h istorica l and cu ltu ra l purpose 

as an advertising m edium , has been a lm ost consistently overlooked by 

Nauman scholars and critics^ when exam ining his neon artw orks. This area o f 

investigation in to  the  w ay the  neon a rtw o rk  is read by the  viewer, w ith  

reference to  preconceived notions o f how  we v iew  and react to  neon, may 

create another way o f th ink ing  about the  m edium as an a r t f  o r m. Necessarily 

then no t on ly  is the  h is to ry  o f  neon in the  w ider sense investigated in some 

deta il, but also the  theore tica l narratives surrounding th is  particu la r m edium  - 

in both  its incarnations - are discussed a t some length.

This tu rn  to  the  academic and philosophical, seem ingly a t the  expense o f
4



the  physical a rt itse lf, is necessary in order to  investigate the  w o rk  o f an a rtis t 

w ho  a t once steeps him self in these texts  and is also a p roduct o f the  

theore tica l tu rn  o f A rt to  the  post-m odern.

Neon is tra d it io n a lly  th o u g h t o f  as an advertising fo rm  there fo re  an 

exam ination o f th is  aspect o f the  m edium 's h is to ry  is undertaken in order to  

ascertain how  the  reception o f conceptual neon a rt may be influenced by 

neon's w ide r cu ltu ra l h is tory. The too ls  o f advertising itse lf - semiotics, image 

reception and basic m arketing theo ry  - are also explored as a means o f a ltering 

the  neon sign's fu n c tio n  as an appropria ted a rtfo rm .

Nauman's neon a rt is, on the  whole , p layfu l in term s o f play as an 

exp lorative learn ing/teaching process, as an aggressive m an ifesta tion o f the  

com petitive  sp irit and as childish whim sy. The honest nature o f neon as an 

advertis ing m edium  may also transfe r to  neon a rt which remains w ith in  the 

trad ition a l bounds o f the  neon sign, i.e. te x t and figure.

W ith  regards to  reception the  basic role o f neon as p rim arily  an 

Am erican advertising media - one th a t was once grand bu t fe ll from  grace - 

m ust be taken in to  account. Does the  h is to ry  o f neon a ffec t the  w ay we react 

to  neon art? Does how  we look a t advertis ing in general change how  we v iew  

an advertising medium  transfigured as art?  It w ou ld  seem reasonable to  

suggest th a t we are unconsciously cond itioned to  perceive neon advertis ing as 

's tra ig h t' signage because we sim ply take i t  a t face value. Therefore, i t  could be 

argued th a t we subconsciously read th is  fo rm  o f a rt as we w ou ld  any neon sign 

and in so doing presume it  au tom a tica lly  to  be possibly less com plex and 

gu ile fu l than many o the r tex tua l works presented to  us as a r t w ith in  the  a rt 

w orld .

Advertis ing plays w ith  words ju s t as th is  a rtis t does. Sem iotically, a t the  

m ost basic level, Nauman plays w ith  s ign ifie r and signified d is to rting  and 

confusing our preconceived notions o f meaning and language use. In tu rn  th a t 

w h ich is advertised by h im  transcends the  expected boundaries o f m arket- 

driven p rom otion  o f services/goods to  d raw  a tte n tio n  to  a top ic  th a t sells us 

no th ing  bu t our tru e  (a lte rna te? ) nature  and illum inates th a t dark side o f us 

th a t m ost w ou ld  sooner deny ever existed.

On another note the  increasingly v isually calloused w orld  we live in 

favours the  quick visual over the  w r itte n  so much so th a t T.V. news reports are
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seen to  have m ore in te g rity  than  q u a lity  newspapers and T.V. documentaries 

are considered to  be m ore factua l than  th e  books on w h ich  th e y  were based. 

This very in tensive ly visual media, as handled by Nauman, also na tu ra lly  lent 

itse lf to  the  snapshot 1980's M.T.V. generation o f nightclubbers in day-glo 

colours fo r  w hom  neon was a cu ltu ra l icon. This supposition seems all the  

more s ign ifican t when one considers th a t during the  early 1980's Nauman's 

in fluence and popu la rity  peaked w ith  six solo shows in the  U.S. and Europe 

during the  years 1982 to  1984. M ost im p o rta n tly  the  retrospective o f 

Nauman's neon w orks held by the  B a ltim ore Museum  o f A r t  opened in 1983.

As the  neon works are p redom inate ly  te x t based it  is also necessary to  

exam ine the  w rite rs  w ho  have influenced or, a t the  very least, have been found 

by the  a rtis t to  be in concert w ith  his ow n th ink ing . Nauman's language pieces 

are o ften  presented in s trong ly  contrasting  pairs o r opposites. This in 

con junction  w ith  the  constant m ovem ent o f lig h t - one part comes on, ano ther 

goes o f f  - in s w ift rhy th m  also s trong ly  affects perception. The repe tition  and 

th e  re tina l shock o f th e  lig h t make the  v iew ing o f a neon a rtw o rk  by him  an 

a lte rna te ly  soothing and hostile, h igh ly a ffecting  experience. This begs the  

question o f w h e the r o r no t the  neon a rt o f his peers Joseph Kosuth and 

M auriz io  Nannucci create the  same level o f impact.

Under discussion then  are various themes and subjects which may 

explain w hy the  v iew ing  o f conceptual neon a rt is som ehow set apart fro m  

o the r contem porary a rt media. I t  may w e ll be th a t th e  strong aesthetic 

response we have to  th e  m edium  provides the  in itia l shock th a t Nauman 

requires in order fo r  the  a rt experience th a t fo llow s to  be "like  ge tting  h it in 

the  face w ith  a baseball bat. O r be tte r, like ge tting  h it in the  back o f the  neck.

... the  kind o f in tens ity  th a t doesn't give you any trace o f w he the r you 're going 

to  like it  o r no t."



Chapter One 

Neon

7 sm elled Los Angeles before I g o t to  it.

I t  sm elled stale and o ld  like  a liv in g  room  th a t had been dosed too  long.

B u t the colored ligh ts  foo led  you. The ligh ts  were w onderfu l. 

There ou g h t to  be a m onum en t to  the  m an who inven ted  neon lights. " 

Raymond C handler'The L ittle  Sister' 1949

A lthough neon ligh ting  has been used as an a rtis tic  medium  alm ost 

since its invention^ its use w ith in  the  a rt sphere in m ore recent decades is 

innate ly  coloured by the  h is to ry  o f its w ide r commercial use. W he the r i t  be 

th a t neon engenders the  idea o f the  halcyon days o f 1920's and 30's Am erican 

noir, the  rise o f Las Vegas and Its Liberacian showmanship, 1980's narcissism 

and bravura, m odern-day technological Tokyo, a dystopian fu tu re  as seen in 

Blade Runner o r any not-so-anonym ous big c ity  red-ligh t d is tr ic t th is  m edium 

undeniably screams 'advertis ing '.

It is extrem ely like ly th a t it  is w ith  one o r more o f these preconceived 

notions th a t we w ill approach the  w o rk  o f neon art. This is especially true  o f 

f ig u ra tive  o r lingu is tica lly  based neon a rtw o rk  w h ich are easily posited w ith in  

the  trad ition a l advertis ing realm. The m ore abstract uses o f neon such as the  

w o rk  o f Keith Sonnier, Chryssa, François M ore l le t and Lili Lakich w ou ld  seem to  

lend themselves more free ly  to  a pure ly reflexive aesthetic o r em otive  reading.

In abstract use o f the  m edium  like th a t o f M ore l let's 12 w h ite  neon 

tubes, o f  th a t 7 w ith  an angle o f  9 09 ,5 o f  9^(1971) [fig . 1] the  a rtis t uses the  

neon to  refer exp lic itly  and im p lic itly  to  itself. There is no em otiona l con ten t 

o the r than th a t which the  v iew er brings to  the  w o rk  themselves and it  is 

en tire ly  fo rm a l and geom etric  in structure . The w o rk  is void, cold and 

mechanical. Even the  t it le  o f the  w o rk  is a neutral descrip tion o f content. In 

th is  w ay M o re lle t has divorced the  m edium  from  its com m ercial h is to ry  and 

from  any advertising associations the  v iew er may a tte m p t to  a ttach to  the
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w ork.

Though the  process o f producing lig h t via in e rt gasses'^ was created by 

the  Frenchman Georges Claude neon has long been m ost associated w ith  

America and all th ings Am erican. This is largely due to  the  all but 

instantaneous adoption o f th is  m edium  as an e ffective  and lavish advertising 

to o l a fte r th a t f irs t neon sign was commissioned fo r  a Californ ian Packard 

dealership in 1923.'^ Neon signs exem plified - th rough  th e ir  sometimes 

ostenta tious use o f ligh t, g im m ickry  and technology - the  prosperous, 

energetic, com m ercia lly and industria lly  boom ing fo rw ard -look ing  America.

Neon found its heyday in the  U.S. during the  1920's to  1930's and was 

used extensively in every conceivable advertising use. In 1927 there  were a to ta l 

o f 750 neon signs in New York alone.''^ A ny image could be created in 

m ultico loured neon lig h t and ju s t abou t every possible business could, and did, 

advertise w ith  it. W ith  added m echanisation and m u ltip le , overlapping images 

to  create the  illusion o f m ovem ent a cow boy beckoned gamblers to  The Strip 

in Las Vegas and a champagne bo ttle  tipped and poured its liqu id contents. To 

say th a t the  neon signs o f th is  era were inventive  w ou ld  seem som ewhat 

understated.

Neon's popu la rity  on ly  started to  wane a fte r the  Second W orld  W ar 

w ith  the  advent o f a lte rna te  and cheaper form s o f illum inated signage. M ost 

notable was the  rise o f screen prin ted  perspex lig h t boxes w h ich qu ickly 

relegated the  v ib ran t and inven tive  neon signs to  the  status o f gaudy symbols 

belonging to  a past epoch. It w ou ld  no t be u n til the  1980's th a t neon w ould  

make any large scale resurgence in to  popular cu lture. Then i t  w ou ld  be reborn 

as a post-m odern arch itectura l symbol o f decadence, pow er and technological 

advancem ent seen in fashionable n ig h t clubs, boutiques and YUPPIE in te rio r 

design w h ile , as part o f a trend  to  lum inos ity  w h ich included h igh ligh te r pens'^ 

neon-coloured (day-g lo ) c lo th ing  became, fo r  a short tim e , th e  vogue in 

fashion.

Neon as a conceptual a rt m edium  is undoubted ly easier to  accept in the  

post-Duchampian age than  it  w ou ld  had it  been employed in any substantia l 

way during the  waning years o f  Impressionism, bu t unlike any 'readym ade' as 

conceived o f by Duchamp the  making o f a piece o f orig ina l neon a rt necessarily 

involves a h igh ly skilled and labour-in tensive process. Some artists choose to
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study th is  skill in o rder to  com ple te ly con tro l the  creation o f th e ir  own a rt 

w h ils t others, includ ing Bruce Nauman, are happy to  le t professional neon 

artisans m anufacture the  w o rk  to  th e ir  specification. To th is end Nauman's 

sketches fo r  his neon pieces can be extrem ely specific in th e ir  a tte n tio n  to  

detail, ou tlin ing  no t on ly  the  words and style o f type the  glass m ust be bent 

in to , bu t also tend to  illu s tra te  the  necessary wires and transform ers needed 

fo r  th e ir  operation.

For Nauman any m astery o f technical skill is to  be avoided. To become a 

neon a rtis t and make his ow n tubes p ro fic ie n tly  w ou ld  require a substantia l 

apprenticeship w h ich w ou ld , In fact, span m any years. In th is  respect Nauman - 

w ho  is no t a Neon A rt is t s im ply because he does no t confine h im self to  th is 

particu lar m edium  - is n o t un like V ito  Acconci w ho  also chose to  investigate 

the  role o f the  a rtis t in society th ro ugh  personal exp lora tion  and has also 

chosen not to  confine h im self to  any one m edium:

" I f  I specialise in  a m edium , I w ou ld  be fix ing  g round  fo r  myself, 

a g round  I w ou ld  have to  be d igg ing m yse lf o u t of, constantly, 

as one m edium  was subs titu ted  fo r  ano the r - so, then instead  

o f  tu rn in g  tow a rd  'g roun d ' I w ou ld  s h ift  m y  a tte n tio n  and  

tu rn  to  'in s tru m e n t,' I w o u ld  focus on m yse lf as the  in s trum en t 

th a t acted on w hatever g round  was available. "

This a ttitu d e  seems to  be typ ica l o f a generation o f artis ts w ho  emerged 

in the  1960's. Abstract Expressionism o f the  1950's had given w ay to  Pop and a 

diaspora o f o the r a rt m ovem ents w h ich  reacted specifically against the  

trad ition a l modes o f creating A rt. Sym ptom atic o f  the  1960's was the  new ­

found a b ility  to  make use o f  any viable medium. As Nauman h im self has said:

" i t  was simple in th a t in the  1960's you d id n 't have to  pick up ju s t one m edium. 

There d id n 't seem to  be any problem  w ith  using d iffe re n t m a te ria ls ." ’^This is 

undoubted ly due to  Duchamp and the  Dada m ovem ent's earlier use o f found 

objects in th e ir  art.

Certain ly Acconci's a ttitu d e  is very much in concert w ith  Nauman's own 

investigations in to  his role as an a rtis t. These enquiries include very personal 

and specific investigations o f his own body and id e n tity  though  video, 

perform ance, pho tography and, in Nauman's case, also included w ork ing  w ith  

neon.
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The insp ira tion behind Nauman's a rtis tic  in te rest in th is  m edium  is 

generally th o u g h t to  be Jasper Johns w ho, along w ith  fe llo w  Pop a rtis t Robert 

Rauschenberg, did use neon in a subservient role - as an illum ina ted  h igh ligh t - 

in some works. Rauschenberg held a neon rod as part o f perform ance piece 

M ap Room II, (1965) w h ile  Johns placed a brigh t, red neon 'R ' in his Field  

Painting  o f 1964. For both  o f these Pop artists th is  m eant th a t the  neon was 

part o f a com posite w ho le  w h ich  reflected the  consum eristic a ttitu d e  o f 1960's 

America.

Nauman has been quoted as saying th a t Jasper Johns was a m ajor 

in fluence on him  and it  has also been argued th a t th is  in fluence was a possible 

source o f his m ore Duchampian a rtis tic  tra its . W h ile  th is  is a lm ost certa in ly  a 

realistic assumption the  insp ira tion  behind Nauman's adoption o f neon was - 

he recollects - tw o  particu la r pieces o f w o rk  by James Rosenquist which he had 

seen reproduced in a magazine: Capillary A c tion  II, (1963) and Tumbleweed, 

(1964-66). Both o f w h ich fea tu re  neon as part o f m ultim ed ia  works."®

According to  Brenda Richardson, in her catalogue fo r  the  B a ltim ore M useum  

o f A rt's  retrospective exh ib ition  o f Nauman's neon w o rk  in 1983, these 

particu la r pieces were n o t im p o rta n t s im ply because o f th e ir  use o f neon, bu t 

because "he saw the  strength  o f those tw o  pieces in th e ir 'in te lle c tu a l f it t in g  

toge the r o f idea and m ate ria l.'" A lthough  Johns and Rauschenberg did use 

neon in th e ir  a rt o f th is  tim e  period i t  was used - as w ith  Rosenquist - as a 

decorative appendage. It was an ad junct to  the  main w o rk  and no t o f p rim ary 

im portance.

O ther than Pop artists. Conceptual artis ts and Post-M inim alists ano ther 

a rtis tic  group th a t used neon during the  1960's was the  Ita lian A rte  Povera 

m ovem ent. Though d iff ic u lt  to  concrete ly define A rte  Povera - so p lura listic are 

the  artists ou tpu ts  and interests, the  main tenets o f the  co llective so diverse - 

there is an overarching them e o f the  link ing  o f nature and cu ltu re  by using the  

m ost mundane and ord inary objects and media to  create a natura l sense o f 

beauty and poetry.

The te rm  itse lf was coined in 1967 by Germano Celant in his f irs t 

catalogue essay fo r  the  exh ib ition , 'A rte  Povera - Im  spazio ':

"the com m onplace has entered the  sphere o f  a r t  The 

in s ign ifican t has begun to  exist - indeed, i t  has im posed itself.
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Physical presence and behaviour have become a r t  They [th e  

a rtis ts ] e lim ina te  from  th e ir  in q u iry  a ll o f  w hich m ay seem 

m im etic  re flec tion  and representation o r lingu is tic  custom  in  

order to  a tta in  a new  k ind  o f  a rt, which, to  b o rro w  a term  

from  the thea tre  o f  G rotowsky, one m ay call "poor"."^°

This m ovem ent seems to  have developed as a reaction, in part, to  Ita lian artists 

being confron ted by Pop A rt fro m  Am erica - Robert Rauschenberg w on the  

Grand Prize a t the  Biennale in Venice in 1964. To pu t the  m ovem ent in to  its 

w ide r cu ltu ra l con tex t however, Ita ly  o f the  1950's and early 1960's w e n t 

th ro ugh  a period o f rapid industria lisa tion  and econom ic g row th .

Consumerism was on the  rise and fa ith  in the  be tte ring  o f the  human 

cond ition  th rough  industria l, sc ien tific  and a rtis tic  deve lopm ent was 

widespread. By the  m id 1960's how ever recession to o k  over and the  mood 

shifted fro m  optim ism  to  scepticism. For example, 1968 saw the  studen t and 

w orkers uprisings th ro u g h o u t Europe and America (w here  i t  was spurred on 

by an ti-V ie tnam  fee ling ) and was referenced by M erz in some neon works.

Critical social th e o ry  as developed by the  F rank fu rt School during the  

period o f the  1930's to  the  1950's in th e  works o f Thedor Adorno, M ax 

H orkhe im er, H erbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm was especially in fluen tia l on 

the  radical th ink ing  o f the  New Left in the  1960's, Linking psychoanalysis and 

M arxism , A dorno analysed the  contrad ictions o f ind iv idual behaviour in 

bourgeois  society. In his Dialectic o f  En lightenm ent, 1947, w r itte n  w ith  

H orkheim er, Adorno  reveals the  re la tionsh ip  between reason and pow er and 

explains the  deve lopm ent o f to ta lita r ia n  politica l systems such as Fascism. 

M arxism  and psychoanalysis also underline Marcuse's theories w h ich unmask 

and c ritique  the  exp lo ita tive , repressive instincts to  be found  in the  w ork-and- 

savings eth ic o f capita lis t society.

A lthough A rte  Povera artis ts  never exp lic itly  used critica l social theo ry  in 

th e ir  works i t  is nonetheless im p o rta n t to  underline the  prevalence o f the  

issues discussed by the  New Left a t the  tim e  o f the  m ovem ent's emergence. As 

such the  use o f neon in th e ir  a rt was unlike th a t o f the  a forem entioned, 

p redom inan tly  America-based, a rtis tic  m ovem ents o f Pop, Conceptualism and 

Post-M inim alism . It was no t a re levant m edium  because o f any ce lebratory 

com mercial connota tions th a t could be linked to  its use - com m erc ia lity  was
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no t such an overarching part o f Ita lian cu ltu re  as it  so obviously was in America 

- instead the  object o f the  inclusion o f neon was seen more as a physical means 

to  connote lig h t and all th a t is associated w ith  it: energy, pu rity , transience, 

the  divine.

O f course the  use o f ligh t, the  a rtis t's  in te rest in capturing lig h t 

accurately and in using i t  e ffective ly , is an essential part o f painting. From 

Caravaggio's sublime use o f lig h t g iv ing a remarkable sense o f earthy 

e therea lity  to  his subjects, to  Van Eyck's m eticulous use o f lig h t to  create high 

realism it  has constan tly  been lig h t in a rt th a t moulds figures, creates depth, 

draws the  eye.

M ario  M erz used neon and neon te x t extensively th ro u g h o u t his a rtis tic  

career, the  la tte r m ost no tab ly  w ith  his 'ig loos ' (a symbol fo r  the  p rim itive  and 

na tu ra l) and in his use o f neon to  h igh ligh t his in te rest in the  Fibonacci 

num ber series. Merz's w o rk  w ith  th is  m edium  d iffers g rea tly  from  th a t o f 

Nauman and any o the r Am erican advocates o f neon. The possible exception to  

th is  assertion is Keith Sonnier whose w o rk  w ith  neon, being abstract in nature, 

do tend to  lean tow ards a m ore sp iritua l, ethereal understanding. Indeed 

Sonnier even reports a neon-related quasi 're lig ious ' experience:

"A bout the m ost 're lig ious 'experience I've had in Louisiana: 

com ing back from  a dance la te  a t n ig h t and d riv ing  over the  f la t  

land and, a ll o f  a sudden, seeing these waves o f  lig h t go ing  up 

and dow n in  th is  th ick  fo g ."^

It was no t u n til 1968 th a t M erz used neon tex t. Before th is  the  neon had been 

employed - fo r  the  tw o  years previous - as shards o f im perm eable lig h t used to  

penetrate and issue fo r th  fro m  o th e r materials.

Unlike Nauman, Kosuth and Nannucci however M erz rare ly intended his 

neon texts to  stand on th e ir  ow n. One exception is Che Fare? [W h a t is to  be 

done?] (1968) which fo rm ed part o f  a them ed series in which M erz 

transferred s tudent p ro test slogans in to  his own handw riting  in neon thus 

capturing the  im portance o f  th is  po litica lly  charged tim e  in a static, bu t equally 

charged m edium. A no the r w o rk  in th is  series is o f a radica lly d iffe re n t bent and 

adheres m ore accurately to  M erz's A rte  Povera ideals by com bin ing and 

contrasting heavily sym bolic m aterials. Solita rio  Solidale (;\968J[f\g. 2] is 

ano ther pro test slogan as is Sitin  [S it in ] (1968) both consisting o f the  t it le
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words sculpted in neon w h ich  then rest on wax in a m etal container. The wax 

w ill soften and m elt due to  the  heat from  the  Illum inated neon. In th is  respect 

the  wax - much as w ith  Joseph Beuy's use o f fa t  - is a natura l store fo r  heat (a 

symbol o f the  na tu ra l) w h ile  the  neon ( lig h t as the  symbol o f  life ) provides 

th a t w a rm th . The w o rk  is a m etaphor fo r  non-v io len t po litica l action: though  

s itting  in a po t the  neon s till has a gradual e ffect. For M erz these materials 

(th e  neon in particu la r) are imbued w ith  symbolism  fa r beyond the  simple 

aesthetic com m andeering o f an advertis ing m edium.

Merz's Fibonnaci-them ed series o f a rtw orks were based on the  w o rk  o f 

a tw e lfth  century  m onk named Leonardo Fibonacci w ho, w h ile  studying the 

procreation o f rabbits, noticed an e legantly simple num ber sequence th a t 

explained th e ir  increase in popula tion. The sequence starts w ith  zero and one, 

then adds the  la test tw o  numbers to  ge t the  next one. So zero plus one equals 

one, one plus one equal tw o , one plus tw o  equal three, tw o  plus three equal 

five , th ree  plus five  equal e igh t and so on.

This sequence can be used to  describe an amazing va rie ty  o f  basic 

g row th  patterns in na ture  fro m  the  distances o f the  planets fro m  the  Sun to  

the  rings o f a tree to  the  proportions o f the  human body. Just w hy  th is  simple 

sequence describes so m any d iffe re n t processes o f nature has been the  subject 

o f  debate among philosophers and m athem aticians alike fo r  the  past seven 

hundred years. Perhaps even m ore m ysterious is how  the  same Fibonacci 

sequence also pops up, w ith  astounding regu larity , in the  financia l markets.^^ 

Commerce and nature  in te rtw in ed . Perhaps the  leap from  the  ordered chaos 

o f nature to  the  chaotic order o f the  financia l markets is n o t such a great one. 

A fte r  all, w h a t is the  m arket bu t a m ost basic in te raction  between people, so 

prim al th a t i t  precedes language in the  deve lopm ent o f  human in te lligence and 

even today is largely independent o f language.

Merz's use o f th is  num ber series relates d irec tly  to  life  in all its form s in 

an a tte m p t:

"to  create a subjective understanding o f  m a tte r and space 

a llow ing  fo r  the  experience o f  the  'p rim a ry ' energy present in  

a ll aspects o f  life  d ire c tly  and n o t m edia ted th rough  

representation, ideo logy o r  cod ified  languages."^^

The energy was intended to , on the  one hand, re fe r to  the  fundam enta l
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elements o f human nature  (v ita lity , m em ory, em o tion ) and, conversely, to  

correspond to  the  basic physical forces o f nature (g rav ity , e lec tric ity ).

As M erz states: "In  the  Fibonacci series, there are no spatial lim ita tions  

because space becomes in fin ite  - no t abstract in fin ity , bu t biological in fin ity  

[...]." The use o f th is  num ber sequence and the  artis t's  desire to  use neon as 

the  predom inate display m edium  o f these universally understood numbers 

signifies no t on ly  the  use o f neon as a representative physical incarnation o f 

lig h t and energy, bu t is also a positive reaction to  th e  pure fu n c tio n a lity  o f 

neon as an ephemeral and trans ien t vehicle fo r  his symbolism.

"W hen you a ttach  a neon num ber to  the w a ll you are using 

som eth ing physica lly  separate from  the w a ll - som eth ing you  

can take dow n a t  the end o f  the  exh ib ition. I f  you p a in t a 

num ber on the  w a ll i t  means th a t th is  num ber becomes p a rt o f  

it. [ . . . ]  They [neon  lig h ts ] d o n 't become an in teg ra l p a rt o f  the  

space."

Numbers m ay be "th e  v ita lity  o f the  w o rld " so-far-as un iversality o f 

understanding is concerned, bu t th e y  are s till re la tive ly  abstract notions. 

Language - words - are p ropo rtion a te ly  much more exp lic it and concrete in 

th e ir  meaning and im plica tion.

The use o f language alone in Neon A rt carries w ith  i t  n o t on ly  the  

message as read and any ph ilosophica l/lingu istic  in te rp re ta tions th a t may be 

perceived by the  v iew er, bu t also the  w ay we react to  the  reading as 'a r t ' and 

as 'a sign'. H ow  o ften  have we seen neon signs, w hether in the  general course 

o f our da ily  lives o r via some visual medium  - on TV o r in movies - w here the  

sign's sole purpose is to  s ta te /p rom ote  the  name, goods, services o r nature o f 

the  business w ith in ?  The on ly  arena w here neon becomes anyth ing  o the r than 

a purely commercial to o l o r a flashy ad junct in the  liv ing env ironm ent is w ith in  

the  a rt context: w ith in  the  g a lle ry /in s titu tio n .

Brenda Richardson also looks to  the  in fluence o f advertising no t on ly

upon Nauman's w o rk , bu t also on the  w ide r a rt w orld  and cu ltu re  o f the

1960's when neon as a rt made its f irs t real im pact. As com m ercial in te rest in

neon declined fine  artists began to  be a ttracted  to  the  m edium. W h ile  i t  is fa ir

to  say th a t Nauman's neon w orks were born in th is  era surrounded by an

increasing mass cu ltu ra l awareness o f  the  e ffec t o f com m ercia lity  upon society,
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w h a t sets conceptual neon a rt apart - includ ing the  lingu is tic  signs o f 

Nauman's close contem poraries Joseph Kosuth and M auric io  Nannucci - is the  

com plete subversion o f the  im p lic it reading o f the  m ateria l and how  it  is 

presented to  the  viewer.

W arho l utilised and subverted his com mercial images. A lthough  the  

images he explo ited were w e ll-know n advertising images - the  Campbell's soup 

cans and B rillo  boxes - they  were sh ifted wholesale from  the  realm o f 

advertis ing to  the  a rt w o rld . A  reason fo r  th is  appropria tion  o f advertising 

images is the  simple un iversa lity  o f meaning and instan t recogn ition  th a t it  

a fforded him  as a readymade iconography o f consumerism:

"W hat's  g rea t ab o u t th is  co u n try  is th a t Am erica s ta rted  the  

tra d itio n  where the  richest consumers buy essentia lly the same 

th ings as the poorest. You can be w atching  TV and see Coca- 

Cola, and you can know  th a t the  President drinks Coke, Liz 

Taylor drinks Coke, and Just th ink , you can d rin k  Coke, too. A  

Coke is a Coke and no a m o u n t o f  m oney can g e t you a be tte r  

Coke than the one the  bum  on the  corner is drink ing. A ll the  

Cokes are the same and a ll the  Cokes are good. Liz Taylor 

know s it, the  President know s it, the  bum  know s it, and you  

know  i t . " ^

I t is im p o rta n t to  rem em ber th a t, un like today's consciously a rt aware 

advertis ing agencies, advertis ing and a rt were generally com ple te ly d iffe re n t 

en tities  inhab iting  disparate spheres o f in fluence and reception. Today we are 

constan tly  bombarded w ith  a rt- like  images and concepts In the  day-to-day 

selling o f products. The m ajor change in recent tim es arguably came about 

w ith  Pollock's now  in fam ous 1948 Life magazine spread w h ich , no t on ly  served 

as an excellent advertisem ent fo r  his a rt, bu t also fo r  the  haute-cou ture  fashion 

th a t used his paintings as a backdrop. A r t and advertising overlapped.

W ha t W arho l did, how ever groundbreaking, was s till curiously 

tra d itio n a l in a sense. A lthough  he sought o u t non -trad itiona l a rt subjects 

(advertis ing images) he painted his Campbell's cans and leaned th e  ind iv idual 

canvases on a shelf ju s t as the  real cans o f soup w ou ld  have been presented to  

the  shopper, the  B rillo  boxes (screen prin ted wooden constructions) were 

stacked as if  w a iting  to  be unpacked and th e ir  contents sold. The use o f neon as
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an a rtis tic  medium  demands a d iffe re n t reading and response to  the  purely 

aesthetic o r the  purely a rt-centric .

W ith  regards to  the  neon language works o f contem poraries Nauman, 

Kosuth and Nannucci^^ w h a t the  v iew er is confron ted w ith  is no t a recognisable 

advertis ing image transferred, bu t a recognisable advertis ing m edium 

subverted. A lthough  th is  lends the  a rtw o rk  to  a reading s im ila r to  th a t of, fo r  

example, the  B rillo  Boxes in the  sense th a t the  issue o f commercialism/mass 

consumerism is undeniably b rough t to  the  fo re  we don 't v iew  the  neon 

language signs as A r t  u n til they  have been read and understood, o r not, 

w ha tever the  case may be. The in itia l response is to  recognise the  m edium : the  

neon.

These three artists focus on language - w ordp lay, tau to logy , semiotics: 

the  roles o f s ign ifie r and signified - and it  is th is  aspect o f th e ir  w o rk  th a t takes 

precedence. The concept behind the  language and its use is key. The use o f 

neon to  display the  artis t's  w r it te n  m ateria l, as opposed to  any o the r m edium 

capable o f presenting te x t, fo r  example Ruscha's words c u t-o u t o f o r stencilled 

in to  landscapes, Barbara Kruger's p rin ted  advertising parodies or even 

M agritte 's  seminal use o f words in his pa in ting La Trahison Des /m age j (1929) 

(a ll f irm ly  rooted in a fo rm  o f tra d itio n a l a rtis tic  discourse) w ou ld  m ost 

obviously seem to  rely on secondary associations to  the  advertising w o rld  and 

to  p rim arily  re ly upon the  pure showm anship o f th is  m ateria l to  capture the  

viewer's in terest.

Neon is ten tim es b righ te r than  o rd inary  incandescent ligh ting  and 

remains eye-catchingly a ttrac tive  even in m ost day ligh t conditions. The ligh t 

generated by a neon sign, the  d iffused g low  around the  linear te x t, is a lm ost 

ethereal - much like a m odern equ iva len t to  the  use o f gold in M edieval A r t - 

and generates an 'o the rne ss ', a sensuous, m ystical in trigue , to  the  illum inated 

words th a t could no t be created by any o the r system o f ligh ting .

The atm ospheric fluorescent w orks o f Dan Flavin are related insofar as 

his ligh t a rt creates in us a sense o f spatial awareness and altered perceptions 

th a t draws the  v iew er in to  the  ambience o f the  w o rk  and the  gallery. This 

creates a s itua tion  in the  ga lle ry where the  a rt is no longer a rtis t + w o rk  = art, 

bu t becomes a rtis t + w o rk  + v iew er = a r t experience, so sh ifting  the  discourse 

fro m  a planar to  a pyram idal dialogue.
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This is where any fa m ily  ties between fluorescent a rt and neon a rt come 

to  an end. Flavin is frequen tly , though  m istakenly, fe ted as a neon a rtis t 

despite the  fac t th a t his choice o f fluorescent tub ing  - the  technological aspects 

and the  reasoning behind i t  - is substantia lly  unlike neon. Flavin's tubes are fo r  

all in ten ts  and purposes designed expressly fo r  func tiona l indoor ligh ting  and 

are industria lly  produced to  specific crite ria  - to  standard lengths and colours - 

in order to  m eet th is  need. Also th e  technological aspects o f fluorescent tubes 

d iffe r w ith  regards to  the  low er tension th a t is required to  create lum inos ity  

and the  g irth  o f the  tubes themselves is also s ign ifican tly  greater.

Flavin's a rtis tic  use o f mass produced ligh ting  is appropria te to  the  

axioms o f M in im a lis t A rt. Flavin seeks to  pare dow n his a rt to  the  m in im um , to  

reduce his iigh t-scu lp tu re  to  the  bare-bones essential o f geom etric abstraction. 

The artis t's  touch is com ple te ly missing fro m  the  sculpture and, as w ith  the  

m a jo rity  o f o the r M in im a lis t artists, the  role and im portance o f industria l 

fab rica tion  is marked. Neon a rt, by contrast, is created by handcrafting each 

piece thereby producing an essentially unique object. Even if  the  piece is 

reproduced it  w ill never be an exact replica. The hand o f the  neon artisan w ill 

always generate inconsistencies how ever m inor. It is specifically w ith  th is  in 

m ind th a t Nauman's sketches fo r  his neon pieces are so detailed.

Crucially the  general associations made w ith  neon a t the  tim e  th a t 

artists were f irs t experim enting w ith  neon w ord signs in th is  w ay - during the  

1960's - were to  the  everyday, cheaper, taw d rie r side o f the  advertis ing w orld . 

The contem porary neon advertis ing o f  th is  era was beer signs, cheap bars and 

cafés, motels th a t had seen be tte r days [fig . 3]. Commercial neon, like an 

ageing H o llyw ood starle t, was a sym bol o f the  past cling ing fo r  dear life  on to  

its ce lebrity  despite the  inevitab le  and obvious decline. It had lost its stature, 

bu t i t  could s till pull a crowd.

It was a beer sign th a t f irs t  inspired Nauman to  create tw o  w indo w  or 

w a ll signs in 1966/7 both  o f w h ich tried  to  explore, denounce o r ra tify  the  

no tion  o f the  A rtis t a t w o rk . A lthough  th is  was no t his f irs t use o f neon by any 

means The True A r t is t  Reveals To The W orld  M ys tic  T ru th  (1967) [fig . 4 ] was 

his f irs t fo ray  in to  neon language signs. This w o rk  is undoubted ly based on 

advertis ing principles and both  it  and its close cousin the  screen prin ted The 

True A r t is t  Is A n  Am azing Lum inous Founta in  (1966) [fig . 5] are intended to

17



be pu t on display preferably on /in  a w indow . Just as a shopkeeper w ants to  

display or advertise his products to  th e  consumer the  a rtis t is a tte m p tin g  to  

advertise his purpose. These signs are the re fo re  seen fro m  both  sides - in te rio r 

and ex te rio r - bu t in d irec t contrast to  'no rm a l' use. O nly those on the  inside 

can, o r are allowed to , understand. Those on the  outside are seem ingly le ft to  

a tte m p t to  decipher the  backwards letters. This is on ly  made all the  more 

d iff ic u lt  by Nauman's insistence upon his spiral con figura tion  and the  odd run ­

around placem ent o f words in the  rectangular screen p rin t.

The True A r t is t  is a prim e example o f the  subversion o f neon as a 

recognisable advertis ing fo rm . This language sign, more than any o the r by 

Nauman, seems to  a tte m p t to  connect itse lf w ith  the  com mercial in the  most 

ove rt way. This w o rk  shamelessly adopts the  host medium 's conventions fo r  

the  artis t's  ow n purpose. It is extrem ely eye-catching in o rder to  best a ttra c t 

its po ten tia l customers and the  unusual design fac ilita tes a prolonged in terest 

g iv ing ample tim e  fo r  the  message to  be digested and stored in the  conscious 

and, m ost im p o rta n tly  in advertis ing term s, the  subconscious m ind where it  is 

then filed  away and w ill hope fu lly  be associated w ith  the  advertised 

product/producer in fu tu re . One could qu ite  safely conclude th a t, since th is  

neon sign is one piece o f w o rk  th a t critics and a rt theoris ts w ill m ost o ften  

refer to  w h ils t a tte m p tin g  to  classify Nauman's a rtis tic  purpose, th a t his 

advert has perform ed very well.^°

The objective and the  meaning o f the  te x t in these tw o  artw orks w ou ld  

seem to  be one o f the  m ost scrutinised and o f t  referred to  o f  Nauman's tex tua l 

oeuvre. The assum ption here being th a t th is  early w o rk  w ou ld  set fo rth  the  

artist's  agenda. W he the r o r n o t the  sign declares unequivocally o r questions its 

s ta tem ent is pure speculation on the  viewer's part and th is  is the  fundam enta l 

reason fo r  th is  w o rk  o f art's success. The declaration o r question challenges the  

a rtis tic  beliefs o f the  v iew er as w e ll as those o f the  a rtis t. The on ly  true  

question is whose beliefs are m ore im p o rta n t a t the  tim e  o f reception. This 

again is w h o lly  dependant upon the  a ttitudes and reactions o f the  ind iv idual 

viewer. In the  end even th e  questions arising from  Nauman's w o rk  spiral o u t 

o f contro l on ly  to  always re tu rn  to  the  core: the  beliefs o f the  viewer.

In te resting ly  Nauman was no t the  on ly  a rtis t o f th is  era to  com mandeer 

the  identifiab le  semblance o f com mercial neon to  create an a rtis tic  sim ulacrum

18



in such an obvious way. A lthough  he is m ost associated w ith  his later, 

m onum enta l use o f Corten steel Richard Serra experim ented w ith  neon fo r  a 

tim e  during the  years 1966 to  1969. This restricted tim e  period understandably 

resulted in a lim ited  num ber o f works. O f these the  m a jo rity  use neon In 

con junction  w ith  o the r m ateria ls specifically in order to  create contrasts, fo r  

example draping a random ly fashioned string o f neon w ith  s im ila rly  casually 

arranged hanging belts o f rubber. This mode o f creating visual and m ateria l 

contrast is undoubted ly related to  his la ter, be tte r know n Public A r t w h ile  the  

m ethod o f presentation - hanging the  m ateria l from  nails in the  w all to  create 

happenstance con figura tions - is com parable to  Robert M o rris ' 'fe lt  pieces' o f 

the  mid to  late 1960's and Nauman's ow n s im ilar use o f c lo th  backed rubber o f 

the  same tim e  period.

Serra's w o rk  O utside  (1969) [fig . 6 ] was created a t th e  very end o f his 

a rtis tic  in terest in neon as a viable m edium  and is m ost un like any o f his o the r 

w ork. Outside  is a pure neon ob ject and, like Nauman's earlie r True A r t is t  s\gn 

the re  is d irect play n o t on ly  upon w h a t is expected fro m  neon as a visual 

medium  w ith  regards to  its com m ercial h istory, bu t also w ith  how  the  piece is 

to  be in terpreted. Like Nauman's w o rk  to o  is Serra's use o f the  ju x tap os itio n  o f 

the  visual and the  lingu istic. The centra l te x t 'ou ts ide ' does n o t f i l l  th e  vo id le ft 

by the  single circle th a t surrounds it. The te x t is kept inside the  barrier creating 

an instan t con trad ic tion  in th is  h igh ly  conceptual w ork. Taken a step fu rth e r 

the  placem ent o f the  piece in a w indo w  - as specified by Serra - fac ilita tes a 

fu rth e r  con trad ic tion : 'ou ts ide ' is doub ly  entrapped, f irs t ly  by the  band o f lig h t 

and secondly by the  barrier o f  glass between it  and the  true  exterio r. O utside  is 

f irm ly  inside. The unc lu tte red  s im p lic ity  o f Serra's design makes the  v iew ing o f 

the  outside w orld  th rough  the  image exceedingly clear w h ich  on ly  reinforces 

th is  no tion  o f con trad ic to ry  declaration th rough  an unavoidably d irect visual 

contrast.

The com plicated and in te rw oven h is to ry  o f neon w ith  advertis ing and, 

m ore recently, w ith  a r t and the  discourses th a t surround each creates an a rt 

m edium  th a t is as com plex as i t  seems simple. N o t on ly  are there  positive and 

negative associations to  be made In response to  the  high and low  periods o f 

neon's popu la rity  as an advertis ing to o l, bu t the  neon a rt v iew er may also 

recall the  im portance o f neon to  certa in epochs, fo r example, the  g litzy ,
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Technico lor 1930's o r even a fu tu re  illum inated by neon as envisioned by 

W illiam  G ibson/' The modern ind iv idua l may be more fa m ilia r w ith  neon 

takeaw ay o r sex shops signs, the  bustle and commerce o f Tokyo o r even w ith  

The Strip in Las Vegas. Neon is heavily laden w ith  a com plicated sym bolic 

h is to ry  th a t, unless negated, w ill inev itab ly  co lour the  way we v iew  a piece o f 

neon art. Nauman's neon w orks d o n 't a tte m p t to  th ro w  o u t neon's 

tu m u ltuous  past. He pos itive ly  embraces neon's associations w ith  advertising 

and uses our ins tinc tive  reactions to  th is  m edium - w hatever they  may be - to  

make his point. W e pay a tte n tio n  to  his neon a rtw orks because w e must. W e 

understand them  if  we can. Even if  we can 't the  im pact o f th is  lu rid  ye t 

a llu rin g ly  beautifu l m edium  can be overw helm ing.
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chapter Two
Advertising

" When you 're  alone and life  is m aking you lone ly  

You can always go - dow ntow n .

W hen you 've g o t w orries a ll the  noise and the  h u rry  

Seems to  help I know  - dow ntow n .

Just lis ten to  the m usic o f  the  tra ff ic  in  the  c ity  

Linger on the  sidewalk where the neon signs are p re tty  

H o w  can you lose?"

Petula Clark D o w n tow n  '[gôA-

The use o f language in advertis ing may play an im p o rta n t part in both 

the  reasoning behind Nauman's a rtis tic  use o f the  m edium  and as an 

im p o rta n t in te rp re ta tive  to o l fo r  the  v iew er o f tex tua l neon a rtw o rk . The use 

o f language/text in advertis ing can func tion  on many levels. Indeed the 

com plex ity  o f meaning bestowed upon advertisem ents in general has steadily 

increased due to  the  advertis ing w orld 's ow n tu rn  tow ards the  se lf-re ferentia l. 

This move in con junction  w ith  an a rran t use o f sym bolism , icons and images 

from  o the r fie lds and the  re la tive ly  recent w illingness o f academia to  accept 

the  study o f advertis ing as a pa rt o f  w ide r 'cu ltu ra l s tudy ' has con tribu ted  to  

the  Increase in scholastic interest.

A dvertis ing has been playing w ith  language a lm ost since its inception 

and has continued w ith  a lacrity  to  con tinua lly  update its language use as 

society and consum erist cu ltu re  has changed. From the  wholesom e and 

sc ien tifica lly  based adverts o f  the  la te i8 o o 's  to  a style o f advertising o f  the  

in te r-w a r and depression years th a t devoted itse lf to  selling lifestyles and no t 

ju s t products and, fin a lly , to  a m ethodo logy o f selling th a t is happy to  

acknowledge the  consumer's ow n scepticism tow ards com m ercial m arketing 

too ls w h ils t s till sm ugly con tinu ing  to  successfully sell products. This latest 

approach to  advertis ing began in the  1960's approxim ate ly synchronous w ith
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the  rise o f a more conceptual a rt/^

W h ile  th is  may seem unrelated to  th e  top ic  o f th is  thesis the  role o f 

advertising - especially the  role o f language in advertising in all its incum bent 

form s, uses and discourses - is inextricab ly  linked to  contem porary social 

structures, to  the  im m ediate conno ta tive  properties o f neon as an advertis ing 

m edium  and, there fo re , is also o f im p o rt to  neon a rt w he the r i t  be tex tua l or 

figu ra i in nature.

The greater part o f  Nauman's oeuvre  is concerned w ith  society and the 

human cond ition . Society is a lm ost ce rta in ly  in form ed by contem porary media 

- te levision, magazines etc. - ju s t as he h im self w ou ld  undoubted ly be. This, in 

tu rn , necessarily includes the  selling o f com m odities, a ttitudes and lifestyles 

th ro ugh  advertis ing. W h a t is pa rticu la r to  the  neon a rtw orks  is the  inescapable 

association w ith  neon advertis ing.

Advertis ing is probably the  m ost pervasive, universal and in trus ive o f all 

media. As Judith W illiam son asserts in the  opening sentences o f her book 

Decoding A dvertisem ents  :

''Advertisem ents are one o f  the  m ost im p o rta n t cu ltu ra l factors  

m ould ing  and re flec ting  o u r life  today. They are ubiquitous, an 

inevitab le  p a rt o f  everyone's lives: even i f  you do n o t read a 

newspaper o r  w a tch  te levision, the  images posted over o u r  

urban surroundings are inescapable. Pervading a ll the  media, 

b u t lim ite d  to  none, advertis ing fo rm s a vast superstructure  

w ith  an apparen tly  autonom ous existence and an immense  

influence."^^

This makes it  an ideal condu it fo r  post-m odern a rtis tic  subversion. Nauman's 

ow n u tilisa tion  o f neon - w ith  regards to  bo th  his language and figu ra i pieces - 

is a d irect descendant o f W arho l, Johns and Rauschenberg's use o f advertising 

and modern everyday cu ltu re  in th e ir  art. The im pact o f consum erist society 

and the  ever-burgeoning m arketplace econom y upon artists o f the  la te 1950's 

and early 6o's created a re flexive a r t th a t na tu ra lly  had to  appropria te 

advertis ing language, m ateria ls and images in order to  successfully com m ent 

upon contem porary cu ltu re . These artis ts  also, conversely, subverted these 

w e ll-know n staples o f everyday visual life  in to  an a rt con tex t whereby the 

language o f advertis ing could be em ployed to  com m ent upon issues im p o rtan t
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to  the  a rtis t as an ind iv idual.

Regarding advertis ing in general possibly the  m ost s trik ing  facet o f 

contem porary advertis ing is the  wholesale use o f in te rte x tu a lity . In th is  way 

modern adverts make extensive use o f associations from  a w ide  range o f o the r 

texts ( film , lite ra tu re , a rt etc.) as w e ll as diverse cu ltu ra l referents. Essentially 

advertising language is a used language: fam ilia r, everyday and conceitedly au  

fa it. The generation jaded by da ily  bom bardm ents from  m u ltip le  brands vying 

fo r  th e ir  business is free to  associate th is  used language w ith  personal 

know ledge and th e ir  ow n lifestyles.

Though n o t all adverts w ill lead us to  buy th e ir  products o r use 

particu lar services they  can successfully sell us a certain ideal to  covet and may 

even te m p t us to  change ou r behaviour. But w he the r th is  be conceptualising 

the  ideal Am erican high school experience where in drink ing  a certa in brand o f 

so ft d rink  w ill make you popular o r th a t mums are s till encouraged to  make 

th e ir  washing 'w h ite r  than  w h ite ' they  sell us snapshots o f a w o rld  th a t is 

skewed in its representation o f rea lity.

"W e are made to  fee l th a t we can rise o r fa ll in  soc ie ty  th rough  

w h a t we are able to  buy, and th is  obscures the actua l class basis 

w hich s t il l underlies social position. The fundam enta l 

differences in  o u r socie ty are s t ill class differences, b u t the use 

o f  m anufactured goods as means o f  creating classes o r  groups  

form s an overlay on them ."

They sell the  m a jo rity  an impossible ideal. This o ften tim es subtle m an ipu la tion 

o f tru th  and perception o f the  socially acceptable and w h a t is personally 

necessary fo r  the  life  to  w h ich we should all aspire has freq uen tly  resulted in 

the  blam ing o f advertising fo r  leading hapless consumers astray. W h ile  th is  

may be the  case fo r  some o f the  m ore easily led viewers, as w ith  any visual o r 

lingu istic  medium  advertis ing is ve ry  much open to  ind iv idual in te rp re ta tion . 

The th o u g h t th a t society en masse is so naive as to  believe th a t buying a 

certa in product o r using a pa rticu la r service, th a t buying w ho lehearted ly  in to  

any o f the  advertisem ents we are subjected to  and are surrounded by daily, 

w ill lead to  liv ing a perfect life  Is like subscribing to  the  theo ry  th a t certa in 

film s inexorably inc ite  vio lence or the  assumption th a t all heavy m etal music is 

necessarily Satanic.
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Images^® generate meaning. This meaning is subjective and is w h o lly  

dependant upon the  ind iv idua l v iew er. W e can also say th a t meanings are no t 

inherent in images. Indeed we usually have no way o f t ru ly  know ing the  image 

producer's in ten tions as fa r as meaning is concerned sim ply because all w ho  see 

th e  image bring to  i t  th e ir  ow n experience and know ledge and th is  necessarily 

colours personal in te rp re ta tion . M eaning is also coloured by the  con text in 

w h ich the  image is being viewed. As th is  works fo r  a rt w ith in  the  a rt w orld  

where seem ingly non-a rt item s are presented and acknowledged as being valid 

A rt ju s t as long as they  are w ith in  the  In s titu tio n  - where con tex t ju s tifies  and 

bestows leg itim acy th a t w ou ld  possibly never otherw ise be given - so too  

con text w ith in  the  v isua lly  c lu tte red  advertising landscape w ill undeniably 

m uta te  meaning w ith in  the  com m od ity  cu ltu re  o f contem porary society in 

con junction  w ith  the  indiv idual's ow n cu ltu ra l associations.

A rtis ts  w ith in  the  a rt w o rld  know  th a t meaning is subjective and rare ly 

exp lic it. Advertisers to o  (since the  1960's) have understood, n o t th a t viewers 

w ro n g ly  in te rp re t the  images set before them  o r th a t th e ir  selling tactics are 

unsuccessful, bu t th a t meaning Is created when, w here and by w hom  the  

image is absorbed. Advertisers are in no more con tro l over the  sub jec tiv ity  o f 

meaning than, fo r  example, artis ts  o r poets. Full, unm itiga ted  con tro l over 

meaning by the  producer o f  the  image w ou ld  seem to  be a h igh ly  im probable 

no tion . The meaning o f an image changes in accordance to  the  social 

o rien ta tion , level o f  know ledge etc. o f the  the  viewer/consum er.

M eanings are no t b u ilt- in  to  images bu t are produced w ith in  a social 

con tex t - the  con text o f the  m om ent - and w ith in  th is  social context's re la tion 

to  its ow n cu ltu ra l ideology and the  Individual ideologies o f each viewer, 

ideologies exist fo r  every level o f  society, every cu ltu re  and are ju s t as diverse. 

Our ideologies in fo rm  every level o f ou r everyday lives w h e the r we are aware 

o f it  or n o t so by tak ing  an image o u t o f  its o rig ina l context, to  pu t it  in 

ano the r coun try  o r ano the r tim e , w ill change the  meanings according to  those 

new sets o f social values and ideological constructs. A successful and popular 

film , such as M W S ^H  makes fo r  a good example. The im pact o f  the  po litica l 

aspects o f the  film  - set as i t  is in an Am erican m obile surgical u n it during the  

Korean W ar and aired during th e  V ie tnam  W ar - w ou ld  arguably have had 

m ore o f an im pact during  Its f irs t a iring than  th ro u gh  any re-runs today. The
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im plications o f the  subject and con ten t o f the  film  w ill also have d iffe ren t 

meanings when taken o u t o f its o rig ina l con text (hom e co u n try ) and shown, 

fo r  example, in V ie tnam  itse lf, even though  some aspects o f the  hum our th a t 

o ffsets the  po litica l and m ilita ry  base fo r  the  f ilm  may be m ore universal.

Commercial advertis ing is linked to , and makes us aware o f, social 

structure . It is on ly  logical then to  presume th a t advertising in tu rn  in form s 

and moulds the  th ink ing  o f  society, concerning the  way th ings are and w ha t 

they should be. Advertis ing can persuade us to  a lte r ourselves: to  change our 

ou tlook, to  take up certa in values or to  adopt a lifestyle. Advertis ing 

"obscure[s] the  real s ta tu re  o f society by replacing class w ith  d istinctions made 

by the  consum ption o f particu la r goods."

Contem porary advertis ing can be dangerous in th is  respect. It may 

change our assumptions abou t w h a t is beautifu l, desirable, acceptable. It is 

largely vacuous and superficial. W e have become so acclimatised to  th is  

portraya l o f 'th e  beautifu l people' (as M a rilyn  Manson w ou ld  pu t it̂ ® )  th a t we 

are now  a lm ost w h o lly  apathetic tow ards these images in the  sense th a t w e no 

longer v iew  them  as advertis ing - as separate and d is tin c t fro m  our everyday 

rea lity  - bu t as an a tta inab le  h igher rea lity . I f  we buy th e  r ig h t shoes, wear the  

r ig h t designer c lo th ing , d rive  the  r ig h t car life  w ill be better:

"...advertis ing does n o t s im p ly  re fle c t the real w o rld  as we 

experience it :  the  w o rld  p o rtraye d  in advertisem ents moves on 

a day-dream level, w hich im plies a dissatisfaction w ith  the real 

w o rld  expressed th rough  im ag ina ry  representations o f  the  

fu tu re  as i t  m ig h t be: a Utopia."^'^

It is on ly  when the  issue o f ou r skewed assumptions o f  w h a t we w a n t and 

w h a t we actually need is d irec tly  b rough t to  our a tte n tio n  th a t w e may react. 

W e rou tine ly  underestim ate the  im pact o f advertising on the  social 

consciousness and on hum an ity  in the  w ide r sense.

Adverts sell to  us via representation. Representation o f the  w orld  

around us - the  m ateria l w o rld  - is accomplished th rough  systems o f language. 

But do they  re flect the  w o rld  back to  us as a fo rm  o f mimesis o r is ou r w orld  

constructed by  these systems o f representation? W e v iew  the  w o rld  via our 

own specific cu ltu ra l context. W e create and take meanings in accordance w ith  

th is  con text th rough  ou r language systems: speech, w rit in g , images. In th is
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w ay the  m ateria l w o rld  can on ly  be seen by us th rough  these systems. 

Therefore the  w o rld  is n o t on ly  reflected back a t us by these representations, 

bu t w e actua lly  construct the  meaning o f our w orld  th ro ugh  these systems.

Language systems o f representation - th is  idea o f the  mimesis o f the  

m ateria l w o rld  - is pu t to  good use in both  the  realms o f  advertis ing and A rt.

In A r t w h a t can seem to  be a fa ith fu l, s tra igh tfo rw a rd  and expertly  executed 

seventeenth-century Dutch s till life , fo r  example, can in fac t be read in to  and 

w ill represent m any th ings, fro m  issues o f m o rta lity  and relig ious allusions 

(taken d irec tly  from  the  illus tra ted  shorthand o f the  h igh ly  popular emblem 

books) to  the  simple dep iction o f  the  food, w ine and fine  glass o r silverware 

w h ich generates th e ir  ow n association w ith  taste, smell and touch. Advertis ing 

to o  w ill use 's tra ig h t images', th a t is images which seem to  render a fa ith fu l 

and true  image, to  sell products, bu t i t  is m ore reasonable now  to  expect th a t 

adverts - in an a tte m p t to  grab ou r lim ited  a tte n tio n  - w ill actua lly  subvert 

expected representations o f th e  norm .

Neon te x t as A r t  functions w ith in  and w ith o u t the  advertis ing w o rld  as 

both image and te x t; the  words are presented to  us in a h igh ly  visual m anner 

s im ply due to  the  v ib ra n t appearance o f the  medium. Also neon signs are 

always presented to  us vertica lly , as signs, and are the re fo re  im m edia te ly 

posited w ith in  the  con tex t o f  the  consum erist landscape.

A ll images w he the r they  be a rt, advertis ing or any neglig ible visual 

ephemera are subject to  q u a lity  judgem ents regarding th e ir, fo r  example, 

beauty and effectiveness. Neon in any fo rm  cannot help bu t generate an 

aesthetic response. Once again the  crite ria  used to  d istinguish and rate an 

image Is h igh ly  dependant upon context, cu ltu ra l codes and societal concepts.

It does no t exist in the  image. In th is  w ay we evaluate w h a t is beautifu l, ugly, 

shocking, banal, in teresting or boring. The ju dgem ent is restricted to  ind iv idua l 

notions o f aesthetics and taste.

The notion  o f aesthetics - the  perception o f beauty - is no t 

incontestable. Philosophers are s till unsure as to  w h e the r th e  aesthetic 

qua lities o f an image are inheren t to  It o r are fo rm ed solely in the  m ind o f the  

v iew er and are con text and re fe ren t re liant. Immanuel Kant believed th a t pure 

beauty is universal ra ther than  regulated by specific cu ltu ra l o r ind iv idual 

codes. For Kant beauty is kept separate fro m  judgem enta l o r subjective
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conceptions. Certain th ings - nature  and A r t - inev itab ly  and ob jective ly are 

beautifu l.

Kant's theo ry  o f aesthetics - o f inherent beauty w ith in  an im age/object 

as a transcendental a p r io r i-h a s  since been superseded by contem porary 

concepts w h ich are based on the  crite ria  th a t w h a t is seen to  be beautifu l and 

w h a t is no t are established w ith in  notions o f taste. Taste is cu ltu ra lly  and 

sociologically specific to  the  viewer. Beauty is no longer an innate qua lity . The 

adage "beauty lies in the  eye o f the  beholder" refers to  ju s t th is  supposition. 

Beauty and indeed the  degree o f beauty an image or ob ject is deemed to  

possess is circumscribed by th e  ind iv idual.

The individual's idea o f taste how ever is no t based solely on personal 

in te rp re ta tion . Taste refers both  to  the  feelings o f pleasure one experiences 

w hen confron ted w ith  beau tifu l objects and to  the  in trins ic  standards o f 

beauty embodied in these objects. Taste is an individual and subjective 

sentim ent, bu t it  is also a d iscrim inating  facu lty , th rough  w h ich individuals 

discover the  am ount o f pleasure th a t th ings ough t to  give them  by v ir tu e  o f 

th e ir  objective properties. Once again the  forces o f class, cu ltu re , lifesty le  and 

education come in to  play in the  m a tte r o f  in fo rm ing  th e  ind iv idual's notions o f 

th e ir  ow n id e n tity  and subsequently th e ir  concepts o f taste  - o f w h a t is 'good 

taste ' and w h a t is 'bad taste '. T rad itiona lly  the  realm o f 'g o o d  taste ' is equated 

to  th a t o f high cu ltu re  and 'bad tas te ' w ith  low.

The French socio logist Pierre Bourdieu examined ju s t th is  supposition in 

the  1970's when studying the  responses o f a range o f French subjects on the  

top ic  o f taste. According to  Bourdieu: "taste  classifies, and it  classifies the  

c la s s if ie r ."T h is  does not, as one w ou ld  suspect, express a hierarchical, class- 

based schema fo r  denoting w h o  has taste and w ho does not, bu t th a t taste is 

no t inherent in particu la r people, th a t it  is learned th rough  exposure to  social 

and cu ltu ra l in s titu tio ns  th a t p rom ote  certa in  class-based assumptions about 

the  a b ility  to  recognise tas te fu l ness. These ins titu tions, regardless o f ind iv idual 

class, no t on ly  teach, bu t also Instil a sense o f w h a t is, fo r  example, real a rt and 

w h a t is not. Acceptance is conferred by the  in s titu tio n  and is then  passed on to  

the  v iew er w ho  learns to  be a d iscrim inating  consumer o f  th e  images and 

objects which are deemed w o rth y .

Bourdieu's theo ry  seats taste  as a boundary - though  n o t an
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imperm eable one - th a t in tu rn  enforces class boundaries. A ll aspects o f life  are 

in terconnected and so ou r taste in a rt is related d irec tly  to  our taste in music, 

lite ra tu re , film  etc. and is related in tu rn  to  our social standing, profession and 

education level.

Kant in his Critique o f  Judgem ent o f  1790 m ainta ined th a t taste  is an 

autonom ous realm independent from  external influences, be they  ra tio n a lity  

o r passions, as w ell as fro m  considerations o f u t il ity ,  m o ra lity  o r economy. This 

position paved the  w ay fo r  theories o f a rt fo r  art's sake, according to  which a rt 

reflects the  genius o f the  a rtis t and should be allowed to  develop un fe tte red  by 

social and econom ic constra in ts. T h roughou t the  20th  century, a rt increasingly 

came to  be seen as an extension o f subjective experience, re flecting  the  artist's  

personal in te rp re ta tio n  o f the  outside w orld  ra ther than  m irro ring  some pre­

existing and eternal cosmological order. Aesthetic experience thus lost its 

objective foundations, and the  search fo r  universal and im m utab le  standards o f 

taste increasingly appeared illusory.

W ith  the  arriva l o f  Pop A rt, the  concept o f kitsch  and subsequently the  

rise o f Postmodernism, the  surety o f tra d itio n a l class d is tinctions has a lm ost 

en tire ly  been underm ined. The tra d itio n a l m ethod o f d istingu ish ing high from  

low  is class-based w ith  the  pursuits and mores o f the  h igher echelon o f society 

defin ing high cu ltu re  and the  w o rk ing  class low  culture. Therefore, high cu ltu re  

necessarily included fine  art, ballet, opera, classical music w h ils t low  cu ltu re  

included te levis ion (a fte r i t  became affo rdab le  fo r  a ll), tab lo id  newspapers, B- 

movies and rock and ro ll music.

As A r t and consumerism  con tinue  to  overlap and th ieve  fro m  each o the r 

notions o f taste have become as m uddled as perceptions o f  H igh and Low 

cu ltu re  values. Advertis ing is, and always has been, a cu ltu ra l m arker 

accom m odating the  spheres o f good and bad taste ju s t as easily as it  straddles 

the  boundaries o f high and low  cu ltu re . In e ffec t contem porary advertising has 

proven itse lf useful as a means o f breaking down old class divides and creating 

a w ider audience fo r  the  arts. As Julian Stallabrass w ro te  in his paper. The Fate 

o f  'Young B ritish  A r t ' (2001) :

" [ . . . ]  the  sa tu ra tion  o f  the  cu ltu re  w ith  com m ercia l im agery, 

especially advertising, has produced an effective, in fo rm a l 

education in  the  w ay images work. This e ffe c t is re in forced by
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the in te rp lay  between advertis ing and art, as advertis ing  

borrow s from  art, and a r t  p lays w ith  the techniques o f  

advertising."

During Nauman's early period o f w o rk ing  w ith  neon signs the  m edium  was 

m ost d e fin ite ly  low  cu ltu re . It w asn 't even kitsch. Neon signs were used to  

advertise d is tin c tly  low-end com m odities. The subtle transm og rifica tion  o f lo w  

cu ltu re  in to  an acceptable and m ore broadly based popu la r cu ltu re  does no t 

apply in the tim e  fram e th a t a llowed Nauman, as w ell as Kosuth and Nannucci, 

to  com mandeer th is  m edium  and to  use it  w ith in  the  conceptual boundaries o f 

th e ir  a rt to  lite ra lly  en ligh ten  th e ir  viewers/consumers. The fa c t th a t neon was 

once such a grand m edium , so well-appreciated and sought a fte r as an 

advertising m edium , a m edium  w h ich was once so high class, illustrates the  

sometimes trans ien t nature o f ou r notions o f high and low  cu lture.

This no tion  o f the  conferring  o f a rt value upon Nauman's neon w o rk  

created fo r  him a d icho tom y in th e ir  m ethod o f presentation. As an advertis ing 

m edium, and the re fo re  associated w ith  the  mundane and the  everyday, it  is 

extrem ely commonplace so to  install any o f his neons successfully i.e. where 

they  w ill be paid a tte n tio n  to  necessitates an in s titu tio n a l se tting  even though  

th is  creates fo r  him  its ow n problems:

"There's a prob lem  e ith e r way. I f  you avo id  an a rt-re la ted  

s itua tion  a ltog e th e r  - i f  you  hang a neon sign anyplace  - i t  is 

ignored and people d o n 't g ive i t  any th o u g h t a t all. I f  you hang  

i t  in  a museum, you carry  a lo t  o f  w e igh t tha t's  n o t yours.

Sometimes it 's  too  m uch w e ig h t fo r  the  piece, o r  the  w rong  

k ind  o f  weight. I w a n t the  w o rk  to  be taken seriously, b u t in  

the m useum se tting  the  seriousness o f  look ing  is o fte n  very  

na rrow  in its  perspective. I t  m ay leave o u t much o f  the  

in fo rm a tio n  tha t's  m ost im p o rta n t to  the  work, aside from  the  

fo rm a l considerations. B u t I d o n 't kn o w  o f  any e ffec tive  w ay  - 

outside o f  galleries o r  museums - to  have people pay a tten tion . 

Som ehow you have to  p o in t a finge r and say "th is  is a r t  and  

you have to  pay a tte n tio n  - so th in k  a bou t it!'""^^

The connection between class - th a t is social standing - and a rt has always been 

a divisive one. A r t is tra d it io n a lly  associated w ith  the  upper class, the  w e ll-
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educated, those w ho  are m ore like ly  to  seek o u t the  know ledge to  understand 

and appreciate it. To use neon as A rt, m oreover to  use neon as a fo rm  o f 

instructive , conceptual a rt is to  com ple te ly  upend the  assumed status quo o f 

stereotyp ical a rt viewers and the  value rating they are like ly  to  confer upon the  

neon a rt object which has been accepted and validated by the  educative 

in s titu tio n  o f the  ga lle ry and is now  hanging before them . Do they  

au tom atica lly  accept these apparently  low  cu ltu ra l objects in to  th e ir  h ierarchy 

o f taste o r does the  m edium  itse lf - and its inescapable negative connota tions - 

e lic it a response th a t w ill find  the  objects tasteless? Possibly i t  is th is  inner 

d ia tribe  - do we accept th is  ob ject because it  has been ins titu tiona lised  and 

the re fo re  m ust be o f a rtis tic  w o rth  o r re ject i t  because it  is a base fo rm  o f 

advertising - th a t makes its use as an a rtis tic  too l so e ffective. W e know  it  is 

A r t bu t also recognise th a t the re  is a sleazy, cheapness to  it. Though th is  is 

decidedly no t the  case now  the  use o f neon, and especially neon w ords/text, 

then  was a radical s ta tem en t o f  th e  pow er o f language: ou r use o f it, how  we 

understand it  and how  we v iew  it.

To step back fro m  advertisem ents in general and v iew  them  as texts 

makes us aware o f language and enables us to  see them  in a w ay s im ilar to  

poe try  o r lite ra tu re  ostensib ly th ro ugh  decoding the  messages contained 

w ith in . Unlike lite ra tu re  o r poe try  though  advertising language is ever­

present, all inclusive and all engulfing w h ils t also reta in ing a sense o f the  

'th ro w  away'. I t  may be all around us, b u t do we pay a tte n tio n ?  W h a t do we 

pay a tte n tio n  to?

Semiotics is one o f the  m ajor m ethodologies th a t is used in the  study o f 

advertis ing and con tribu tes to  an understanding o f advertis ing 's place in 

modern society. The study o f semiotics, o r sem iology in France, orig inated in a 

lite ra ry /lingu is tic  con tex t and has been expanding in a num ber o f directions 

since the  early tu rn -o f- th e  cen tu ry  due to  the  early w o rk  o f C.S. Pierce in the  

U.S. and Levi Strauss and Ferdinand Saussure in France.

In semiotics the  emphasis is on com m unica tion as the  generation o f 

meaning. "The m aking o f meanings o r messages is know n as encoding. 

In te rp re ting  the  messages ... is know n as d e c o d in g ."T h e  m ental image or 

idea th a t we produce by decoding a message is know n as the  " in te rp ré ta n t."

A t the  centre o f th is  concern is the  sign.
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in semiotics, the  'reader' is seen as playing an active role. According to  

John Fiske sem ioticians prefer the  te rm  "reader" to  "receiver" because it  implies 

a greater degree o f invo lvem ent. The reader helps to  "create the  meaning o f 

the  te x t by bring ing i t  to  his o r her experience, a ttitudes, and em otions."

Thus, the  reader's brain is an indispensable com ponent o f  th e  to ta l 

com m unica tion system. H is/her life  experiences, as w ell as expectations o f the 

s tim u li he/she is receiving fro m  the  advertisem ent, in te rac t w ith  the  

advertiser's o u tp u t in de te rm in ing  the  meaning o f the  com m unica tion. The jo b  

o f the  advertiser is to  know  the  w o rld  o f  the  ta rg e t audience in tim a te ly  so th a t 

the  s tim u li created can evoke associations w ith  w hatever is stored in th e ir  

memories. The advertiser's goal is th a t the  messages encoded in to  the 

advertisem ents w ill s tim u la te  the  reader to  create meanings th a t relate, as 

closely as possible, to  the  meanings th a t they  have a ttem pted  to  generate. As 

Fiske observes: "The m ore we share the  same codes, the  m ore we use the  same 

sign systems, the  closer the  tw o  meanings o f the  message w ill approxim ate to  

each o ther."

Advertisem ents have to  a rticu la te  qu ick ly and a t a glance. For th is  

reason they  o ffe r h igh ly  sophisticated constructions. They are designed to  have 

im m ediate appeal and a tte m p t to  hold the  reader's lim ited  a tte n tio n  fo r  as 

long as possible. Therefore, advertisers are predisposed to  re ly on the  

reperto ire  o f da ily  life  fo r  th e ir  m aterials. This does no t mean th a t 

advertisem ents m erely re flec t rea lity  however. A lthough  they  draw  th e ir 

materials from  everyday life  they  select them  carefu lly; much is included, bu t 

also much is om itted . It is im p o rta n t to  note  th a t "by  choosing on ly  some 

th ings and by re in teg ra ting  them  in to  the  meaning system o f advertis ing, ads 

create new meanings [...] Thus, advertis ing enters in to  the  routines o f 

everyday life  and produces meanings and categories th a t are no t found 

elsewhere."

In everyday human social life , w h ich by nature is in teractive , language

w ith  its conventiona l symbols (w ords) occupies the  m ost noticeable position.

A sem iotic analysis o f  p r in t advertis ing however, directs ou r a tte n tio n  to  o the r

fo rm  o f s ign ifica tion  such as colour, persons and objects involved, dress, the

actual advertised product values and ideologies. From a semiological po in t o f

v iew  all o f the  above are com m unica tive  and the  w ay they  are pu t toge the r in
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advertis ing can be studied. The re la tion between the  s ign ifie r and the  signified 

is a rb itra ry  and conventiona l. In o th e r words, signs can mean anyth ing  we 

agree th a t they  mean and th e y  can mean d iffe re n t th ings to  d iffe re n t people. 

No m a tte r how  much they  strive  to  make the  decoding process an identical, 

bu t inverse, replica o f the  encoding process, advertisers can never achieve an 

absolute equivalence between the  encoding and the  decoding processes.

Nevertheless, the  encoding side o f the  coin does establish the  

in te rp re ta tive  parameters and guidelines fo r  m aking sense o f th e  tex t. Both 

advertisers and viewers app ly a social gram m ar - a shared set o f  propositions 

about how  com mercials are s tructured and how the  narra tive  o f a te x t w ill 

unfo ld . Since m ost o f the  global popu la tion  have been w a tch ing  commercials 

since they  were 2 years old, recognising and m aking sense o f  advertising 

messages usually takes place a t a non-re flexive level. The gram m ar o f the  ad 

remains unspoken; though  n o t necessarily o u t o f m ind, i t  is o u t o f sight.

Advertisem ents em ploy a shorthand o f s ign ifica tion . Advertis ing 

agencies raid re fe ren t systems fo r  visual and musical s ignifiers and then 

compress and sequence them  to g e th e r in a recognisable structure . Referent 

systems designate w ide ly  shared systems o f know ledge and clusters o f 

meaning. For the  advert to  w o rk  the  v iew er m ost va lida te the  sign by 

attach ing a signified to  the  s ign ifie r. In a com mercial, fo r  example, the  v iew er is 

guided th ro ugh  th is  va lida tion  process supported by narra tion , music, the  

re la tionship o f each Image to  others and the  viewer's ow n know ledge o f the  

re fe ren t system fro m  w h ich th e  s ign ifie r is drawn. Certain clusters o f signifiers 

recur again and again. O ften  draw n fro m  image banks and rooted in 

stereotyp ical ways o f seeing they  serve as markers to  fa c ilita te  m aking sense o f 

the  com mercial tex t.

A t its m ost e lem entary level branding is about equivalence. Brand 

build ing works to  create an association in the  consumer's m ind between a 

recognisable com m od ity  o r co rpora tion  and im agery o f  a desirable qua lity .

F irst the  brand itse lf Is given a recognisable, bu t d iffe ren tia ted , representation: 

the  logo. Then th a t representation is attached to  a series o f layered signifiers 

th a t po in t to  a specific set o f  meanings: the  signified. The goal is to  

harm oniously blend layers o f sign ifie rs to  support the  branding message. 

Vectors are created across elements (visual, audio, te x tu a l) so th a t when we

32



hear the  music we th in k  o f the  slogan. Or a shared co lour in the  commercial 

m igh t create a visual equivalence between a global scape and a corporation . 

Elements both s ign ify  and serve as conduits fo r  these vectors o f equivalence. A 

sound signature m igh t cem ent a narra tive  to  a logo as well as s ign ify ing 

som ething in its own righ t. D raw ing on T.S. E lliot's discussion o f poetry, Judith 

W illiam son refers to  the  re la tion  o f these elements in an advertisem ent as an 

'ob jective  corre lative '. She states:

"Thus once again we see th a t the fo rm  o f  advertisem ents is a 

p a rt o f  ideology, and involves a false assum ption which is the  

ro o t o f  a ll ideology, nam ely th a t because th ings are as they  are 

(in  th is  case, because certa in  th ings are shown as connected in  

ads, placed to g e the r etc.), th is  sta te  o f  a ffa irs  is som ehow  

natural, and m ust 'make sense 's im p ly because i t  exists. So 

when advertisem ents p u t  tw o  th ings side by  side so th a t they  

co-exist, we do n o t question the  sense o f  it. The fo rm  o f  

advertisem ents, and th e ir  process o f  m eaning th ro ugh  ou r 

acceptance o f  im p lica tions in  th a t form , cons titu te  an 

im p o rta n t p a r t o f  ideology. Non-senses ( th e  illog ica l 

ju x ta p o s itio n  of, say, a face and a b o ttle ) become invis ib le  - 

which is w h y  i t  is im p o rta n t to  sta te  w h a t m ay seem very basic, 

and once seen, very obvious, in  th is  fie ld ; and sense is assumed 

sim ply  on the  basis o f  facts, th a t m agical w o rd  whose o rig ina l 

m eaning is m ere ly 'th ings a lready don e .'"

The signifiers th a t share the  same space m ust indeed appear to  have a natura l 

connection. To create th is  sense o f unquestioned o b je c tiv ity  advertising draws 

on a range o f devices to  establish a sense o f equivalence between 

com m odity /b rand and a meaning plus affect. These devices include 

com position, size, colour, music, narra tive , spokesperson, images, tex t, logo 

design o r anyth ing  th a t suggests th is  and th a t are one and the  same. If the 

v iew er validates th is  process the  fo rm u la  - brand equals s ign ifie r equals 

signified - is com pleted. But one m ust always keep in m ind W illiam son's 

analysis. There is no logic in the  corre la tion  o the r than association. The 

ideology o f leg itim isa tion  is a t the  core o f branding.

In advertising term s it  seems reasonable to  say th a t Bruce Nauman
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takes some tim e  to  set up his ow n brand o f neon a rt before progressing to  his 

m ore recognisable frene tic , m u ltilayered, po litica l tex tua l and figu ra i works o f 

the  1980's. His f irs t fo u r neon a rtw orks  were very personal affa irs. Three o f 

these are a rtis t specific. Neon Templates o f  the  Le ft H a lf  o f  m y Body Taken a t  

Ten-Inch In te rva ls O çôô ) [fig . 7] perfectly  outlines the  artis t's  p ro file  from  

neck to  ca lf in concentric bands o f green neon creating the  ers tw h ile  physical 

presence o f the  a rtis t.

Nauman's next neon a rtw o rk . The True A r t is t  Reveals To The W orld  

M ys tic  T ru th  (1967) [fig . 4 ] is essentially his assertion th a t he is an a rtis t ju s t as 

it  spotlights his own uncerta in question ing o f th a t assertion. M y  Last Name  

Exaggerated  74 Times V e rtica lly  (1967) [fig . 8 ] and M y  Name As Though I t  

W ere W ritte n  On The Surface O f The M oon: bbbbbbrrrrrruuuuuucccccceeeeee  

(1968) [fig . 9 ] both  s tra ig h tfo rw a rd ly  play w ith  the  artis t's  signature as 

com m odity. These f irs t fo u r neon works set up the  exp lic it association o f th is  

a rtis t w ith  neon physically by label, style and a rtis tic  in te n tio n ; we know  w h a t 

he's selling us. Through these fo u r pieces alone we already know , in essence, 

w h a t to  expect o f his a rt in fu tu re . W e know  his brand.

Aside fo rm  th is  self-branding process we can see how  advertising has 

taken the  role o f sem iotics in the  production  and reception o f advertis ing to  

heart and has caught up w ith  Nauman's use and subversion o f language. A 

re la tive ly  recent advertis ing campaign fo r  Burger King^^ ran, "Have you g o t the  

urge? Go to  Burger K ing ."The visual tr ic k  to  th is  slogan was the  advertiser 

d raw ing ou r a tte n tio n  to  th e  'u rge ' in 'burger'. A w o rd -w ith in -a -w o rd  th a t is 

inc identa lly  and fo rtu ito u s ly  appropria te  to  the  selling o f fast food. W e get an 

urge, i t  has to  be sated so go fo r  a burger, bu t no t ju s t any burger it  has to  be 

one fro m  Burger King^'".

Nauman had used th is  same device approxim ate ly th ir ty  years earlier in 

his neon Eat Death  (1972) [fig . 10]. Instead o f using com puter an im ation  to  f ly  

the  w o rd -w ith in -th e -w o rd  in to  place w ith in  the  p rim ary Naum an uses co lour 

and te x t style to  h igh ligh t his p rovidentia l discovery. A ye llow  EAT is 

superimposed upon a blue, italicised DEATH. S ligh tly  m ore sin ister than 

find ing  'u rge ' in 'bu rge r' th is  w o rk  conjures up associations w ith  necrophragia, 

the  vice o f g lu tto n y  o r the  Japanese delicacy o f Fugu,

S im ilarly Nauman's extensive u tilisa tion  o f anagram in neon works like
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Suite S ubstitu te  (1968) and Perfect O oor/Perfect O dor/P erfect Rodo (1973) 

prefigures French Connection U.K.'s controversia l use o f th e ir  com pany 

acronym  FCUK™ as a very successful anagram m atic advertising device. The 

order o f in te rio r le tters in a w o rd  is re la tive ly  u n im p o rtan t to  reading 

com prehension, so people na tu ra lly  scan 'fcu k ' as 'fuck '. By placing the  acronym  

w ith in  phrases such as "FCUK like a Bunny", "Sexy as FCUK", "Cheeky as FCUK", 

"N o  FCUKing angel", "FCUK Fear" they  active ly encourage and positive ly 

p rom ote  th is  m isreading o f  the  w ord . W here Nauman sim ply draws a tte n tio n  

to  th is  kind o f lingu is tic  m an ipu la tion  French Connection U.K.'s advertising 

campaign sticks i t  in you r face.

Nauman's in te rest in language - as made ev ident in n o t on ly  his neon 

works, but also in his lithographs and video w o rk  and as used in con junction  

w ith  the  trad ition a l Am erican advertis ing m edium o f neon - is much more 

accessible to  today's audience than i t  w ou ld  have been to  contem porary 

viewers. Though certa in  sections o f his contem porary audience w ou ld  have 

appreciated th is  kind o f w ord  play - possibly seeing i t  as akin to  the  w o rk  o f the  

Beats, concrete poetry, au tom atic  w r it in g  - it  is on ly  now  since advertis ing has 

so fo rce fu lly  and e ffec tive ly  adopted w ord  play fo r  its ow n ends th a t the  

shocking e ffec t o f  Nauman's w o rk  has been m uted and absorbed w ith in  

advertis ing cu lture . W here once th e  con ten t alone o f the  tex tu a l neon a rtw o rk  

w ou ld  have been am ple ju s tific a tio n  fo r  its status as A r t and the  carrier 

m edium  was revo lu tiona ry  in Its subversion o f low  cu ltu re  signage now  the  

con ten t as w e ll as the  m edium  could ju s t as easily be pure advertis ing. The 

artists o f today also have th is  problem : "F ine art's conceptual leanings are 

increasingly d iff ic u lt  to  d istinguish fro m  th e  facile surfaces o f advertising."^^ As 

both  A r t and Advertis ing parody and appropria te fro m  each o ther, now m ore 

than  ever, it  is im p o rta n t to  rem em ber th a t artists like W arho l, Johns, 

Raushchenberg and Nauman w ere avan t garde in th e ir  appropria tion  o f 

advertis ing. It's equally im p o rta n t to  rem em ber w hy th is  appropria tion  was 

radical, w h a t o the r discourses th e y  in troduced and how  they  used it  fo r th e ir  

a rtis tic  ends.
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Chapter Three 

Influences

"Every sign by its e lf seems dead. W ha t gives it  life? - In use it  is alive. 

Is life  breathed in to  it  there? - Or is the  use its life? "

Ludwig W ittg ens te in  Philosophical Investigations  §432.

Over the  years Bruce Nauman has cited many influences on his w ork. O f 

these outside the  w o rld  o f a rt th e  im portance o f the  German philosopher 

Ludwig W ittgenste in 's  ideas to  his language-based neons cannot be 

underplayed. It is necessary, fo r  the  purposes o f e lucidation, to  make sense o f 

the  W ittg ens tin ian  language games in order to  apply them  to  Nauman's w ork. 

This involves an in tensive look a t W ittgenste in 's  theories as ou tlined  in The 

Philosophical Investigations. The fig u ra tive  neons however, owe much to  the  

p layw rig h t Samuel Beckett's in te rest in the  human cond ition  w h ils t novelist 

A la in Robbe-Grillet's obsessive a tte n tio n  to  detail and use o f repe tition  are 

im p o rta n t to  both  Nauman's fig u ra tive  and tex tua l neon pieces.

In term s o f the  nature o f th e  tex tua l neon works the  m a jo rity  o f th a t 

in fluence w ould seem to  come fro m  Ludwig W ittgenste in 's  The Philosophical 

Investigations. M ain  W ittg ens tin ian  ideas present the  th e o ry  th a t language 

and the  w o rld  share a com m on logical fo rm  where in sentences are logical 

pictures o f the  w o rld  and so the  logical re lations between the  elements o f a 

sentence re flect the  re lations between the  elements in the  w orld . In using 

these sorts o f ideas Nauman's use o f  words/sentences e ithe r confused, 

reflected o r seem ingly randomised w ith in  a greater w ho le  may subsequently 

be in te rpre ted  as his reflections o f the  w o rld  as he sees it  or, more 

im p o rtan tly , as we w ou ld  see it  i f  we were to  pay enough a tte n tion .

For m any expressions, the  meaning is the  use: to  grasp the  "m eaning" o f 

such an expression is to  know  how  to  use it. Therefore the  sem antic theo ry  

behind th is  creates a divide. In the  case o f the  neons w h a t i t  is and w h a t it
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means can be com ple te ly d iffe re n t fo r  each viewer. The role o f the  'language 

game' as a con ten t dependent and purpose re lative fo rm  o f hum an socially 

cond itioned behaviour is used extensively by Nauman in several media, bu t is 

all the  more om inous and shameless in his word-based neons. Yet again the  

'language game' is seen by W ittg ens te in  to  be a re flection o f life . For Nauman 

then th a t w h ich is a re flection  is also illum ina tion . The neon w orks could then 

be read as a physical m an ifesta tion  o f his a lm ost overarching com pulsion to  

reveal the  darkness o f hum an nature. M ost im p o rta n tly  th e  language games, 

as used by Nauman, are context-dependant and purpose-re lative - crossing the  

bounds between games and language, playing games and speaking i t  - and are 

w h o lly  dependent upon circum stance/site fo r  th e ir  analogous reading as the  

game is learn t d iffe re n tly  by every society o r group.

It was in his la te r w o rk  th a t W ittg ens te in  developed the  idea th a t the  

jo b  o f philosophy was to  clear up the  conceptual confusions th a t arose th rough  

ou r unexamined use o f language. Dissatisfied w ith  the  tra d itio n a l expressionist 

and re flective  approaches to  language he sought a new model w h ich  w ou ld  

a llow  greater f le x ib ility . Central to  th is  was the  concept o f ru le governed 

a c tiv ity  o r'language  game'. W ittg ens te in  introduces the  concept o f'la ngua ge  

games' because o f the  analogy between using language and playing a game 

according to  certa in rules. It was his con ten tion  th a t our w ho le  use o f 

language was sim ilar to  game playing:

" We can easily im agine people am using themselves in  a fie ld  by  

play ing  w ith  a ba ll so as to  s ta rt various existing games, b u t  

playing m any w ith o u t fin ish ing  them  and in  between th ro w in g  

the ball a im lessly in to  the  air, chasing one ano the r w ith  the  ball 

and bom bard ing one a no the r fo r  a Joke and so on. A n d  now  

someone says: The w ho le  tim e  th e y  are p lay ing  a ball-gam e  

and fo llo w in g  de fin ite  rules a t every th row ."

A t every step we are fo llo w in g  the  rules, bu t no t the  same rules a t every step.

In the  same way ou r use o f language is always governed by rules, bu t no t 

always by the  same rules. W e partake in a large num ber o f language games 

and confusion usually arises when a s ta tem ent in one language game is 

in terpre ted according to  the  rules o f another. The concept o f'la ngua ge  games' 

illum inates the  w ho le  issue o f meaning in language.
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Language games are f irs t described in rem ark 7 o f the  Philosophical 

Investigations and in it ia lly  seem unproblem atic: "W e can also th in k  o f the 

w hole  process o f using words in (2 ) as one o f those games by means o f which 

children learn th e ir  native language." The playing o f language games are a 

necessary step in the  learning o f language, we learn to  use a language th rough  

a va rie ty  o f games, no t least o f w h ich Is the  'po in tin g  and nam ing ' game 

described by Augustine.^^ But th is  simple conception explodes under fu rth e r  

analysis. It seems th a t no th ing  could be sim pler than  po in ting  a t an object and 

then nam ing it, in fact, it  is supposed to  be simple enough fo r  young children 

to  understand, b u t w h y  do we expect the  lis tener to  im m ed ia te ly  grasp ou r 

meaning ? I f  we p o in t a t a tab le  and say the  w ord  'tab le ' we are re ferring to  a 

w ho le  class o f objects know n as tables o f  which th is  one is on ly  an example, bu t 

it  could be taken to  mean th a t th is  particu la r object is called 'tab le ' and no 

other. W e begin to  see th a t some foreknow ledge is necessary fo r  

understanding, we need to  know  the  role th a t 'tab le ' w ill play in ou r language 

game.

W ittg ens te in  h igh ligh ts  th is  by in troducing  proper names and numbers 

to  his example language game, he asks how  can we po in t a t the  num ber tw o?  

W hen tw o  objects are pointed a t how  can anyone be sure th a t the  w ord used 

fo r  the  num ber tw o  is n o t the  proper name fo r  th is  particu la r pair o f objects ?

It seems we m ust already have some p rio r idea o f w h a t role numbers play in 

the  language, bu t w h a t is th is  p rio r idea? W ittg ens te in  discusses th is  by 

analogy w ith  the  game o f chess, te lling  the  chess player "th is  is the  k ing" w ill 

on ly  te ll him  anyth ing  if  "he already knows the  rules o f  the  game up to  th is  last 

po in t." ”  He goes on to  ask how  we m ig h t teach someone the  game If they  did 

no t already understand w h a t a playing piece was. The rules o f the  game and 

the  meaning o f " th is  is the  k ing" have to  coexist, we cannot have one w ith o u t 

the  other. The rules do n o t precede the  meaning and the  meaning does no t 

precede the  rules. The meaning and the  rules are so deeply in te rtw in ed  as to  

be inseparable. W e now  see w h y  the  'p o in tin g  and nam ing ' cannot be the  sole 

basis fo r  learning language:

"A ugustine  describes the  learn ing o f  hum an language as i f  the  

ch ild  came in to  a strange co u n try  and d id  n o t understand the  

language o f  the coun try ; th a t is, as i f  i t  a lready had a language,
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on ly  n o t th is  one. O r again: as i f  the ch ild  could already  th in k , 

o n ly  n o t y e t speak. A nd  'th in k ' w ou ld  here mean som eth ing  

like 'ta lk  to  its e lf."

The concept o f'la ngua ge  gam e' has already grow n fa r beyond the in itia l 

conception o f a children's game. One o f the  problems w ith  W ittgenste in 's  

naming o f the  concept is th a t i t  seems to  im ply the s im p lic ity  o r f r iv o lity  o f 

children playing, bu t th is  is a m istake. 'Rule governed a c tiv ity ' covers basically 

all aspects o f human behaviour and particu la rly  in te raction  between people. It 

can be seen th a t all language is a fo rm  o f language game when we t ry  to  locate 

the  meaning o f words.

There are tw o  tra d itio n a l approaches to  assigning meaning in language, 

the  re flective  theo ry  and the  expressionist theory. The re flective  theory  claims 

th a t each w ord has meaning because it  represents some object in the  w orld . 

M eaning in a sentence is b u ilt up from  the  com ponent meanings o f the  

ind iv idual words, the  sentence re flecting  some arrangem ent o f  objects in the  

w orld . This assumes th a t fo r  each w ord  there is some object we can po in t to , 

fix ing  the  meaning, bu t problems arise when we consider statem ents such as, 

'There is no dog in the  basket'. H ow  is th is  arrangem ent d iffe re n t fro m  there  

being no cat in the  basket? The re flective  theo ry  u ltim a te ly  leads to  large areas 

o f human endeavour, such as aesthetics and ethics, being categorised as, a t 

best, meaningless.

W ittgens te in  developed his ow n re flective  theory  o f language in his 

Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus  bu t was no t satisfied w ith  the  lim its  it  

imposed. The expressionist position is th a t meaning is derived because 

language is a re flection  o f ou r innerm ost though ts, ie. we have though ts  and 

trans la te  them  in to  language. W ittg ens te in  doubted th a t i t  was possible to  

have though ts  w ith o u t language: "W hen I th in k  in language, there a ren 't 

'm eanings' going th ro ugh  m y m ind in add ition  to  the  verbal expressions: the  

language is itse lf the  vehicle o f th o u g h t."  He discounted the  possib ility o f a 

private language o f th o u g h t fro m  w h ich  our language can then derive 

meaning because language, by its very nature, is a shared th ing  ( " [A ]  wheel 

th a t can be tu rned  though  noth ing  else moves w ith  it, is no t part o f the  

mechanism." ). A  language th a t exists fo r  on ly  one person is a contrad ic tion . 

W ittgens te in  claimed th a t words derive meaning from  th e ir  use in language
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games, words by themselves have no in trins ic  meaning - "th e  meaning o f a 

w ord  is its use in the  language." ”

Each w ord has meaning inasmuch as i t  has a use in a particu la r language 

game. Outside o f the  language game there  is no meaning. I t  w ou ld  be a 

m istake to  search fo r  m eaning outside language because to  go outside 

language is to  go outside meaning. W e can analyse a sentence in an a tte m p t to  

find  some essential meaning in it, bu t all w e do is transla te  in to  another 

'language game', we do n o t derive some essence o f meaning because there is 

no essence o f meaning. The lack o f any absolute meaning may seem, a t firs t, an 

unsettling  prospect, we feel th a t words should refer to  som ething concrete.

W e may exam ine ou r language games by looking fo r  some essential o r 

universal feature , some hard po in t on w h ich to  build, but, W ittgens te in  says, 

th is  w ill be a fu tile  search:

"Instead o f  producing  som eth ing com m on to  a ll th a t we call 

language, I am saying th a t these phenomena have no one th ing  

in com m on w h ich makes us use the  same w o rd  fo r  a ll - b u t 

th a t they  are re la ted  to  one ano the r in  m any d iffe re n t ways.

A nd i t  is because o f  th is  re ia tionship, o r  these relationships, 

th a t we call them  a ll 'language'."

W hat we call language is a co llection o f language games w h ich are related, bu t 

no t in a fixed way. W ittg ens te in  called these relationships 'fa m ily  

resemblances' because the  s im ilarities between language games can be likened 

to  the  s im ilarities between members o f a fam ily .

It is the  inherent f le x ib ility  o f language th a t makes it  such a pow erfu l 

too l, we are no t lim ited  to  one v iew  o f the  w orld . In fact, there  are no lim its  

and can be none:

"F o r ho w  is the  concept o f  a gam e bounded? W h a t s t ill counts  

as a game and w h a t no longer does? Can you g ive the  

boundary? N o ... You can d raw  one; fo r  none so fa r has been 

drawn. "B u t then the use o f  the  w o rd  is unregulated, the  

'gam e' we p lay  w ith  i t  is unreguiated. " - I t  is n o t everywhere  

circum scribed by  rules; b u t no m ore are there any rules fo r  

how  h igh one th ro w s  the  ba ll in  tennis, o r  h o w  hard; y e t tennis  

is a game fo r  a ll th a t and has rules too."
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W ittgenste in 's  concept o f the  language game has allow ed us to  move 

away from  the  passive expressionist and re flective  approaches to  language and 

embrace a m ore inclusive position. Language is no t a passive th ing  to  be picked 

up and cast aside as is necessary, i t  is som ething th a t is a part o f us - we shape 

the  use o f language as language shapes us.

As already m entioned th e  theories o f W ittg ens te in  are o f great 

significance to  Nauman's w ork. O bviously when dealing w ith  language based 

works o f a rt, such as his neons and in con junction  w ith  the  artis t's  w illingness 

to  c ite  W ittgens te in  as an in fluence, much has be made o f Nauman's reliance 

upon, and reference to , the  philosopher, his Philosophical Investigations and 

his theories on language games in particu lar. Tha t the  a rtis t is deeply 

interested in W ittg ens te in  is n o t under dispute. David Salle reports an 

encounter w ith  Nauman:

"/ had always been enam oured o f  Bruce Nauman's work, even 

when I was kid. I knew  he was liv in g  in  Pasadena, and I Just 

called h im  up o u t o f  the  blue, som eth ing which I have never 

done before o r  since. I said: "/ rea lly  adm ire y o u r w ork. I'm  a 

s tuden t a t Cal A rts, and is there any poss ib ility  th a t I can v is it 

yo u r s tu d io ? "A n d  he said: "OK."So I w en t to  Pasadena and  

vis ited Bruce in  his s tud io ; he had his fee t up on his desk, 

reading W ittgenste in .

The level to  w h ich W ittg ens te in  and his language game theories are 

actua lly  o f d irect im portance to  Nauman's w o rk  is under investigation 

however. Nauman's u tilisa tion  o f  W ittg ens te in  had m ore to  do w ith  "...the 

w ay W ittgens te in  proceeds in th in k in g  abou t th ings, his awareness o f how  to  

th in k  about th in g s .... [ I t ]  has to  do w ith  some sort o f process o f how  to  go 

about th ink ing  abou t th ings." ^ O nly one a rtw o rk , A Rose Has N o Teeth (1966) 

- a lead plaque, bearing th a t sta tem ent, wh ich is to  be m ounted on a tree - is a 

d irect reference to  W ittgenste in 's  w ritings . The fu ll passage is as fo llow s:

"A new -born ch ild  has no te e th " -  "A goose has no te e th ." -  "A 

rose has no teeth. " -  This last a t  any ra te  - one w ou ld  like  to  say 

- is obviously u n tru e ! I t  is even surer than th a t a goose has 

none. - A nd  y e t i t  is none so clear. For where shou ld  a rose's 

teeth  have been?"^
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It Is th is  aspect o f W ittgenste in 's  th in k in g  - th a t he fo llow s an argum ent 

logica lly, tak ing  it  fu rth e r  and fu rth e r  u n til i t  progresses past absurd ity and is 

u ltim a te ly  e ithe r shown to  be correct o r acknowledged to  be flaw ed - th a t 

interests Nauman. The w ay he "w ou ld  fo llo w  an idea un til he could say e ithe r 

th a t it  worked o r th a t life  doesn't w o rk  th is  way and we have to  s ta rt over." 

Perhaps th is  a ttra c tio n  to  problem  solving stems from  his in te rest in 

m athem atics w h ich he studied before tu rn in g  to  art.

It does seem obvious th a t a rose has no tee th , bu t the  pow er o f 

W ittgenste in 's  assertion, and Nauman's subsequent u tilisa tio n  o f th is  

statem ent, is th a t in the  course o f our da ily  lives we have no need to  th in k  

abou t w he the r roses have tee th  o r not. The sta tem ent, even though perfectly  

true , seems nonsensical and bew ildering sim ply because we have never 

pondered the  supposition before. This Idea - th a t we need to  pay a tte n tio n  - 

recurs in Nauman's w o rk  qu ite  regu larly  and even results in tw o  very exp lic it 

lithograph ic  texts Please Pay A tte n t io n  P/ease (1973) and Pay A tte n tio n  

M otherfucke rs  (1973). The need to  make his audience aware o f the  way 

language operates, the  w ay meaning is subjective and can equally contain no 

real value or be o f extrem e im p o rt and how  (bad ly) we behave co llective ly as 

the  hum an race are dom inan t threads. He asks us w h y  don 't we pay a tte n tio n  

and th in k  about these th ings seriously. M ost o ften  he tries to  ham m er i t  in to  

us th ro ugh  repe tition .

Nauman's in te rest in language games is ev ident th ro u g h o u t his oeuvre. 

In his tex tua l neon w o rk  m any d iffe re n t form s o f w ord  games are used. These 

range from  palindromes (R aw  W ar) to  anagrams (Suck Cuts and S ilver Livres'), 

ha lf anagrams (S u ite  S ubstitu te ), puns (Run From Fear, Fun From  Rear) and 

homophones (V io lins, Violence, Silence).

In term s o f W ittg e n s tin ia n  in fluence th is  no t made exp lic it in Nauman's 

w ork. Instead there is a general fee ling o f a ff in ity  w ith , and appreciation of, the  

philosopher's th ink ing . As Jean Christophe Am m ann in his catalogue essay, 

"W ittgens te in  and N aum an"  fo r  the  W hitechapel A r t Gallery says:

"[N aum an 's ] ow n approach was re inforced by W ittgenste in 's  w ritin gs ."

Nauman's investiga tive  in te rest in the  role and fu n c tio n  o f the  a rtis t 

seems to  na tu ra lly  tu rn  to  the  investiga tion  o f language use and 

comprehension. The v iew er doesn't necessarily need to  understand
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W ittg ens tin ian  th o u g h t in order to  understand the  a rtw o rk , bu t the  

underly ing im plications o f Nauman's extensive use o f w ord  games are be tte r 

recognised and comprehended th ro ugh  the  philosophy th a t the  a rtis t is so 

in terested in.

W ittgenste in 's  lis t o f examples o f language games a lm ost reads like an 

overv iew  o f Nauman's en tire  w o rk  to  date, tak ing  in his video, insta lla tion , 

perform ance, neon /text, sculpture and audio w ork.

"G iv ing  orders, and obeying them  -

Describing the  appearance o f  an object, o r  g iv ing  its  m easurem ents -  

Constructing an ob jec t from  a descrip tion (  d raw ing )  -  

Reporting an even t -  

Speculating ab o u t an even t -  

Form ing and testing  a hypothesis  -

Presenting the results o f  an experim ent in  tables and diagram s  -  

M aking  up a s to ry ; and reading i t  -  

Play-acting -  

Singing catches -  

Guessing riddles -  

M aking  a Joke; te iling  i t  -  

Solving a problem  in p ractica l a rith m e tic  -  

Translating from  one language in to  ano the r -  

Requesting, thanking, cursing, greeting, praying." 

in spite o f th is  however, i t  is Nauman's w ord  play pieces w h ich are m ost 

freq uen tly  associated w ith  his W ittg ens tin ian  leanings.

If language is the  m irro r o f the  w o rld  then to  play w ith  language is to  

play w ith  the  w orld . The m anipu la tion  o f language should s im ply confuse, bu t 

in the  case o f the  neon w orks o u t o f in itia l ba fflem ent comes revelation. Once 

again the  im portance o f the  medium  Nauman chooses to  present his puns, 

anagrams, rhymes, palindrom es etc. is p ivo ta l to  the  w ay w e react to  the  w o rk  

and to  how  much a tte n tio n  w e give it. The im portance o f the  neon is such 

th a t:

"H is  ideas are em bodied in  neon signs, objects tha t, because 

they  flash on and o ff, seem to  have li t t le  m a te ria l substance  

and instead tu rn  in to  pure  surface - w rit in g  in space, w h ich is
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repeated ly erased and re w ritte n . The message, which gets  

broken dow n by  being flashed on and o ff, holds the  viewer's  

a tte n tio n  by  its  seductive visual display and by its  seem ingly  

nonsensical qua lity ." ^

W h ils t he has ou r a tte n tio n  he makes us th in k  about language and language 

use in ways th a t we hadn 't considered before, in a w ay the  neon works 

operate on a s im ilar level to  his co rrido r pieces and video insta lla tions - they 

draw  you in and require you to  take a m ore active role in the  reception o f the 

w ork. Because we take an active role in the  way the  m an ipu la tion  o f language 

affects us his w o rk  is som ehow made personal even though  he presents us 

w ith  universals. So when we come to  stand in fro n t o f a neon a rtw o rk  like One 

H undred Live and Die  (1984) [fig . 11] w h a t we see is ou r ow n life  flashing 

before us, leading to  ou r death. W e to o  hope to  go o u t in a blaze o f g lo ry  

before all falls dark. Universals become specific and h igh ly reactionary. O ur 

w o rld  is m irrored in them .

Nauman also uses neon to  charge his words w ith  meaning they  do no t 

usually have. Violins, Violence, 5/7ence(1981-82) [fig . 12] puts to  use 

hom ophonie words to  g reat e ffect. Because the  f irs t tw o  words - v io lins and 

violence - are so sim ilar phonetica lly th e y  could easily be confused when 

spoken. This brings in to  play W ittgenste in 's  theories abou t language use, 

specifically the  im portance o f con tex t in deciphering meaning. W ittgens te in  

illustrates th is  w ith  the  analogy o f bu ilder A shouting "S lab !" and his assistant 

B fe tch ing  him  a slab in response.*^^ W e take fo r  granted th a t th e  calling o u t o f 

"S lab!" is an order - a shortened fo rm  o f the  sentence "Bring me a slab" - which 

we understand because o f o u r exposure to  language games and because o f the  

con text o f the  expression. As Naum an stated:

"... i f  one con tex t is d iffe re n t from  the con tex t th a t was given  

to  you by the w rite r, tw o  d iffe re n t kinds o f  th ings you  

understand rub up aga inst each other. When language begins 

to  break dow n a li t t le  b it, i t  becomes exciting and  

com m unicates in  nearly  the sim plest way th a t i t  can func tion : 

you are forced to  be aw are o f  sounds and the poe tic  parts  o f  

words." ®

Violins, Violence, Silence operates on m u ltip le  levels. The words are set o u t in a
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triang le  and in tw o  layers o f double-layered neon words. The top  layer runs - 

clockwise from  the  horizonta l base o f the  triang le  - as fo llow s:

SILENCE (in  w h ite  and pink, backwards and in m irro r im age)

VIOLENCE (orange and green, backwards)

VIOLINS (tu rquo ise  and peach, backwards)

The bo ttom  layer runs:

SILENCE (cora l and sky blue, backwards and upside dow n)

VIOLINS (ye llow  and fuschia)

VIOLENCE (red and blue).

O f the  top  and b o ttom  layers the  colour-ways o f the  neon words are so subtly  

d iffe re n t as to  be a lm ost indiscernible unless one pays extrem ely close 

a tte n tio n . In th is  respect on ly  tw o  words noticeably stand o u t - the  bo ttom  

layer's VIOLINS and the  to p  layer's VIOLENCE. Im p o rta n tly  these words also 

overlap in Nauman's con figu ra tion .

This d iffe re n tia tio n  is on ly  s ign ifican t when the  program  runs its course. 

The bo ttom  layer flashes each w o rd  fo r  th ree  seconds in a clockwise ro ta tio n  

(V IO LIN S /V IO LEN C E /  SILENCE) and then  the  top  layer does the  same, bu t in 

an antic lockw ise ro ta tion  (S ILEN C E/V IO LEN C E/V IO LIN S). In keeping w ith  his 

o the r m u ltip a rt neon w orks the  w ho le  is illum inated fo r  a prolonged tim e  on ly  

a t the  end o f the  program m e, then  all is suddenly black and the  cycle repeats.

The use o f s ign ifican tly  d iffe re n t co loura tion  fo r  the  tw o  words 

indicated above results in a particu la r and exp lic it emphasis in each illum inated 

ro ta tion . WOL/N5/VIOLENCE/SILENCE hints a t the  passion, fe ro c ity  and 

pow er o f music o r possibly th e  degeneration o f cu ltu re  in tim es o f con flic t. 

SILENCE /  VIO LEN C E/V IO U N S  is much m ore m audlin, con juring up images o f 

musical lam enta tion  fo llo w in g  a death or. Just as easily, i t  could be the  more 

upbeat sound o f the  joyous ce lebration o f a fu ll life  lead a fte r death.

Certa in ly the  po in ting  ou t, o r in Nauman's case his leading us th rough  

the  reading, o f  the  tw o  groups leaves li t t le  room  fo r  dev ia tion  fro m  the  

approxim ate conclusion we are to  reach. Even so there is on ly  so fa r an a rtis t 

can con tro l his audience: "w h a t I was doing [...] is to  use the  tension between 

w h a t you te ll and w h a t you d o n 't te ll as part o f  the  w ork. W h a t is given and 

w h a t is w ith he ld  becomes th e  w o rk ." ^  In th is  case Nauman leads us in a very 

specific d irection , bu t leaves the  particulars to  us.
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Nauman and p la yw rig h t/nove lis t Samuel Beckett share an obsessive 

in te rest in the  human cond ition . Both dem onstrate a p ro found sym pathy w ith  

the  lo t o f M an in th e ir  w ork. Indeed, the  one fundam enta l behind all Beckett's 

w orks is the  ancient trag ic  know ledge o f man's solitude, im prisonm ent and 

pain in an in to lerab le  universe th a t is in d iffe re n t to  th is  suffe ring. Beckett 

em ploys a m in im a lis tic  approach, s tripp ing the  stage o f unnecessary spectacle 

and characters. Tragedy and com edy collide in a bleak illu s tra tio n  o f the  human 

cond ition  and the  absurd ity  o f  existence. In th is  w ay each w o rk , from  the  

leng thy productions (G odot, Endgame) to  the  very b rie f (O h /o  Im prom ptu , 

Catastrophe) to  th e  despairing m onologues (^Rockaby, A  Piece o f  M ono logue), 

serves as a m etaphor fo r  existence. So to o  do m any o f Nauman's works focus 

upon phenom enology:

"M y  w ork  comes o u t o f  being fru s tra te d  abou t the hum an  

cond ition . A n d  ab o u t h o w  people refuse to  understand o the r  

people. A nd  abo u t h o w  people can be cruel to  each other. It's  

n o t th a t I th in k  I can change tha t, b u t it 's  ju s t  such a 

fru s tra tin g  p a r t o f  hum an h is to ry ."

Beckett's drama is m ost closely associated w ith  the  Theatre o f the  

Absurd. The plays o f the  th e a tre  o f the  absurd express a sense o f metaphysical 

anguish a t the  absurd ity  o f  the  hum an cond ition  th ro ugh  a series o f an ti- 

realistic techniques: plotlessness, unexplained events, undeveloped and 

puppet-like characters and unstructu red , o ften  nonsensical d ia logue where 

language resembles th a t o f dreams and nightmares.

Absurd ist w orks usually em ploy illogical situations, unconventional 

dialogue and m in im al p lots to  express the  apparent absurd ity  o f hum an 

existence. French th inkers such as A lbe rt Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre used the  

te rm  'absurd ' in the  1940's in recogn ition  o f th e ir  in a b ility  to  fin d  any rationa l 

explanation fo r  hum an life . The te rm  described w h a t th e y  understood as the  

fundam en ta lly  meaningless s itua tion  o f humans in a confusing, hostile  and 

in d iffe re n t w orld . As Am erican c ritic  M a rtin  Esslin - w ho  coined the  description 

'Theatre  o f the  Absurd ' fo r  th is  kind o f  drama - explains:

"The hum an cond ition  being w h a t i t  is, w ith  man small, 

helpless, insecure, and unable ever to  fa thom  the w o rld  in  a ll its  

hopelessness, death, and absurd ity, the  thea tre  has to  c o n fro n t
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him  w ith  the  b it te r  tru th  th a t m ost hum an endeavour is 

irra tio n a l and senseless, th a t com m unica tion  between hum an  

beings is w e ll-n igh  impossible, and th a t the w o rld  w ill fo rever 

rem ain an im penetrab le  m ystery. A t  the same tim e, the  

recogn ition  o f  a ll these b it te r  tru th s  w ill have a libe ra ting  

e ffec t: i f  we realise the  basic absu rd ity  o f  m ost o f  o u r objectives  

we are freed from  being obsessed w ith  them  and th is  release 

expresses its e lf in  laughter."

In spite o f Beckett's courageous tack ling  o f the  u ltim a te  m ystery and 

despair o f human existence he was essentially a com ic w rite r. In a French farce 

laughter w ill arise from  seeing the  fran tic , and usually unsuccessful, pursu it o f 

tr iv ia l sexual g ra tifica tio n . In Beckett's w o rk  as w e ll a recogn ition o f the  

tr iv ia l ity  and u ltim a te  pointlessness o f m ost human striv ings, by free ing the  

v iew er from  his concern w ith  senseless and fu tile  objectives, should also have a 

libera ting effect. The laughter w ill arise fro m  a v iew  o f pompous and self- 

im p o rta n t preoccupation w ith  illusory am bitions and fu ti le  desires. N o th ing  is 

fu n n ie r than the  tr iv ia lit ie s  o f the  hum an existence and we laugh. W e laugh 

w ith  a w ill in the  beginning, b u t i t  soon becomes like the  fu n n y  s to ry  we have 

heard to o  o ften , we s till find  i t  funny , bu t we don 't laugh any more.

As w ith  Nauman's links to  W ittg ens te in  his connection to  Beckett also 

tends to  be taken a t face value. M ore  o ften  than no t th is  w ill mean draw ing 

a tte n tio n  to  d irect references in his a rtw o rk , the  video Slow A ngle  Beckett 

W alk  (1968) fo r  example, b u t any association between the  tw o  artis t's  w o rk  is 

much m ore fa r  reaching. The neon a rtw o rk  Hanged M an  (1985) [fig . 12] can 

also be linked d irec tly  w ith  a small scene in Beckett's W aiting  For Godot^^ :

(Silence. Estragon looks a tte n tiv e ly  a t  the tree.)

VLAD IM IR :

W ha t do w e do now?

ESTRAGON:

W ait.

VLADIM IR :

Yes, bu t w h ile  w a iting .

ESTRAGON:

W h a t abou t hanging ourselves?
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VLAD IM IR :

Hm m . It'd  give us an erection.

ESTRAGON:

(h ig h ly  excited). An erection !

VLAD IM IR :

W ith  all th a t fo llow s. W here it  fa lls  mandrakes grow . That's w hy  they

shriek when you pull them  up. Did you no t know  tha t?

ESTRAGON:

Let's hang ourselves im m ed ia te ly !

This excerpt is m ore than  enough to  take the  reading o f th is  a rtw o rk  beyond 

mere associations w ith  childhood games. Seen in the  con text o f th is  scene the  

piece h in ts a t the  human desire fo r  quick g ra tifica tio n  a t any cost. It doesn't 

m a tte r to  Estragon th a t by hanging h im self ju s t to  ge t an erection he w ill die 

as a consequence.

Once again Nauman's neon One H undred Live and Die  (1984) [fig . 11], 

w ith  its essential lis ting o f human a ttribu tes  and activ ities  reflects, no t on ly  

Nauman's in terest in the  com plexities and m undanities o f the  human 

cond ition , bu t also th a t o f  Beckett. The dram atic commands w h ich  m irro r each 

o the r w ith  th e ir  "AN D LIVE" and "AN D  DIE" are in tim a te ly  linked w ith  the  

con trad ic to ry  experiences o f hum an nature: pain and pleasure, love and hate, 

laughing and crying and u ltim a te ly  o f life  and death.

A  neon w o rk  much m ore akin to  Beckett's th in k in g  is Hum an  

N a tu re /L ife  Death/Know s D oesn 't K now  (1983) [fig . 14]. This is ano the r eye­

catching piece and is probably the  m ost com plicated tex tua l neon Nauman has 

created thus far. This w o rk  has th ree  layers o f tex t, in a m ix tu re  o f plain and 

ita lic  style, overlapping and crossing over each other. The bo ttom  m ost layer is 

a circle w h ich reads fro m  the  to p  clockwise: LIFE DEATH  LOVE HATE 

PLEASURE PAIN. The second layer consists o f  approxim ate ly tw o  statem ents 

which cross in the  m iddle o f the  circle: MATTERS/KHOWS  DOESNT 

KNOW/CARE, KNOWS/CARES DOESNT CARE/MATTER. Lastly th ree  pairs o f 

words - one plain, one ita lic  - fo rm  a M anx cross radia ting fro m  the  centre o f 

the circle: H U M A N /H U M A N , NATURE/NATURE, A N IM A L /A N /M A L  Reading 

the  te x t as w r itte n  on the  page one can see where Nauman is going w ith  th is  

w o rk  - he is d is tilling  hum an nature  to  its essentials. W hen the  a rtw o rk  is
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running in the  ga lle ry however, th is  is no easy task. The statem ents and words 

seem to  sw itch on and o f f  a t random  and a t a speed w h ich  is fa r to o  rapid fo r  

the  human eye to  register anyth ing  bu t every o the r illum ina ted  w ord. W e on ly  

ge t tan ta lis ing  glimpses. Nauman doesn't w a n t us to  be able to  make sense o f 

it  because the  human life  is unfathom able, confusing. The basic cycle o f life  is 

period ica lly bisected by happenings and events and flashes o f em otion . It's an 

indecipherable ju m b le  th a t is over all to o  soon. O nly those w ho  burn the  

brigh test a tta in  any type  o f im m o rta lity . O nly a t the  end o f  the  cycle does the  

w ho le  piece illu m ina te  fo r  a mere seven seconds. This isn 't enough tim e  to  

register o r make sense o f all the  tex t. Just as ab rup tly  the  neon fa lls in to  

darkness and begins its chaotic and fevered dance once more. W e haven't 

learned anyth ing . W e can't.

The tex tua l neon w orks by Bruce Nauman challenge th e  w ay we read 

and th in k  about language specifically and human com m unica tion  in general. 

Aside from  Beckett and W ittg ens te in  Nauman also was influenced by nove list 

and film m ake r A la in Robbe-Grillet. According to  Coosje van Bruggen he was 

especially "inspired by A la in Robbe-Grillet's novel Jealousy" w hen w ork ing  

w ith  his more in trica te , everyday inspired language pieces.

Robbe-Grillet is the  founde r o f  the  m ovem ent know n as Nouveau  

Roman (new  nove l) part o f  the  French New W ave in lite ra tu re  and film  in the  

1950's. Because his novels and film s  avoid conventiona l narra tive  s truc tu re  and 

character deve lopm ent they  are som etim es called 'an ti-nove ls '. Robbe-Grillet 

argued th a t the  w r ite r  should co n ten t h im self w ith  the  impersonal descrip tion 

o f physical objects. Psychological o r ideological analysis should be excluded - 

the  reader m ust guess w h a t hides under details and events. Despite its focus 

on objective rea lity  cleansed o f human feeling, as Robbe-Grillet insisted, the  

nouveau roman is en tire ly  subjective - its w orld  is always perceived th rough  

the  eyes o f a character and n o t an om niscient narrator. The novels are 

composed largely o f recurring images, im personally depicted physical objects 

and random  events o f everyday life . His novels all challenge th e ir  readers to  re­

evaluate the  way they  read, the  w ay they  th in k  and the  w ay they  visualise the  

w o rld  around them .

Robbe-Grillet's extensive use o f repe tition  - repe tition  o f language 

w h ich alters ju s t as sub tly  as hum an perception and m em ory changes details -
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can also be found in Nauman's w o rk  w here repe tition  is used as a fo rce fu l 

learning device w h ich  borders on the  aggressive:

" /  th in k  i t  is a lm ost like  reading Robbe-Grillet: you come to  a 

p o in t where he has repeated w h a t he said earlier, b u t i t  means 

som eth ing a ltog e th e r d iffe re n t, because even though  he has 

changed on ly  tw o  words, they  have changed the  w hole  

m eaning abo u t w h a t he is ta lk ing  a b o u t"

Robbe-Grillet warned o f the  death o f the  novel if  i t  could no t progress 

beyond w h a t he fe lt  were essentially 19th century  features. He started w rit in g  

novels th a t challenged o r e lim ina ted tra d itio n a l narra tive  conventions in p lo t, 

se tting and character, and th a t o ffe red innovations in p o in t o f  v iew  and tim e. 

This a rtis tic  m ovem ent is know n as th e  nouveau roman or New Novel. (The 

te rm  "an ti-nove l" undesirably privileges an im p lic it "nove l" being w ritte n  

against.) Typical features o f the  New Novel include the  absence o f em otion ; 

detailed, objective, som etim es repe titive  and sometimes geom etric 

descriptions; and the  absence o f a narra tor's  com m entary.

The trad ition a l Novel has always been considered a tem pora l a rt based 

on the  consecutiveness o f tim e. As a consequence narratives used to  be linear 

transcrip tions o f events th a t w ou ld  sum up a t the  end co ns titu ting  w h a t we 

know  as a story. M odern lite ra tu re  has criticised th is  tra d it io n  by 

experim enting w ith  the  breaking up o f linea rity , som etim es even leaving 

stories unfin ished. Robbe-Grille t pushes these changes even fu rth e r, 

challenging the  concept o f  s to ry  in its trad ition a l sense. In th is  respect: "Robbe- 

G rille t's aversion to  allegory, sym bol, and concealed meaning is fundam ental."^^ 

He claims th a t stories cannot be to ld  as they  used to , fo r'rea dy-m ad e ' stories 

w ith  a beginning and an end belong to  an era where the  w o rld  was stable, 

clear and innocent. The w o rld  does n o t present itse lf to  us as a com plete and 

w ho le  rea lity , bu t as fragm ents o f realities th a t depend upon our re-creation o f 

them  in order to  mean som ething. Thus w h a t he gives us are fragm ents o f a 

s to ry  o r scattered events th a t could be jo ined  by the  reader in order to  fo rm  

one. Yet he refuses to  jo in  the  pieces, teaching us th a t ou r life  and our 

experience o f the  w o rld  cannot be reduced to  an explanation, bu t have to  be 

worked ou t, re-created in order to  acquire meaning.

Robbe-Grillet's novel Jealousy features prose w h ich seems d isarm ing ly
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plain and simple, bu t the  reader soon becomes aware th a t paragraphs are 

made o f sentences th a t repeat on and on and blocks o f te x t are re-arranged in 

d iffe re n t com binations.

In Robbe-Grillet's te x t the  na rra to r functions as stand-in fo r  both the  

w r ite r  and the  reader w ho  is facing a s itua tion  th a t unfolds independently o f 

his w ill. Like an Edgar A llan Poe character he seems to  have been walled up 

alive, caught between the  interstices o f th is  space. W ha t he sees and can't 

prevent from  happening is o ften  happening in ano ther room  w hich he can on ly  

glim pse th ro ugh  the  blinds o f a w indow .

The w indow 's  blinds parallel the  lines o f te x t on the  book's page: one 

reads (th roug h  the  blinds/lines) the  narrator's account o f  his reading th rough  

the  blinds. It is thus th a t Robbe-Grille t acknowledges the  circu lar nature o f 

reading^* and how w ordp lay  is a useful to o l in sh ifting  perception: sun-blinds 

and blindness,ya/ou5/e5 and jea lousy.^

The page is our m ost abstract inven tion  - a w indo w  on to  a v ir tu a l space. 

In his tex tua l neon a rtw orks  Bruce Nauman addresses the  problem  o f the  

page-as-screen. His frequen t use o f overlapping words, tw o -to n e  words, puns, 

hom ophones etc. obfuscate meaning even though he is lite ra lly  te lling  us w h a t 

to  read and constan tly  repeats h im self in order to  make sure we pay a tte n tion .

Good Boy, Bad Boy (1986-87) [fig . 15] is the  tex tua l rew ork ing o f a 

v ideo piece o f the  same name w h ich was com pleted in 1985. In the  video a 

black man and a w h ite  w om an, shown in separate m onitors, repeat the  same 

tra c t bu t are shown a t d iffe re n t points o f the  sequence. The neon a rtw o rk  

makes physical the  tw e n ty  five  groups o f fo u r sentences - one hundred 

sentences in all. This is executed in a s im ilar way to  Robbe-Grillet's use o f 

repe tition  and change o f tense as in, fo r  example, th is  simple line o f te x t from  

In The Labyrin th  : "O utside it  is snow ing. Outside i t  has snowed, i t  was 

snow ing, outside it  is snow ing." ^  Nauman takes one w ord and changes the  

tense and usage fo u r tim es: "I was a good g irl. You were a good g irl. W e were 

good girls, Tha t was good" o r "I'm  alive. You're alive. W e're alive. This is our 

life". It sounds like some sort o f boring lesson in a language class.

In the  v ideo piece the  actors repeat the  w hole  w o rk  th ree  tim es before 

the  loop returns them  to  the  beginning. During th is  cycle the  de livery o f the  

words starts o u t as deadpan and gradua lly  becomes m ore em otive  un til the
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actors f in a lly  a lm ost scream th e  last section: "I don 't w a n t to  die. You don 't 

w a n t to  die. W e d o n 't w a n t to  die. This is fear o f death". W h a t is easy to  miss 

in the  video piece is the  repe titio n  o f the  verb 'to  bore' in both  adjective form s, 

the  tired  and uninterested 'bo red ' - "I 'm  bored. You're bored. W e're bored, 

Life is boring" - and the  ted ious and un in teresting  'bo ring ' - "I'm  boring.

You're boring. W e're boring. This is boring". One runs d irec tly  a fte r the  o the r 

w h ich is w h y  we miss i t  - o r th in k  we m ishear it  - in the  video. The m undanity , 

the  relentless classroom repe tition , o f the  video conceals the  tru ism  th a t life  is 

boring and th is  a rtw o rk  is boring.

W orks such as those by Nauman and Robbe-Grillet are unse ttling  

because they  make ev ident th is  e ffe c t in a rt - th a t we pay extra a tte n tio n  to  - 

wh ich we overlook everyday life. In these works s im p lic ity  is deceiving and 

fic tio n  is b u ilt upon th is  deceit. A fte r  a ll, w h a t the  eye comprehends on the  

page is bu t a series o f signs repeated in d iffe re n t com binations.
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Chapter Four 
Reaction and Interpretation

"Pete and Repeat were s ittin g  on a fence. 

Pete fe ll o f f;  w ho was le ft?

Repeat. Pete and  Repeat were s itt in g  on a fence. 

Bruce Nauman Clown  Tortu re  1987

The ind iv idual viewer's reaction to  and reception o f w orks o f a rt is 

undoubted ly a h igh ly  personal and subjective experience. This con fron ta tion  

and in te rac tion  m ay provoke various em otions, though ts  and actions - m any o f 

which are seem ingly in tang ib le  and o f no obvious design - ins tilling  w ith in  the  

v iew er an unrefined sense o f 'som eth ing ' th a t w ill o ften  linge r fa r beyond the  

galle ry exit. This investiga tion  in to  Bruce Nauman's neon w orks was borne o u t 

o f a need to  a tte m p t to  explain the  reactions to , and answer the  questions 

posed by, these strangely a ffec ting  and extrem ely orig ina l w orks o f art. 

A lthough  m any diverse issues are tackled by Nauman w ith in  his oeuvre there 

are tw o  qu ite  specific no tions his neon works generate irregardless o f subject 

m atte r: a sense o f playfulness and stra ightfo rw ardness as expressed by both  

the  w o rk  and the  a rtis t him self.

In o rder to  generate the  strong response he demands to  his w o rk  

Nauman expertly  appeals to  and m anipulates ou r sense o f playfulness and the  

a b ility  o f A r t  to  tra n sm it tru th s  th ro u g h  his sk ilfu l u tilisa tion  o f visual tricke ry , 

w ord  play and em otiona l disturbance. For Nauman the  w o rk  o f a rt has its tru e  

being in the  fac t th a t i t  becomes an experience w h ich changes the  person w ho 

encounters it. In th is  vein Nauman has stated the  desire fo r  his w o rk  to  be:

"A rt th a t was Just a ll there a t once. Like ge ttin g  h it  in the  face 

w ith  a baseball bat. O r be tte r, like  g e ttin g  h it  in  the back o f  the  

neck. You never see i t  com ing ; i t  Just knocks you down. I like  

th a t idea very m uch: the  k in d  o f  in te n s ity  th a t doesn 't give you  

any trace o f  w h e th e r you 're  go ing  to  like  i t  o r  not.
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One o f the  m ost obviously s trik ing  features o f Nauman's neon a rtw orks 

is th a t, via the  use o f e lectric relays and tim ers, m any o f these pieces seem to  

in te rac t d irec tly  w ith  the  spectator. The an im a tion  may on ly  be a tw o-s tep  

process - a simple on o f f  - bu t the  presentation o f the  neon sign as A rt, w a ll- 

hung as any pa in ting  w ou ld  be, creates a strange d icho tom y; w e approach th e  

w o rk  as one w ou ld  any conventiona l canvas presented to  us, bu t are forced to  

reappraise our in itia l assumptions as to  how  we should judge  the  w o rk  due to  

the  m edium  used and - in com ple te  antithesis to  the  tra d it io n a lly  presented 

pa in ting - the  physical lig h t and m ovem ent. This in s tan tly  puts the  v iew er on 

th e ir  guard w ith in  the  usually sombre in s titu tio n a l setting.

W e v is it th e  a rt in s titu tio n  in o rder to  play the  a rt game - we play the  

game o f looking and understanding per the  rules o f th e  a rt in s titu tio n . This is 

w hy  Nauman feels th a t in s titu tio n a l settings w he the r i t  be ga lle ry o r museum 

o r - one suspects - any setting w here the  p layer/v iew er has been made aware 

o f the  particu la r game to  be played (th e  a rt gam e) th a t the  response to  his 

w o rk  w ill be set w ith in  specific, preconceived rules. "I w a n t the  w o rk  to  be 

taken seriously, bu t in th e  museum setting the  seriousness o f looking is o ften  

very narrow  in its perspective." So the  sphere o f the  a rt game w ith in  the  

in s titu tio n a l playing fie ld  is seen as a closed w orld , one w ith o u t tran s ition  or 

m edia tion.

Despite being housed w ith in  th is  serious in s titu tio n a l env ironm ent the  

in trins ica lly  p layfu l nature o f these pieces shines th rough . Is i t  not. In fact, m ost 

like ly  th a t i t  is precisely because o f th is  in s titu tio n a l setting th a t the  a tte n tio n  

grabbing 'com e play w ith  m e' nature  o f his neon w o rk  creates such a stir? 

Certain ly w ith  reference to  Nauman's m ore o ve rtly  po litica l w o rk , his chair 

pieces fo r  example, th is  aspect is a much m ore unassuming face t o f the  w hole  

though  undoubted ly s till tang ib le . This playfulness in his a rt ranges fro m  the  

schoolground - bouncing a ball, w r it in g  his name in the  w ay th a t he imagines it  

w ou ld  be had he inscribed i t  on the  surface o f the  m oon, m anipu la ting 

language and the  sounds o f words to  produce e ithe r rhymes o f odd ly 

app ropria te /con flic ting  sense o r mere phonetic nonsense - to  pieces such as 

D iam ond A frica  w ith  Chair Tuned D E A D  (1981) where the  suspended chair's 

metal legs 'p lay ' specific musical notes when strik ing  the  unyie ld ing d iam ond­

shaped steel boundary th a t confines it. A  g row n-up version o f musical chairs
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perhaps. No m a tte r how  sophisticated th e  a rt may be it  could be argued th a t 

even the  m aking o f  the  a rt is in itse lf a fo rm  o f play. Playing w ith  cu lture , 

society, hum an ity  and all th a t W estern p rop rie ty  deems norm al and acceptable 

and all th a t is n o t so.

Though seeming p layfu l his w o rk  carries w ith  i t  a gravitas th a t nu llifies 

any sense o f silliness th a t may be perceived on f irs t impression. To play by 

v ir tu e  o f his a rt is Nauman's w ay o f relaying a seriousness th a t w ill on ly  be 

comprehended when tru e  a tte n tio n  is paid to  the  a rtw o rk . Even Nauman's 

kind o f childs play is n o t - aside perhaps fo r  his earliest period o f w o rk  - 

innocent. His sense o f play can be amusing, baffling , instructive , honest, 

sin ister, overw he lm ing and aggressive. It  goes beyond 'language games' and 

becomes a lite ra l play w ith  hum an ity . Tha t his chosen them es seem to  take a 

w h o lly  anti-hum an stance - h igh ligh ting  the  negative aspects o f ou r society 

and its functions - is actua lly  m isleading. Nauman brings these facets o f our 

hum an ity  lite ra lly  to  lig h t in a trem endously pro-hum an way.

A lthough  they  can be read as wholesale condem nation o f ou r co llective 

negatives they  are also, in a way, a celebration o f w h a t i t  is th a t makes us - the  

human race - w ho  w e are. Everyone has the  po tentia l to  carry o u t atrocities. 

W e all have the  inherent capab ility  to  be, fo r  example, vicious, vu lgar and 

b ru ta lly  honest. This b ru ta l honesty in Nauman's w o rk  is his desire to  

en lighten his viewers. His w o rk  "... is basically an o u tg ro w th  o f the  anger I feel 

about the  human cond ition . The aspects o f i t  th a t make me angry are our 

capacity fo r  c rue lty  and th e  a b ility  people have to  ignore s itua tions they  don 't 

like."  ̂ Provoking a response to  and an awareness o f these negatives th rough  

the  unadultera ted co n fro n ta tio n  th is  a rtis t insists upon (" like  ge tting  h it in the  

back o f the  neck" and the  viewer's w ho le  a tte n tio n  being given w ill provide 

the  reaction th a t he requires.

Nauman's w o rk  addresses the  essential questions o f o u r ow n cu ltu re , 

indeed ou r ow n cen tu ry  o f self-awareness. It cannot help bu t be successful in 

its resonance w ith  the  fundam enta l nature  o f w h a t i t  is to  be hum an and a 

part o f the  W orld  w ith in  con tem porary society, especially when th is  resonance 

is de libera te ly sought a fte r: "A r t oug h t to  have a moral value, a moral stance, a 

p o s itio n .... a rt [has] a fu n c tio n  beyond being beautifu l - th a t is i t  [has] a social 

reason to  exist."
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But does contem porary society w ith  its m yriad o f rules, systems and 

technological advances som ehow stym ie the  creative impulse? It w ou ld  seem 

so to  Johan Huizinga. O ur "com pulsive craving fo r  o r ig in a lity  d is to rts  the  

creative impulse" ^  as a rt becomes "m ore  susceptible to  the  deleterious 

influences o f modern techniques o f production."®^ A  slave to  "m echanisation, 

advertis ing, sensation-m ongering [w h ic h ] have a much greater hold upon a rt 

because as a rule i t  works d irec tly  fo r  a m arket and has a free choice o f all the  

techniques available." “  The a rtis t becomes a "superior species o f being... and 

the  public a t large is washed by the  m ig h ty  waves o f snobbery." Dam ningly 

"none o f these cond itions en titles  us to  speak o f a p lay-e lem ent in 

contem porary a r t"  ® fo r  when "a r t becomes self-conscious... it  is ap t to  lose 

som ething o f its eternal ch ild like  innocence." A bleak o u tlo o k  fo r  

contem porary a rt indeed. Huizinga was w rit in g  a t a tim e  (1944) when a rt 

itse lf was undergoing massive change. Change th a t was n o t w ide ly  

understood. Tha t Huizinga describes art's  "constant s triv ing  a fte r new and 

unheard-o f fo rm s im p e l[lin g ] a rt dow n th e  steep slope o f Impressionism in to  

the  tu rg id ities  and escrescences o f the  20 th  C e n tu ry "^  undoubted ly gives us an 

insight, i f  no t the  reason, fo r  his neg a tiv ity  tow ards modern art's capacity fo r  

play.

Though art's role in society has changed s ign ifican tly  it  has on ly  done so 

in keeping w ith  m odern cu ltu re . Surely the  rise o f techno logy and 

mechanisation w h ich  a ffo rds th e  a rtis t the  o p p o rtu n ity  to  experim ent w ith  

non -trad itiona l a rt subjects and media can on ly  aid and enhance the  reflexive 

nature o f a rt as mimesis o f  hum an ity  in the  w idest sense? W e, co llective ly  as 

the  human race, are now , no t necessarily m ore self-conscious than ever, but 

ce rta in ly  are m ore consciously com m ercia lly driven both  in term s o f 

com m od ity  and personal w o rth . Image and status are ideals th a t are sold to  us 

every day by m odern advertis ing. A r t the re fo re , in o rder to  a tte m p t to  re flect 

ou r own ways o f th in k in g  m ust be conscious o f th is. As Nauman has said: "a rt 

is like cheating - i t  involves inve rting  the  rules or tak ing  the  game apart and 

changing it."  ^ Though the  a rt game may have changed fro m  a rt as a 's im ple ' 

re flection  o f society illus tra ted  by w ay o f p ic toria l realism the  modern a rt 

game may be all the  m ore serious in its nature due to  the  fa c t th a t esoteric
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conventions necessitate a specific a r t com m un ity  th a t has a p r io r i know ledge 

to  some degree. The irony  is th a t m odern a rt is o ften tim es seen as being to o  

p layfu l and to o  s im plistic a game, a game th a t leads nowhere and to  no h igher 

understanding, to  be o f any real cu ltu ra l w o rth .

Playfulness however, is no t simple a t all. It can o ften  give way to  a 

w e igh tie r, m ore seriously com pe titive  ob jective  where in the  desire to  w in , 

con tro l and dom inate  becomes th e  be-all-and-end-all o f  th e  so-called game, i t  

is th is  kind o f contest th a t w e can see being played in Bruce Nauman's figu re - 

based neon sculptures. The com m od ifica tion  o f bodies, o r the  po litic isa tion  o f 

bodies, is consumer cu ltu re , sex and power. Porno Chain (1985) [fig . 16] 

illustra tes seven neon figures, fo u r  men and th ree  wom en, carry ing o u t all the  

basic varieties o f sexual intercourse. These figures are w h o lly  sym bolic as they  

have no ind iv idua lity , save th e ir  gender, they  belong to  no race nor do they  

subscribe to  any creed, th e ir  d iffe re n t colours are non-representative. They are 

crude line draw ings anim ated in tw o  steps, tw o  m ovem ents, tw o  colours 

abou t sex and power. Gaining con tro l in e ithe r w ins the  contest. This particu la r 

w o rk  is fille d  w ith  anger and degration. Eroticism  is frus tra ted  and frozen, 

reduced to  s tilted  m ovem ents in tim e. There is no th ing  arousing abou t th is  

piece, o r any o f his o th e r sex neons o f the  same era (1985-86). Love and lust 

are sm othered by a sense o f  mechanical ritua l and obscenity. To fu rth e r extend 

the  sex/power dua listic contest the  fem ale representations in Porno Chain are 

illus tra ted  in so fte r colours than  the  male: fem ale = secondary, male -  

prim ary.

The e ffec t o f th e  m edium  - the  neon - is s ta rtling . The p re tty  

colourfu lness draws the  v iew er in and w h a t may be in it ia lly  amusing - we tend 

to  laugh w hen we find  ourselves d iscom fited - soon tu rns  to  m ute 

consternation as the  figures in the  chain enact th e ir  given fu n c tio n  a t ever 

increasing speeds and d is jo in ted tim ings. As w ith  m any o f Nauman's o the r 

anim ated neon w orks th is  pa rticu la r sculpture's increasingly frene tic  

m ovem ents build up to  end in a b lind ing crescendo/orgasm before repeating 

the  process once again. The ir program m ed behaviour does n o t a llow  free  w ill.

Jean-Charles Massera in his essay'Dance W ith  The Law'^^ relates th is 

specific neon sculpture to  a particu la r f ilm  by Jean Luc Godard, Sauve qu i peu t 

(la  vie), (1979).
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''Seated a t his desk, a boss organises a pornography chain  

whose departu re  and a rriva l p o in t is himself. The system's 

func tion  rests e n tire ly  w ith  him . Each body m ust carry  o u t a 

task (lick, suck, pene tra te ) a t the  m om en t when the preceding  

body in  the  chain gives the sign (a fo o t on the breast, fe lla tio  

and so fo r th ) ."

As Foucault said; "M odern  society is perverse, n o t in spite o f  its puritan ism  or 

as i f  fro m  a backlash provoked by its hypocrisy; it  is in actual fac t, and d irectly , 

perverse." This reduction o f people to  bodies, fu rth e r reduced once m ore to  

mechanical th ings, solely concerns the  exertion o f power. W here the  movie 

asserts power via a physically active partic ipan t the  neon places pow er squarely 

on the  shoulders o f the  specta tor/voyeur. Certain ly we - as viewers in a galle ry 

- have no real power over the  figures per se, bu t we do have a pow er over the  

a rtw o rk : when we are in the  ga lle ry v iew ing th is  piece it  is the  v iew er w ho  is 

master, we have th e  pow er to  s ta rt and stop w atch ing  as we choose. The 

sculpture may be physically tu rned  on and o f f  by the  employees o f the  

in s titu tio n  displaying i t  and the  a rtis t may have created the  spectacle, b u t i t  is 

the  v iew er w ho  has the  pow er to  e ithe r w a tch  o r w a lk  away.

Though th is  is a possible reading o f th is  w o rk  there  is ano ther, more 

po litica lly  charged w ay we can v iew  th is  neon sculpture. The tim in g  o f the  

creation o f these pieces by Nauman, the  fa c t th a t all the  sex neons were 

produced in 1985, coincides a lm ost exactly w ith  the  real beginning o f the  AIDS 

crisis. Tha t th is  general period o f Nauman's w o rk  is more h igh ly  po litica lly  

charged than a t any o the r tim e  w ou ld  also suggest a possible connection w ith  

th is  subject. If plausible i t  sh ifts the  contest o r game played by th is  a rtw o rk  

from  'sex and pow er' to  'sex and death'.

During the  early 1980's AIDS was im m edia te ly perceived by the  general 

public as a stigm atised consequence o f actions, a deliberate v io la tio n  o f social 

norms in which norm al society as a w ho le  was untouched. Norm al society, o f 

course, consisted o f w h ite , non-drug using heterosexuals. AIDS was confined 

to  gay men o r in jecting drug users causing m any people to  be in d iffe re n t o r 

o u tr ig h t hostile  to  people w ith  the  disease. M any heterosexuals a t the  tim e  

on ly  th o u g h t o f the  disease as a 'gay plague'^ increasing th e ir  ow n risk o f 

exposure by re jecting w arn ings th a t HIV/AIDS was no t restricted to  the  gay
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com m unity .

As early as 1983 - tw o  years a fte r the  f irs t cases were iden tified  - media 

reports f irs t raised the  possib ility  o f  in fec tion  th rough  rou tine  household 

contact, he ightening th e  public's fears over even the  m ost casual o f 

in teractions. It w ou ld  take a fu r th e r  tw o  years o f research before scientists 

w ou ld  conclude th a t exchanging saliva w ith  an HIV postitive  person w ou ld  no t 

lead to  au tom atic  in fec tion .^  In te res ting ly  as soon as heterosexual 

transm ission o f the  disease was iden tified  in 1984 "im m ed ia te  a tte n tio n  was 

placed on wom en as vectors o f transm ission to  men o r children, e ithe r 

th ro ugh  th e ir  roles as prostitu tes  o r childbearers."’® The media o f the  tim e  

also reinforced th is  image o f w om en as in fectors even though  they  are on ly  

ha lf as like ly to  in fec t th e ir  male partners th rough  penetra tive  sex.

By August 1985 The New York Times was reporting  th a t the  "Fear o f 

AIDS Grows Am ong Heterosexuals". ^  This was in no small pa rt due to  the  

revela tion in July o f the  same year th a t the  film  acto r Rock Hudson had AIDS. 

He was the  f irs t  ce lebrity  to  announce th a t he had the  disease and died on ly  

th ree  m onths later. The disclosure o f Hudson's cond ition  played a ca ta ly tic  role 

in transfo rm ing  public a ttitudes. A lthough  he was gay the  public's perception 

o f him  as heterosexual appeared to  heighten fears o f "an epidem ic th a t w ou ld  

a ffec t the  general p o p u la t io n ."S e x  and sexuality was very much in the  public 

consciousness and a lo t o f  the  an im os ity  surrounding the  AIDS crisis was 

squarely aimed a t the  gay com m u n ity  as orig inators.

The va rie ty  o f sexual position and acts in Porno Chain - being basically all 

inclusive - suggests in lig h t o f  th is  corre la tion  w ith  AIDS and the  public 

perception o f i t  th a t sex is universal ju s t as the  risk related to  sex and AIDS is 

universal. There are no labels attached to  these figures. Coupled w ith  the  lack 

o f in tim acy and the  public show ing o f p riva te  actions the  m ore personal issues 

involved in sex and sexuality are made a lm ost void. Private has become public 

th rough  the  artis t's  em p loym ent o f a trem endously seductive and very public 

m edium . The program m ed figures are a m etaphor fo r  ou r ow n social 

program m ing. As Nauman has stated: "There's a co n flic t between o u r anim al 

instincts and how  we're socialized to  behave, and a lo t o f m y w o rk  plays on the  

tension between these tw o  drives."
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The neon figures c o lo u rfu lly  perfo rm  th e ir  parts as simple, anim ated 

representations o f people engaged in sex acts seem ingly unaware o f the  

unspoken consequences o f th e ir  behaviour. Had they  been m ore than mere 

representations all o f them  w ou ld  have been a t risk o f e ithe r tra n sm ittin g  or 

being infected by a sexually tran sm itted  disease, such as AIDS, via th e ir  

partners. Sex in the  m ost basic sense should create life. There was extrem e risk 

involved in playing the  hedonist in the  early to  mid 1980's because o f H IV and 

AIDS. Po ten tia lly  all o f the  partic ipants in th is  neon sculpture are creating 

death.

A t the  o the r end o f the  play spectrum  is ch ild -like  play. Childsplay 

conjures up notions o f innocence and investigation and long sum m er days 

playing simple, bu t im ag ina tive ly  absorbing games. Children do however, also 

have a natural ta le n t fo r  c rue lty  and violence w ith in  th e ir  play. A  w e ll- 

remembered game fro m  childhood called Kiss, Cuddle o r T o rtu re  involved the  

assignation o f each o f these options to  the  numbers 1, 2 and 3. The game 

always resulted in the  g leefu l do ling o u t o f some fo rm  o f to r tu re  no m atte r 

which num ber was chosen by the  ind iv idua l un lucky enough to  have been 

caught. Aside fro m  th is  example o f a school ground game children are 

notorious fo r  extrem ely h u rtfu l nam e-calling, fo r  ostracising and menacing 

those w h o  do n o t conform  and vicious rum our m ongering.

Both o f these sides o f the  conventiona l chiid-p lay coin are represented in 

Nauman's neon sculptures. On one side - the  innocent play side - the re  are te x t 

w orks such as M y  Last Nam e Exaggerated 14 Times V e rtica lly  O g ô j)  [fig . 8 ] 

and M y  Name As Though I t  W ere W ritte n  On The Surface O f The M oon: 

bbbbbbrrrrrruuuuuucccccceeeeee  (1968)[fig . 9 ]. Conversely there  exist figu ra i 

works such as Hanged M an  (1985) [fig . 13] and M ean Clown W elcome  (1985) 

[fig . 17] where ch ild-p lay associations are tw is ted  and subverted in to  a de fin ite  

adu lt c rue lty  w h ich harkens back to  childhood.

The tw o  tex tua l w orks can be read in a num ber o f ways. Both o f these 

pieces were created in the  very early period o f Nauman's neon w o rk  and 

te llin g ly  during a tim e  o f self investigation: how  his body occupies space and 

w h a t i t  is to  be an a rtis t. In p laying w ith  his name Nauman is consciously 

playing w ith  the  popular no tion  o f the  im portance o f the  artis t's  signature. He 

understands th is  need fo r  the  'nam e fun c tio n ', w ry ly  d is to rting  and playing
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w ith  his ow n signature a t a tim e  when he was qu ick ly  em erging as an a rtis t o f 

im port.

The logic behind stre tch ing  and exaggerating his ow n name, im agining 

how  it  w ou ld  look when w r it te n  on the  m oon, are functions o f boredom 

enacted personally bu t un iversa lly understood. Playing w ith  a name can be 

som ething you do w h ile  bored - maybe try in g  o u t d iffe re n t signature styles, 

doodling someone else's name on a jo t te r  a t school. M y  Last Nam e  

Exaggerated 14 Times V e rtica lly  (xgôy) [fig . 8 ] is sim ply a ta ll, ind igo scawl o f 

Nauman's name stretched to  near ille g ib ility . The excessive d is to rtion  o f his 

surname - as artis ts  are a lm ost always referred to  by th e ir  last names - is 

perhaps a deliberate means o f confusing and d ilu tin g  the  im portance o f the  

nam e-function.

M y  Name As Though I t  W ere W ritte n  On The Surface O f The M oon: 

bbbbbbrrrrrruuuuuucccccceeeeee (\<p68')lf\g. 9 ] seems to  disregard the  name- 

fu n tio n  en tire ly . This w o rk  displays an innocent sort o f wonder. In fac t one 

may easily im agine any child o f  the  space race generation doodling som ething 

like th is  as they  daydreamed. The technological advancem ent th a t was Man's 

f irs t photos o f the  surface o f the  m oon - sent back from  the  NASA lunar o rb its  

launched between 1966 and 1968 - m ust have captured th e  im ag ina tion  o f 

m ost o f the  W orld .

Unlike the  earlier photographic version o f 1967, in w h ich Nauman 

extends his name by w r it in g  each le tte r ten tim es and then photographing 

them  in segments vary ing the  distance between paper and camera, there  is no 

curva ture  to  the  resu ltan t neon name to  create the  illusion o f the  curved m oon 

surface. W h a t we are le ft w ith  is the  constant, long, w h ite  string o f le tters th a t 

makes up his f irs t name. This w ou ld  seem to  exp lic itly  re fe r to  the  slow, 

weightless m ovem ent o f astronauts w a lk ing  on the  m oon. The lazy, d raw n o u t 

sound o f the  artis t's  name. Should the  v iew er choose to  pronounce each le tte r 

ind iv idua lly  however, the  resulting staccato s tu tte ring  e ffec t - as each 

consonant and vow el is enunciated w ith in  the  name itse lf - creates a lm ost a 

vocal parody o f the  bionic sound effects th a t accompanied Steve Austin 's 

cybernetica lly enhanced m ovem ents: as if  one were reading aloud w h ils t 

trapped in the, now  in fam ous, s low  m otion  scenes in The Six M illio n  Dollar 

Man.'°^ The use o f his f irs t name h in ts a t th is  m ore childish and innocent
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in te rp re ta tion  because f irs t names are the  ones we scribble absentm indedly on 

jo tte rs .

The tw o  fig u ra tive  neon sculptures - Hanged M an  (1985) [fig . 13] and 

M ean Clown W e/come (1985) [fig . 17] - appropria te ch ild-p lay In an a ltoge the r 

d iffe re n t way. The children's spelling/guessing game o f Hang M an results in 

the  sym bolic hanging o f the  man. The man is com pleted in stages - line by line 

much like the  an im a tion  process o f Nauman's figu ra tive  neon sculptures - i f  the  

guesser loses the  figu re  is com pleted and is hung.

" In  m y  piece you 're  n o t a llow ed  to  partic ipa te  - the  parts  o f  the  

figu re  are p u t  in to  place w ith o u t you. The neon lines flash on 

and o f f  in  a p rogram m ed sequence. A nd  then the  gam e doesn't 

end. Once the  figu re  is com plete, the  w hole  p ic tu re  s ta rts  to  be 

recreated again."

So the  player (v iew e r) has no con tro l over the  game. There is no objective save 

the  inevitab le  'dea th ' o f  the  man on the  gibbet. Though Nauman "added the  

b it about having an erection o r e jaculation when you 're  hanged"'"^ it, in fact, 

t ru ly  is a physiological reaction to  hanging (s trangu la tion ) and neatly  

continues the  sex/death them e. The man experiences le p e t it  m o rt  ju s t  as his 

life  is extinguished.

The player also has to  w onder i f  the  man is being hanged as pun ishm ent 

o r if  he is co m m ittin g  suicide. Suicide, according to  the  Catholic Church, is a 

m orta l sin resulting in an a fte rlife  spent in Hell and if  we presume th a t the  

man is experiencing a m astu rba to ry  pleasure in add ition  to  th is  (ano the r 

m orta l sin) then he w ill be doub ly  damned.

Clowns are now  a lm ost as synonym ous w ith  children's b irthday parties 

as they  are w ith  the  circus. In e ithe r case th e ir  func tion  is ostensibly to  

en te rta in  children: to  play the  foo l. According to  c lown and expert on the  

subject, Bruce 'C harlie 'Johnson a c low n "can conta in exaggerated tra its  in the 

perform er's personality, ones he wishes he had, and ones observed in others... 

The specific tra its  chosen fo r  the  character w ill be determ ined by the  

perform er's personal sense o f  hum our and by audience i n t e r a c t i o n . " I n  

essence then the  clown is no t one ind iv idual, bu t an abstract o r pastiche o f 

m any individuals co llective ly w h ich  hides o r masks the  tru e  character o f the  

person under the  make-up. As Cindy Sherman has said w ith  reference to  her
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ow n clown photos: "I was fascinated by w ho  the  person was behind the  

clown's greasepaint. Could he be an alcoholic, o r even a child m olester?"

This negative v iew  o f the  c low n - the  sinister, d istu rb ing  side - is w h a t 

in terested Nauman also:

"because clowns are abstract in  some sense, they  become very  

disconcerting. You, I, one, we can 't make con tact w ith  th e m ....

A nd  when you th in k  abo u t vaudeville o r circus clowns, there is 

a lo t  o f  c rue lty  and meanness. You cou ldn 't g e t aw ay w ith  th a t 

w ith o u t makeup. People w o u ld n 't p u t  up w ith  it, it 's  too  

mean. B u t in  the circus it's  okay, it 's  s t il l funny."'°^

M ean Clown W e/come (1985) bridges Nauman's fig u ra tive  sex neons and his 

video w o rk  Clown Tortu re  (1987). To invoke the  sense o f duress th a t the  

lim ited  an im ation  o f neon cannot create he relies on the  program m ing o f the  

an im a tion  itself. "W ith  the  figu re  neons, the  tim in g  sequence is very im p o rta n t 

- it  becomes v io len t. The pace and repe tition  make it  hard to  see the  figures, 

and ... the  colors are p re tty  - so th e  confusion and d icho tom y o f w h a t is going 

on are im p o rta n t too ."

This neon is no t about the  physical act o f violence, bu t the  v io len t and 

confusing nature o f menace. The clowns greet each o ther, naked bu t fo r  th e ir  

outsized clown hands, round clow n noses and clow n makeup com plete w ith  

c lown smile. They lean in as if  to  shake hands, th e ir  once flaccid penises 

becoming ins tan tly  erect, bu t th e ir  gloved fingers ju s t overlap and they  begin 

again.

The sequence Nauman sets up - th a t o f each clow n tak ing  tu rns to  lean 

in w ith  knees bent, b o ttom  ou t, hand outstre tched, penis erect before fin a lly  

both lean in fingers touch ing  - is uncom fortab le  to  w atch. The clown's posture 

as it  reaches o u t to  the  o th e r is possibly best described as a m ocking ha lf­

curtsey. A  sort o f  prissy m ovem ent th a t d irec tly  contradicts the  clown's male 

state o f arousal. Or maybe th is  is th e  po in t. The m ovem ent is used as a 

subservient fo rm  o f aggression. Both clowns are playing a submissive role 

before they m eet - te n ta tiv e ly  as equals - in the  m iddle. Possibly the  clowns are 

'p lay ing ' a t being gay. The nature o f clowns as masked individuals o r hidden 

personalities is a m etaphor fo r  the  aw kw ard and uncerta in process o f'c o m in g  

ou t'. The large clown gloves the  figures wear sym bolic o f the  clumsiness fe lt
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when try in g  to  make others understand ju s t as the  makeup conceals the  

ind iv idua l from  persecution.

Playfulness is an essential and in trins ic  part o f Bruce Nauman's art. The 

p lay-e lem ent in his w o rk  is no t on ly  im plied bu t exp lic it. Contem porary a rt 

may have become "m ore  susceptible to  the  deleterious influences o f m odern 

techniques o f p roduction" as Huizinga asserts, bu t m odern society has 

moved beyond th e  need fo r  na tu ra lis tic  w orks o f a rt to  preach a t us via 

h istorica l, m ytho log ica l o r biblical a llegory. If a rt t ru ly  is a mimesis o f 

contem porary cu ltu re  then  i t  m ust also t ru ly  re flect a cu ltu re  th a t is self­

reflexive, dependant upon techno logy and, un fo rtu na te ly , is generally ignoran t 

o f the  w ide r w o rld  around it. Nauman's a rt - though no t s tr ic tly  seeking to  

correct th is  state o f a ffa irs in any w ay - does carry a w e igh ty  m o ra lity  even 

though  he does play w ith  us.

Since w e are already preconditioned to  assume th a t any w o rk  o f a rt 

displayed in a galle ry o r a r t- in s titu t io n  is to  be taken seriously - viewed w ith in  

the  a rt con tex t - it  may be re la tive ly  safe to  assume th a t th is  seriousness may 

be transferred to  the  w orks o f a rt themselves. Therefore, i t  could be argued 

th a t words exhib ited e ithe r as a rt o r w ith  a r t carry w ith  them  a certa in  w e ig h t 

and cache th a t may n o t be placed upon them  should they  be displayed in an 

innocuous, everyday setting. B illboards, fo r  example, may capture the  

a tte n tio n  o f th e  average v iew er, b u t no t fo r  any considerable length o f tim e. 

"There's a prob lem  e ith e r way. I f  you  avoid an a rt-re la ted  

s itua tion  a ltog e th e r - i f  you  hang a neon sign anyplace  - i t  is 

ignored and people d o n 't g ive i t  any th o u g h t a t  all. I f  you  hang 

i t  in  a museum, you ca rry  a lo t  o f  w e igh t tha t's  n o t yours. [ . . . ]

B u t i d o n 't kn o w  o f  any e ffec tive  w ay  - outside o f  galleries o r  

museums - to  have people pay a tte n tion . Som ehow you have 

to  p o in t a finge r a t  i t  and say "th is  is a r t  and you have to  pay  

a tte n tio n  - so th in k  abo u t 

A r t  th a t is presented as A r t  demands th a t tim e  be spent try in g  to  understand 

or absorb it. This is one reason th a t galleries and museums are generally so 

solemn.

A lthough  Nauman is aware o f the  phenomena he is qu ite  re ticen t about 

the  results o f th is  in s titu tio n a l e ffect. Despite his ow n preoccupation w ith  his
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w o rk  being 'paid a tte n tio n ' to  th e  "ve ry  narrow... perspective""’ the  museum

setting  gives the  a rtw o rk  w ou ld  seem to  push the  meaning o f the  w o rk

possibly to o  fa r in th e  d irec tion  o f the  'a r t  game' fo r  his lik ing. Certa in ly w ith

respect to  his neon pieces the  m eaning o f the  works sh ifts  com ple te ly from  the

realm o f advertis ing and low  cu ltu re  (the  tra d itio n a l realm o f the  m ed ium ) to

the  a rt w o rld  and tra d it io n a lly  h igh cu ltu re  (th e  realm o f the  a rtw o rk ). As he

puts i t  the  neon - as part o f our advertis ing cu ltu re  - m anifests "the

s tra igh tfo rw a rd  fixa tio n  on doing one th in g  th a t ou r cu ltu re  emphasises in its

slogans." To sh ift th is  stra igh tfo rw ardness o f ou r reception o f the  sign to  the

a rt w o rld  - w ith  all its incum bent theories and discourses - does possibly tend

to  com plicate the  w ay the  v iew er sees th e  w ork. For Nauman;

"There is a tendency to  c lu tte r  th ings up, to  t ry  to  make sure

people kn o w  som eth ing  is art, when a ll tha t's  necessary is to

present it, to  leave i t  alone. I th in k  the hardest th in g  to  do is to

present an idea in  the  m ost s tra ig h tfo rw a rd  way.""^

Despite Nauman's ow n m isgivings regarding the  reception and in te rp re ta tion

o f his w o rk  w ith in  the  in s titu tio n a l se tting  the  critica l va lid ity  o f his w o rk  is

undeniable. His im p o rta n t position  in the  postm odern a rt w o rld  is best

summed up by Robert C. M organ, w ho  also acknowledges th a t Nauman's

conscious decision to  distance h im self as much as possible fro m  'The A r t

W o rld ' is d is tic tly  advantageous in term s o f the  in te g rity  o f the  tru th s  he

chooses to  draw  ou r a tte n tio n  to ;

"The a rtis t is a liv in g  foun ta in , an in s tig a to r o f  t ru th  in  a

hyperm edia ted w orld , y e t a t  the  same tim e  i t  is d if f ic u lt  to

ignore the co rrup tion , deceit, and m indless academic repe titio n

th a t have evolved over the  years in  re la tion  to  any presum ed

tru th . Naum an has g iven h im se lf the distance. Like Beckett,

Bourgeois, and Duchamp, the  encapsulating vision o f  Bruce

Nauman, fra u g h t w ith  the  absurd tensions o f  language and

experience, functions as a catalyst, as a transform er, and fin a lly

as a resistor to  a ll th a t is fashionable and pred ictab le  in the

m edia-ridden a r t  w o rld ."

The decisive sh ift fro m  'advertis ing sign' to  'a r t  sign' may no t seem te rr ib ly

no tew o rthy , bu t the  fundam enta l fu nc tion  o f the  neon sign - to  in fo rm  in basic
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term s, generally In as basic language o r image as possible and to  greatest e ffec t 

- transfers th e  s tra igh tfo rw a rd  de lara tion o f the  sign to  the  a rtw o rk . Possibly 

i t  is a step to o  fa r to  state th a t neon is unequivocally tru th fu l bu t there is - 

th ro ugh  the  w e igh t o f  its flu c tu a tin g  h is to ry  especially - a s im p lic ity  and the  

sense o f a lack o f d u p lic ity  abou t i t  th a t gives the  language-based neon a rtw o rk  

an instan t, and alm ost en igm atic , gravitas.

As has been stated above the  basic neon sign, as an advertising too l, 

was/is used to  declare product, name o r services rendered. There is no hard sell 

o f lifesty le . Therefore th is  mode o f advertis ing w ou ld  seem to  have escaped the  

feeling o f jaded d isenchantm ent th a t comes w ith  ou r contem porary, 

com plicated selling techniques. Because the  neon doesn't 'sell to ' so much as 

'in fo rm ' the  po ten tia l consum er i t  w ou ld  seem reasonable to  say th a t th is 

sense o f s tra ightfo rw ardness is transferred  to  the  neon a rtw o rk .

This straightness o f sign is, o f  course, no t on ly  lim ited  to  neon, bu t to  

any sign which, fo r  example, declares a shop to  be "closed", "open 24 hours", 

th a t the  business w ith in  sells "Chinese food " o r offers "g irls, girls, girls". These 

statem ents are seen as essentially tru s tw o rth y . To em ploy a w e ll know n 

advertis ing slogan, ' i t  does exactly w h a t i t  says on the  tin '. Tha t Nauman, his 

contem poraries and younger artis ts  since have utilised th is  mode o f signage 

over, say, the  perspex lig h t boxes w h ich have replaced neon advertising a lm ost 

wholesale is sim ply due to  neon's vac illa ting  connota tions w ith in  popular 

cu lture . To be m ore exp lic it abou t the  im pact o f Nauman's use o f neon;

"R a the r than em ploy ing  com m ercia l neon techno logy to  take a 

distanced o r  iron ic  stance [ . . . ]  as the  Pop artis ts  m ig h t have 

done, Naum an used i t  to  advertise his ow n ambivalence.

H onky-tonk  signage thus becomes an emblem o f  vatic  

illu m in a tio n ; a question w ith o u t a question m ark replaces a 

slogan w ith  an im p lic it  exclam ation po in t."

This no tion  goes hand in hand w ith  the  idea th a t low -cu ltu re  is possibly m ore 

honest than h igh-cu ltu re  or, a t the  very least, is m ore transparent In its 

m o tiva tion . Choreographer Lloyd Newson works a lm ost exclusively w ith  

popular notions o f high and low  cu ltu re  - the  connection between class ( th a t is 

to  say, social stand ing) and art. Newson is fascinated by the  sometimes very 

s ligh t varia tions in costum e, con tex t and m ovem ent th a t can determ ine
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w he th e r a dance is considered 'classy o r trashy'. He asks:

" W hat is the  d iffe rence between a ba llroom  dancer w ho lifts  

her legs very  h igh in  a sheer costume, dancing a round  a t speed 

and a lap dancer w ho also lif ts  he r legs h igh in a sheer 

costum e? In fact, is one m ore honest than the o the r? ""''

W e sim ila rly  m igh t say th a t neon, given its negative connota tions as a present- 

day low  cu ltu re  fo rm  o f advertis ing, seems honest m erely because it  exhib its 

no false bravado o r pretence.

If th is  is the  case then Nauman's brand o f honesty is b ru ta l in its 

s im p lic ity . A  te x t piece like Raw  W ar (1970) [fig . 18] is extrem ely d irec t and 

leaves no room  fo r  argum ents. Tha t w ar, to  be involved as a partic ipan t o r 

w itnessed as an onlooker, is very much a 'ra w ' experience is n o t in doubt. The 

'rawness' o f war, the  Inexperienced soldiers, the  m aim ing and k illing , the  

sensitiv ity  (heightened awareness o r delicacy in the  deta ils) is created in ju s t a 

few  seconds and by one w ord  th a t happens to  read as ano the r when reversed.

The idea behind the  w o rk  itse lf is, like m ost good ideas, unsophisticated 

in its conception. Possibly th is  aspect o f  the  w o rk  is the  m ost em otive; th a t 

both words are present and y e t w e d o n 't im m edia te ly  associate one w ith  the  

o th e r in o rd inary circumstances. W hen it  is pointed o u t th a t 'ra w ' is 'w a r' 

backwards (o r vice versa) the  im plica tions seem clear, bu t Nauman's m ethod 

o f illu s tra ting  th is  portentous coincidence is no t to  be o ve rtly  th rea ten ing  o r 

aggressive in any w ay - as one m ig h t expect - in order to  force the  message 

home. Instead he has chosen to  lead us th rough  it  as a teacher o r parent m igh t 

help a child learn to  read. The w o rk  doesn't preach abou t the  harshness o f w a r 

and all i t  entails, bu t Nauman p a tie n tly  points the  fac t o u t to  us th a t 'ra w ' is a 

palindrom e o f 'w a r ' as i f  he knew we hadn 't noticed it  before.

The t it le  on the  in itia l sketch Nauman did fo r  the  w o rk  in 1968 reads, 

"sign to  hang when the re  is a w a r on." A  sardonic s ta tem ent about the  

effectiveness o f his teaching techn ique perhaps. This one s ta tem ent is enough, 

no t on ly  to  universalise the  a rtw o rk 's  in ten t, bu t also the  artis t's  m otive. Tha t 

th is  w o rk  was com pleted in the  m idst o f  one o f the  m ost po litica lly , m ora lly  

and physically destructive w a r in recent Am erican h is to ry  cannot be 

sidestepped.

By 1968 the  A n ti-W a r m ovem ent had been e ffec tive ly  organising sit-ins,
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rallies and marches fo r  th ree  years. This same year was also the  bloodiest o f 

the  w a r fo r  the  Americans w ith  a to ta l o f 16,511 dead, 87,388 wounded and 176 

captured."^ The in fam ous TET O ffensive o f January 30th 1968"® claimed the  lives 

o f 1,536 Am erican personnel w h ile  7,764 were wounded in action and 18 were 

captured in action."’  In typ ica l Nauman fashion any personal p o in t becomes 

universal.

O nly one w ord  sculpted in neon is actua lly  physically present though  

form ed in tw o  layers, red on to p  o f  orange. It is the  w ord  'W AR ', bu t th a t is 

no t the  s ta rting  po in t o f  the  lesson. F irst the  w ord  'R AW ' is spelt o u t le tte r by 

le tte r in orange fro m  rig h t to  le ft, R - A - W , and then you read it  th rough  le ft 

to  r ig h t in red, WAR. The same sequence is repeated again, R - A  - W , WAR. 

This cycle repeats fo u r m ore tim es before the  teacher pauses fo r  breath and 

the  self same lesson begins again.

The on ly  real aggressive fee ling comes from  the  colours involved - the  

red and orange. Both are fie ry  colours, the  red especially being associated w ith  

rage, aggression, blood. The colours are de liberate ly chosen to  accentuate the  

fierceness o f the  sta tem ent. W h a t is a lit t le  unsettling  abou t th is  a rtw o rk  is 

th a t the  reader/view er is p ractica lly  encouraged to  chant along w ith  the 

flashing sequence. The rhy th m  o f the  illu m ina tion  like a drum  keeping tim e, 

keeping us in step, m arching on. It is on ly  when you are caught up in the  

rhy th m  th a t you fo rg e t the  essential significance o f the  words and th e ir  

coincidental bu t s ign ifican t partnership. The lesson has failed.

N o t all o f Nauman's neon a rtw orks  are qu ite  so u rgen t in th e ir  need to  

be understood. Neon signs like The True A r t is t  Reveals To The W orld  M ys tic  

Tru th  (1967) [fig . 4 ] and Neon Templates o f  the  L e ft H a lf  o f  m y  Body Taken a t 

Ten-Inch In te rva ls ( iç 6 6 )  [fig . 7] p rom ote  d iffe re n t kinds o f philosophical 

tru ths . The tru th  learned fro m  The True A r t is t  \s a lm ost en tire ly  rooted in the  

ind iv idual viewer's ow n reading o f the  message delivered by the  a rtis t, the  use 

o f neon exp lic it in its link  to  advertis ing, whereas Neon Templates presents an 

artist-specific, personal tru th .

Nauman's choice o f neon to  ou tlin e  his figu re  as opposed to , fo r  

example, the  wax, rubber o r fibreglass th a t he had used fo r  o th e r projects in 

the  same period, is a s ign ifican t one. The neon - the  coloured lig h t - is no t a 

concrete medium  in the  sense th a t any o f these o the r m ould ing substances
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are. U ndoubted ly the  glass tubes are solid, defin ing and sculptura l, bu t the  

neon gas they  hold and the  lig h t they  e m it is no t tangib le . The w ay Nauman 

delineates his body - th ro ugh  strips bent around one side to  create a p ro file  - 

fo rm s on ly  a ha lf figure . The bands do no t ou tline  the  com plete circum ference 

o f his figu re , there  are no facial features nor are there  any obvious body 

shapes. W ere i t  no t fo r  the  s tra igh tfo rw a rd  descriptiveness o f the  t it le  o f the  

piece it  w ou ld  n o t be im m ed ia te ly  apparent th a t th is  a rtw o rk  represents a 

human figu re  a t all. O n ly  when illum ina ted  does the  lig h t spread to  f i l l  the  void 

le ft by the  body inasmuch as i t  reveals the  absence, o r lack, o f  physical fo rm . 

Shown in the  r ig h t circumstances th is  a rtw o rk  creates a ghostly  impression o f 

the  body shape o f the  a rtis t as he was 38 years ago. It becomes a kind o f 

p o rtra it w ith o u t real substance and Is on ly  a tru e  figu ra i representation when 

illum inated.

For th is  a rtw o rk  to  be tru th fu l fo r  the  v iew er we sim ply m ust tru s t th a t 

the  a rtis t has no th ing  to  hide. Certa in ly Nauman could have, fo r  w ha tever 

reason, fabricated the  dimensions th a t we look upon as accurate, bu t such a 

falsehood w ou ld  underm ine the  purpose o f the  w o rk  a ltogether. This a rtw o rk  

is a physical representation o f the  missing a rtis t illum ina ted  fo r  us in bands o f 

green neon. In essence th is  w o rk  a llows the  a rtis t to  be physically present even 

when in absentia. The pseudo-presence o f the  artis t's  physical being replaces 

the  recogn ition o f the  'hand ' o f  the  a rtis t as sought a fte r in the  tra d itio n a l 

creation o f the  w o rk  o f art. The space le ft by a body, the  area th a t a person 

inhabits, prom pts us to  consider the  space around us and the  space th a t we - 

as individuals and as a race - Inhabit in the  W orld . In th is  sense the  artis t's  

personal tru th  becomes a universal supported and m odulated by the  ideas and 

beliefs o f the  ind iv idual. O ur though ts  m otiva ted  by the  a rtis t h im self in a 

physical sense as w e ll as the  artis tic .

M any o f Nauman's a rtw orks  do n o t discuss the  state o f  art, the  role o f 

the  a rtis t o r in s truc t us in language use, b u t address w ider cu ltu re  and the  

universals o f  human nature  via, w h a t should be referred to  as, post-m odern ist 

media such as video, insta lla tion , the  use o f the  everyday and neon. He 

rou tine ly  employs hum our, bu t in such a w ay th a t i t  is h igh ly  like ly to  be 

accompanied by a fee ling o f disconcertedness and a m a tte r-o f-fa c t 

detached ness w h ich can also cause concern in the  v iew er s im ply because his
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detachm ent draws ou r a tte n tio n  to  ou r ow n lack o f in terest. He subverts the  

happy, b link ing colours o f the  neon to  create statem ents th a t are serious, 

rid iculous, in tim id a tin g  and embarrassing a t the  same tim e  - a ttrac tive , bu t 

not.

An a rtw o rk  like One H undred Live A n d  Die (1984) [fig . 11] assails the  

v iew er w ith  th e  simple, tr iv ia l, m undane, scary, stupid, w onderfu l 

m onum en ta lity  o f  w h a t constitu tes a hum an life  and even though  the  

aesthetic is no t in te n tio n a lly  th e  prim ary response, once again the  beauty o f 

the  neon lig h t cannot be ignored. Aesthetics is no t the  im petus behind th is 

artis t's  w o rk  a t any conscious level despite the  obvious a ttra c tio n  we m igh t 

perceive and experience in itia lly . The use o f neon delivers a v iv id  shock to  the 

system when one comes upon an a rtw o rk  so b righ t and v ib ra n t in the  

generally staid in s titu tio na l env ironm ent. This piece is a t once superfic ia lly 

a ttrac tive  - all the  p re tty , flashing, Crayola-coloured lights - and a t the  same 

tim e  repe llen tly  disconcerting in its u ltim a te  message. Like m any o f his neon 

pieces i t  seems amusing a t f irs t s im ply because o f  his b la tan t use o f the  taboo.

In th is case words like "sh it", "piss", "fuck" etc. are interspersed w ith  the  

everyday, such as "eat", "love", know " and th is  appeals to  an inherent sense o f 

childhood naughtiness. W e sm ile a t Nauman's use o f these words, bu t the  

inevitab le  transgression fro m  sim ple am usem ent to  a sense o f being forced to  

see the  dreaded tru th  is qu ick and sobering. It's the  lig h t th a t draws you in, 

beckoning the  v iew er to  a co n fro n ta tio n  w ith  a neon a rtw o rk  which is 

unre lenting in its visual barrage and bru ta l in its d irect assessment o f hum an ity  

and how  we live and die.

The one hundred statem ents are arranged in to  f i f t y  pairs. Each w ord 

chosen by th e  a rtis t is fin ished by the  con trad ic to ry  statem ents "...AND DIE" 

and "...AND LIVE" in th a t order, fo r  example, "TELL AND DIE""TELL AND LIVE". 

The simple statem ents com bined w ith  ou r seem ingly self-imposed m ind- 

num bing boredom in having to  acknowledge each one on an ind iv idua l basis as 

they  flash in tu rn  make us increasingly aware o f ou r ow n m o rta lity  and how, 

despite our a ttem pts  to  separate ourselves from  everyone else, we are all 

fundam en ta lly  the  same in the  processes th a t w e go th ro ugh  as hum an beings. 

It is the  s to ry  o f life , bu t in m aking us recognise th is  i t  also makes us realise 

th a t inev itab ly  we w ill die. The catch is th a t the  v iew er has to  su ffe r the  tw e n ty
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or so m inutes th a t i t  takes to  com plete the  cycle. But to  su ffe r Nauman's a rt 

seem to  be very much necessary. As one c ritic  has stated:

" . . .o n //  a t the  very end o f  th a t tim e  d id  I understand w h a t the  

w o rk  was about.

In the  fin a l m om ents o f  the  cyde, the v iew er is rew arded w ith  

a frisson o f  pure  visual bliss... like  the Catherine wheel dos ing  a 

f ire w o rk  display.

... O f no pa rticu la r in te res t in  themselves, ind iv idua l actions  

feel m echanical and meaningless as we do them , and y e t the  

sum to ta l o f  those actions makes up a person's life , the m ost 

jo yo u s  and exh ila ra ting  th in g  there is. As usual w ith  Nauman, 

there was a s ting  in  the  tail. Because the w o rk  was fu lly  

illu m ina ted  o n ly  fo r  a m inu te  o r  tw o  a t the  very end o f  the  

cycle, the  im p lica tion  was th a t we can 't see how  b e a u tifu l life  is 

u n til we are near the  end o f  it."

This is one possible reading o f the  w o rk . To look in greater deta il the  v iew er 

realises th a t the  con trad ic to ry  statem ents are arranged in such a w ay th a t one 

is read im m edia te ly a fte r the  o th e r-" .. .A N D  LIVE""...AND DIE". This creates an 

ins tan t paradox in reading and response to  the  te x t w here in each chosen w ord  

generates imagined scenarios around the  statem ents. Some pairs can provoke 

the  idea th a t one scenario has tw o  possible outcomes. For example, "FALL 

AND DIE" is ju m p ing  o u t o f  a plane w ith o u t a parachute w h ile  "FALL AND 

LIVE" is jum p ing  o u t a plane w ith  a parachute. In a s im ila r fashion d iffe re n t 

scenarios can be th o u g h t up to  explain the  ind iv idual statem ents. "OLD AND 

DIE" may be the  peaceful passing away o f a person w ho  has lead a long, f ru it fu l 

life  whereas "OLD AND LIVE" could be the  concilia to ry release o f the  elderly 

from  a hostage s itua tion . The im ag ina tion  can run r io t w ith  these statem ents 

i f  you a llow  it  to.

Nauman uses layered neon in th is  piece - one co lour laid d irec tly  over 

ano the r - fo rm in g  coloured shadows th a t e ithe r com plem ent the  prim ary, 

topm ost co lour o r f ig h t against i t  creating a discordant, ja rr in g  optica l 

sensation. There is a m ateria l, visual du a lity  to  m irro r the  lingu istic  

con trad ic tion . This pairing seems to  be a rb itra ry  as there is no overall 

sym m etry  to  the  piece in co lour term s, but, on closer exam ination there exists
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in the  w o rk  six pairs o f statem ents w h ich  are com ple te ly identical in co lour 

ways. In te res ting ly  there  seems to  be no reference made to  th is  possibly 

s ign ifican t singling o u t o f  these statem ents by previous Nauman critics o r 

scholars.'^' Indeed V incen t Labaume In his catalogue essay, "Bruce Nauman Are 

You Roman o r Ita lic? " goes so fa r as to  suggest th a t the  group o f fo u r 

statem ents has no value w hatsoever:

"... some o f  these anom alous messages seem to  be no m ore  

than padding, as i f  the  a r tis t had suddenly run o u t o f  verbs 

CBLACKAND D IE - BLACK A N D  LIVE /W HITE A N D  D IE -  

W HITE A N D  L IV E 'and  Y E LLO W  A N D  DIE - YELLOW A N D  

LIVE')."^^

These six statem ents can be arranged in to  one group o f fo u r  and tw o  stand­

alone pairings. The stand-alone pairs o f  "SPEAK AND LIVE", "SPEAK AND DIE" 

and "LAUGH AN D  LIVE", "LAUGH AN D  DIE" seem to  d irec tly  com m ent upon 

Nauman's a rt in general. His a rt relies heavily upon language and ou r 

understanding o f it. For Naum an "language is a very pow erfu l to o l"  

the re fo re  his setting aside o f "SPEAK" in particu la r leads the  Nauman scholar to  

his w e ll-know n association w ith  W ittgens te in ian  th o u g h t on 'language games' 

and how  th is  use and understanding o f our language leads us to  an u ltim a te  

understanding o f ou r society and w o rld , fo r  language use is deemed a 

re flection o f cu lture. Nauman's subtle detachm ent o f "LAU G H " from  the  piece 

is also te lling . H um our - ranging fro m  the  innocent and irreveren t to  the  black 

and iron ic - o fte n  manifested th ro ugh  absurd ity is also a to o l w ide ly  used in his 

w ork. H um our is used to  take the  v iew er o f f  guard in o rder to  make the  

u ltim a te  message o f his w o rk  all the  m ore s ign ificant. A lthough  play can be 

serious there  m ust be a hum orous e lem ent to  make i t  p layfu l.

M uch m ore serious is the  group o f fo u r statem ents w h ich hide in the  

b o ttom  le ft corner o f th e  w ork. W e (in  the  W estern W o rld ) read from  le ft to  

righ t, to p  to  bo ttom  w hich means th a t ou r eye is m ost draw n to  the  to p  le ft 

o f a p a in tin g /te x t and then to  the  b o ttom  righ t. W he the r o r n o t Nauman's 

placem ent o f th is  group in a re la tive ly  worth less position In visual term s was 

deliberate is unknow n. W h a t is s ign ifican t are the  im plica tions o f the  inclusion 

o f th is  de libera te ly in terconnected group:

BLACK AN D LIVE BLACK AND DIE
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W HITE AND LIVE W HITE AND DIE 

RED AND LIVE RED AND DIE 

YELLOW AND LIVE YELLOW AND DIE 

Unlike all the  o the r pairs o f statem ents - includ ing the  tw o  stand-alone 

statem ents discussed - these are the  on ly  fo u r pairs w h ich are pure in co lour; 

black on black, w h ite  on w h ite  etc. The obvious conclusion is th a t these 

statem ents re fer e xp lic itly  to  race. A ll o the r statem ents made by the  a rtis t in 

th is  a rtw o rk  are universal in nature  and seem ingly random  in placement. These 

fo u r  are specific and in te n tio n a lly  grouped together. The scenarios the  v iew er 

may im agine are instances in w h ich th e  sole reason fo r  the  outcom e o f e ithe r 

life  o r death are en tire ly  dependant upon and lim ited  to  th e  co lour o f a 

person's skin. The position ing o f th is  group in an area o f the  w o rk  w h ich w ill 

be m ostly  overlooked, unless the  a rtw o rk  as a w ho le  is seriously paid a tte n tio n  

to , is s ign ifican t indeed.

W orks like One H undred Live and Die and Neon Templates makes us re­

evaluate ou r lives and question th e  processes we go th ro u g h  - som ething we 

generally d o n 't do unless prom pted by some outside facto r. These a rtw orks  

are prom pts which give us the  o p p o rtu n ity  to  look a t th ings - life , space, 

absence, rou tine  - in a d iffe re n t ligh t. The a rtis t h im self does no t exp lic itly  c ite  

a need fo r 'tru th fu ln e s s ' in his w o rk , perhaps because the  basic concept o f 

T ru th  is no t w h o lly  universal. W h a t he does require o f his a rt is a sense o f 

m o ra lity  : "A r t oug h t to  have a m oral value, a moral stance, a p o s it io n .... a rt 

ha[s] a func tion  beyond being beautifu l - it  ha[s] a social reason to  exist." 

Irregardiess o f Nauman's u tilisa tion  o f  typ ica lly  postm odern media they  

conta in s tra igh tfo rw a rd  tru th (s )  w h ich  we m ust seek out.
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Chapter Five 

Contemporaries

"M an ipu la tion  o f in fo rm a tio n  th a t has to  do w ith  how  we perceive

ra the r than w ha t."

Bruce Nauman

Neon began to  be used seriously as an a rt m edium  in the  Sixties 

ostensib ly as a na tura l progression fro m  the  wholesale pop cu ltu re  

highjackings o f A ndy W arho l, Jasper Johns e t al. Neon advertis ing had become 

an entrenched part o f  the  com m ercial subcu lture and also served the  avan t 

garde artist's  general in te rest in experim enting w ith  unusual and very specific 

m ateria l qua lities - an in te res t th a t was also expressed by tu rn in g  to  o the r 

m ateria ls th a t had n o t been explored aesthetica lly u n til then like wax, fe lt  o r 

fibreglass. On th e  o th e r hand neon w r it in g  was an alm ost ideal m edium  in the  

con text o f  the  increasing conceptualisation o f a r t during th is  tim e. O f the  

artists w ho  to o k  on neon in th is  period on ly  th ree  used neon w r it in g  

extensively: Bruce Nauman, Joseph Kosuth and M auriz io  Nannucci. A ll three 

are interested in how  we see language and all th ree  are also interested in the  

'language games' o f  Ludw ig W ittg ens te in . O f these th ree  though  on ly  

Nauman veered away fro m  tak ing  W ittg ens te in  to o  lite ra lly . Instead he finds 

the  philosopher in te resting  a t precisely the  po in t where his investigations 

become open and in teg ra tive , even when ideas are Incom patib le  and 

con trad ic to ry .

The w o rk  o f Joseph Kosuth appears to  be the  result o f a logical and 

inevitab le  deve lopm ent fo llo w in g  T w en tie th  Century moves tow ards 

au tonom y fo r  art. As soon as a r t was liberated fro m  social, ideological and 

decorative handicaps and tasks o the r questions could be asked w h ich had 

h ith e rto  been suppressed fo r  u tilita r ia n  reasons. From th is  position Kosuth 

and o the r representatives o f Conceptual A r t developed th e ir  critica l approach 

w h ich  selected A r t  itse lf as the  ob ject o f th e ir  considerations. Joseph Kosuth
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was m ost in terested in w he the r, and to  w h a t exten t, autonom ous a rt could 

continue to  func tion  in society.

Like any o the r re flective, in te llectua l process th is  analysis also needs to  

fo rm u la te  ideas and be a rticu la te  abou t func tiona l mechanisms o f a rt 

there fo re , language is a necessary instrum ent. An alm ost inevitab le 

consequence o f th is  a rtis tic  approach fo r  Kosuth was th a t he in tegra ted 

language, as a m edium , d irec tly  in to  his w ork.

" /  fe lt  th a t a r t  had been fu n c tion ing  on a lingu is tic  level fo r  

some tim e, and th a t created a lo t  o f  problems, and so I f in a lly  

said: w h a t the  h e ll! - w h y  n o t ju s t  use language instead o f  

c irc ling round  i t  a ll the  tim e. Just wade s tra ig h t th rough  i t  So 

th a t the  w o rk  becomes language."

W ith  his w o rk  One and Three Chairs ( jç ô s j  Kosuth created an experim enta l, 

t r ip a r t ite  arrangem ent w h ich  con fron ts  a simple wooden chair w ith  a 

photograph o f the  same chair and its d ic tiona ry  d e fin ition . The central subject 

o f th is  w o rk  is th a t the  'th ree  chairs' indicated in the  t it le  are an illusion. They 

cannot exist precisely because the  'cha ir' as object, photograph and lexical 

de fin ition  fu lf i l l d iffe re n t functions and are also in a d iffe re n t con text on each 

occasion. The photographic version o r lingu is tic  trans la tion  can on ly  

inadequately and im perfec tly  represent the  one chair w h ich is actua lly  present. 

To a s ign ifican t ex ten t the  w o rk  o f René M a g ritte  is a comparable re flection  on 

the  id e n tity  o r n o n -id e n tity  o f  p ic to ria l o r lingu istic  means o f representation.

Ohne and E igh t: A  D escrip tion  (1965) [fig . 19] is a w o rk  directed 

exclusively a t itself. It has no external reference po in t and makes a s ta tem ent 

on ly  about its ow n m ateria l cond ition : NEON ELECTRICAL LIGHT ENGLISH 

GLASS LETTERS VIOLET EIGHT. Each o f the  words describes an individual 

characteristic. W e are there fo re , dealing w ith  a w o rk  consisting o f neon, 

electrical ligh t, in the  English language, made o f glass le tters, v io le t in co lour 

w h ich consists o f e igh t words in to ta l. The various concepts a tte m p t to  

determ ine the  en tire  ob ject lingu is tica lly  from  various points o f  v iew . They 

com plem ent each o the r and thus suggest th a t they  have described the  w o rk  in 

all its aspects. Here to o  Kosuth is dem onstra ting  the  im possib ility  o f  capturing 

the  object lingu is tica lly  and in such a w ay th a t the o ffe red d e fin ition  does the  

real model com plete justice. The reader/viewer, how ever is generally on ly  too
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ready to  accept th is  o ffe red  iden tity .

The neon w r it in g  Self-D efined and Self-Described  [fig . 20 ] is no t 

on ly  a tau to log ica l assertion, bu t could stand as a t it le  fo r  all o f Kosuth's early 

w o rk  to  1974. His various clusters o f  w o rk  are, in the  f irs t place, d iffe ring  ways 

o f presenting se lf-re flection and description. His w o rk  excludes subjective and 

aesthetic design by d in t o f its a rtis tic  approach. W o rk  w ith  tex tua l m ateria l 

requires absolute c la rity  in the  fo rm  o f  its presentation.

In w o rk ing  w ith  neon th e  com plicated m anufacturing  process 

im m edia te ly separates th e  a rtis tic  Idea fro m  possible execution by ano ther 

ind iv idua l. W e may conclude fro m  the  fa c t th a t Kosuth does no t make a single 

m ention  o f neon in his collected w ritin g s  A r t  a fte r  Philosophy and A fte r  

th a t in the  case o f th is  m ateria l he is on ly  interested in its pure ly technical 

character to  the  exclusion o f any aesthetic sub jectiv ity . Thus Kosuth seems to  

w ish consciously to  e lim ina te  fro m  his w o rk  the  sensual presence o f the  

coloured neon ligh t. Instead statem ents are defined by th e ir  re la tionsh ip  w ith  

the  form s in which they  appear m ateria lly .

Like Joseph Kosuth, M auriz io  Nannucci also makes in tensive use o f 

language as an a rtis tic  m edium . In the  Sixties a t least, related fo rm u la tions  

grew  in the  visual transposition  o f  th e ir  ideas, bu t these seem to  cover up 

indifferences o f context. A t  th e  tim e  both artists created tau to log ica l and self- 

re fe rentia l s itua tions in th e ir  w o rk  in which words were given m ateria l fo rm  in 

the  neon objects executed and the  meaning o f the  w ord  was also given 

concrete expression In the  same way.

In C o rne r(1968/69) the  neon ou tlin e  form s a r ig h t angle and is 

designed to  be installed in the  corner o f a room . This neon piece makes no 

s ta tem ent beyond its a c tua lity  - it  s im p ly confirm s its ow n lingu is tic  s ta tem ent 

and fo rm  - and brings it  very  close to  Kosuth's One and E igh t: A  Description  

(1965). But th is  is a fo rm a l re la tionsh ip  and also one th a t did n o t last fo r  long. 

Both Nannucci's and Kosuth's a rtw orks  stem from  d iffe re n t approaches and 

also very soon developed in d iffe re n t directions. Nannucci's handling o f 

language is less laden w ith  theo ry ; he approaches it  m ore fro m  a lite ra ry  

position w h ich selects poetic elements, plays w ith  words and, a t the  same 

tim e , includes lingu istic  jokes and Irony.

Nannucci's a rtis tic  sta tem ents and investigations are based in the
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con text o f Concrete L ite ra ture , Visual Poetry and Sound Poetry. Nannucci's 

neon w o rk  is abou t the  w ay words look. His w o rk  suggests the  qua lities o f 

Visual Poetry w h ich uses words as an e lem ent o f p ic to ria l design. I t  thus brings 

to  the  fo re  the  tense re la tionsh ip  between the  meaning and the  image o f a 

w ord . His neon w ritin g s  are identical to  th e ir  sem antic statem ent. W hen  

W hite  is W h ite  (1970) [fig . 21] explores ju s t these themes. The w ho le  w o rk  

reads:

when w h ite  is w h ite  

blue is blue 

and red is red 

when red is red 

w h ite  is w h ite  

and blue is blue 

when blue is blue 

red is red 

and w h ite  is w h ite

The co lour m entioned in each line is fabricated in ju s t th a t co lour o f  neon. This 

w o rk  explores language use like Kosuth th rough  lite ra l m an ifesta tion  and like 

Nauman th rough  use o f repe tition . U ltim a te ly  though  the re  is no great depth 

o f message, on ly  surface. Unlike Kosuth, Nannucci is n o t try in g  to  p inpo in t the  

a rtw ork 's  n o n -iden tity  and unlike Nauman there  is no reference to  language 

use as a means o f com m enting upon hum an ity . The language is co lour and the  

language is sound th a t com pounds upon ideas o f colour. There is no devia tion , 

no co lour Nannucci em ploys in th is  a rtw o rk  becomes any o th e r colour. They 

are pure, simple and unchanging.

A lb e rto  fone tico  (1968) was Nannucci's f irs t w o rk  in neon. It is a 

representation o f the  a lphabet w r itte n  as i t  is pronounced in Ita lian. Like all his 

w o rk  in the  sixties the re  is a tension between w ord and image, w r it in g  and 

language:

"F o r anyone w ho is deeply in vo lved  w ith  words and the  sounds 

o f  them , the silence o f  th is  s t i l l  p o te n tia l a lphabet comes as 

som eth ing o f  a re lie f: it 's  n o t ... W e d o n 't o ften  th in k  m uch  

abo u t the m ysteries o f  the  signs, th a t g ive v is ib ility  to  the  

elements o f  speech."
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The phonetic m ethod o f w rit in g  i t  dow n is, in essence, w r it te n  and lingu istic  

representation all in one; presenting the  le tters in neon w ou ld  also give them  a 

high degree o f visual presence.

Like Nauman, Nannucci's w o rk  is co llective ly realised in numerous 

media. In the  large-scale neon w ritin g s  he realises a com plem entary concept 

arising fro m  the  recogn ition  th a t neon is a com mercial advertis ing m edium.

The v iew er cannot escape fro m  th e ir  presence, which is in tensified by th e ir  

sheer lum inos ity , and as consequence they  demand the  a tte n tio n  o f the  

viewer.

Nannucci's fundam en ta lly  d iffe re n t approach from  Conceptual A r t  is 

seen In the  execution o f his neon w orks In particular. He consciously avoids 

a llow ing the  ra tiona l/neu tra l com ponents contained in neon as a technical 

m ateria l fro m  being to o  conspicuous In his w ork. On the  o the r hand, he tries 

to  in troduce as m any new subjective crite ria  as possible In to  the  design. The 

choice o f colours used is an exclusively aesthetic decision, appealing to  the  

sensitiv ity  o f th e  viewer. He the re fo re  expressly does no t res tric t h im self to  

norm al com mercial colours bu t w orks w ith  mixed halftones. This gives the  

neon ou tline  an ind iv idua l shape In w h ich the  artis t's  personality is expressed 

gestura lly. His a rtis tic  o u tp u t Is determ ined by th ree  d iffe re n t areas o f w o rk : 

handling and analysing language, co lour as a central them e - w h ich finds the  

ideal medium  in neon - and f in a lly  re flection  about a rt and how  i t  should be 

dea lt w ith .

A lthough  Kosuth, Nannucci and Nauman all w o rk  in neon th e ir  a rtis tic  

m ethodologies d iffe r  w ide ly . As all th ree  are interested in language use and all 

th ree have used specific co lour in th e ir  neons as physical texts  It w ou ld  seem 

th a t the  sim plest w ay to  d iffe re n tia te  between th e ir  approaches is to  d irec tly  

compare works th a t deal on ly  w ith  colour.

Joseph Kosuth prefigured Nauman's use o f neon te x t by approxim ate ly 

one year w ith  his Five W ords In Blue Neon  (1965) [fig . 22] in w h ich object, t it le  

and language are used to  describe ana ly tica lly  the  plain tru th  o f the  a rtw o rk . 

This piece consists o f  f ive  words made o u t o f  blue neon. There is no th ing  more 

to  it. The concept is so simple and so exp lic it th a t we expect to  be able to  make 

more o f it, bu t we can't. Kosuth created a series o f these w orks in 1965 

includ ing Five W ords in  Orange Neon  and Five W ords in  Green Neon. Equally
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as lite ra l though  n o t qu ite  so obvious is Four W ords Four Co/ors (1965) [fig .

23] w h ich makes no specification as to  w h ich fo u r co lour are included in the  

w ork. In th is  case the  colours are Four (b lue ). W ords (red ). Four (green)

Colors (w h ite ). Once again, all the  v iew er can take from  th is  type  o f rig id, 

ino rd ina te ly  t ru th fu l a rtw o rk  is to  s ligh tly  question ou r perceptions o f 

language use. Kosuth shows his s tr ic t adherence to  W ittg e n s tin ia n  th o u g h t 

th ro ugh  the  severity o f his art.

Nannucci also tends to  use co lour and language in a very simple and 

lite ra l way. W hite  Blue Green R ed(1969) [fig . 24] links the  visual colour, w h a t 

we see when we see w h ite , blue, green and red, w ith  its lingu is tic  s ign ifie r - its 

name. Nannucci doesn't ju s t present us w ith  the  neon te x t o f, fo r  example, red 

w ith  red neon, bu t closes the  colour-nam e w ith in  incom plete squares. This 

creates more co lour than  the  illum ina ted  te x t alone w ou ld  and suggests th a t, 

fo r  Nannucci, the  concept o f co lour - how  we see it, define it, describe i t  - is 

m ore im p o rta n t th a t the  a b ility  to  name it  alone. The signs are tex tua l, bu t 

not. Text is secondary to  ou r perception o f colour. This creates links to  the  

W ittg ens tin ian  language game o f'n a m in g '. "W h a t is it  to  mean  the  words 

"'That is blue" a t one tim e  as a s ta tem en t about the  ob ject one is po in ting  to  - 

a t ano the r as an explanation o f the  w ord  "b lue"?" In the  case o f th is  w o rk  by 

Nannucci the  object is the  explanation o f the  w ord.

Nauman, as we know , is n o t so s tr ic tly  adherent to  W ittgens te in . He 

also rarely uses co lour itse lf as a lite ra l vehicle fo r  his w ork. Colour use tends to  

be largely random, so much so th a t th e  co lour ways fo r  his m ore in tensive and 

com plicated te x t and figu ra i pieces can be extrem ely ja rr in g . One neon piece 

w h ich is specific to  co lour is W hite  Anger, Red Danger, Yellow  Peril, Black 

Death  (1985) [fig . 25]. Specific colours are associated w ith  th e ir  equ iva lent in 

tex t. Unlike the  tw o  artis ts  previously m entioned Nauman's use o f 

corresponding co lo u r/te x t in th is  w ay is intended to  provoke th o u g h t outside 

o f language games. W HITE ANGER is allusive to  the  rage whipped up by 

a ffirm a tive  action program mes o f the  1960's which were, o f course, borne o u t 

o f the  Civil Rights M ovem ent. RED DANGER may w e ll provoke ideas o f th e  

'Red M enace' o f Communism a t the  he igh t o f the  Cold W ar, M cCarthy's w itch  

hunts o r even may harken back to  the  great race to  settle  America - the  danger 

presented by the  continent's  indigenous people. YELLOW PERIL is the  an ti-

75



Asian sentim ent o f America in the  n ineteenth  and early tw e n tie th  century  due 

to  the  high level i f  im m ig ra tion  fro m  the  East. In the  1980's th is  was the  fear in 

America th a t Eastern business w ou ld  supersede Am erican dom ina tion  o f 

W orld  markets. BLACK DEATH w hen considered in the  con tex t o f the  others 

does n o t apply to  the  obvious i.e. the  plagues o f the  M idd le  Ages w h ich are so 

named, bu t f it t in g ly  to  a re la tive ly  m ore recent Am erican h is to ry  - to  Southern 

slavery practises and the  Ku Klux Klan.

A ll o f the  co lour statem ents Nauman has chosen to  h igh ligh t relate 

d irec tly  to  the  recent and not-so-recent h is to ry  o f  his ow n coun try . As all o f 

the  statem ents are race-related it's in te resting , and no t a l i t t le  unse ttling , to  

note th a t the  con figu ra tion  o f these statem ents is cyclical, never ending. He 

has fo rm ed them  in to  the  po ten t and h igh ly  suggestive shape o f a bastardised 

swastika.

In conclusion then even though  Nauman has tw o  close contem poraries 

in the  use o f neon te x t as A r t  bo th  Joseph Kosuth and M auriz io  Nannucci 

choose to  take the  m edium  a t face value. The ir a rt Is rig id ly  in te llectua l 

(K osuth) and ph ilosoph ica lly /lyrica lly  smug (Nannucci). Nauman, as we have 

seen over the  course o f th is  paper, uses neon w ith  feeling. His a rt can be a t 

tu rns  irreverent, serious, logical, tru th fu l,  illum ina ting  and playfu l. It is never 

unvaried.
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Conclusion

The proposed ways and means o f  understanding the  im portance o f 

Bruce Nauman's handling and u tilisa tio n  o f neon as an a rt m edium  and as 

argued in th is  paper are ju s t th a t: propositions. A r t - regardless o f media used 

- can never be distilled com ple te ly in to  one w ay o f seeing. Nevertheless it  is 

hoped th a t th e  theories and discourses ou tlined  In th is  thesis may provoke an 

awareness o f the  range o f them es th a t Nauman draws in to  his a rt w ith  ju s t 

th is  one m edium  and th e  im portance o f th e ir  use in the  u ltim a te  

understanding o f his neon artw orks.

It is all to o  easy to  fo rg e t th e  revo lu tiona ry  nature  o f Nauman's in itia l 

u tilisa tion  and subversion o f neon fro m  a low -cu ltu re  advertis ing m edium  to  a 

h igh ly capable, invo lv ing  and a ffecting  a rtfo rm . This is in no small part due to  

his decision no t to  eschew the  in trins ic  nature o f the  m edium. This perm its the  

carrying over o f decades o f positive and negative conno ta tive  baggage in to  the  

a rtw o rk  both  in term s o f how  w e see the  w o rk  and how  we decipher it. 

Advertis ing and A r t  collide. W e cannot help bu t regard the  w o rk  as a 's ign ' 

because it  is presented to  us as such. This is w h y  advertis ing theo ry  form s a 

useful base as a means o f understanding - on one level - w h y  th e  the  neon 

pieces are a t once so fa m ilia r and so rebellious. Nauman explo its and 

m anipulates the  used language o f advertis ing fo r  his ow n ends.

W e may say th a t neon advertis ing is essentially 's tra ig h t' due to  its 

continua l use as functiona l, declarative signage. This basic use has no t changed 

s ign ifican tly  since neon was f irs t used in th a t Packard Dealership in 1923 

there fo re , the  v iew er has an abiding cogn itive  association o f how  neon is used. 

W e don 't expect ou r neon signs to  be d iff ic u lt,  to  carry messages th a t invo lve 

com plicated language use o r force us to  consider ou r ow n hum an ity . Neon 

signs illum ina te  statem ents like "s tring fe llow s", "open 24 hours", "ta ttoos". 

Unlike o the r fo rm s o f advertis ing they  d o n 't preach a t us abou t the  ideal life  

we should a tta in . They in fo rm  the  consum er in an unc lu tte red , tru th fu l and 

open way. I t  is th is  t ru th  fu n c tio n  th a t Nauman exploits shamelessly in his
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neon pieces so to  understand both  neon's use in advertis ing and how  his tru th  

functions gives the  v iew er/consum er a deeper understanding o f these 

a rtw orks .

These aspects are inheren t to  neon. Though some neon signs may be 

described as p layfu l, e ithe r in word-use o r in anim ated m ovem ent, the  play 

e lem ent in Nauman's neons comes fro m  a much darker and m ore serious place. 

Nauman's play is in s truc tive  in th a t w e learn from  it  or, m ore appropria te ly , he 

teaches us th rough  it. Though seeming frivo lous the  neon signs Bruce Nauman 

creates m anipula te childishness and game playing in such a w ay th a t th is 

exp lo ita tion  o f the  ch ild like  is com ple te ly unnerving and superbly effectua l. 

Nauman understands th a t play func tions  beyond the  innocent games o f 

childhood and reaches in to  the  darker edges o f the  human psyche where play 

can all to o  easily sh ift in to  com petitiveness, dom ina tion , war. Far fro m  being 

harmless, good fun  play can be both  serious and dangerous.

Nauman also brings to  his collected neon works influences fro m  o u tw ith  

the  realm o f A rt. The philosophy o f W ittg ens te in  is instrum enta l in th e  w ay he 

th inks  about words in term s o f language use and how  w e com prehend it. An 

understanding o f the  main W ittg e n s tin ia n  ideas surrounding h is 'language 

games' is essential in o rder to  lead to  a deeper understanding and awareness 

o f Nauman's m otives, w h a t he produces and how  we react to  it. In league w ith  

th is  is Alain Robbe-Grillet's particu la r use o f repe tition  w here  subtle changes 

take place in language and meaning. The neons na tu ra lly  lend themselves to  

repe titive  illu m ina tion  and Nauman's sly changes in tense are made all the  

m ore visible w hen considered in term s o f Robbe-Grillet's w ork. M ore  obvious 

an in fluence perhaps upon the  a rt o f  Bruce Nauman is Samuel Beckett's 

dissection o f the  hum an cond ition  - the  absurd ity and pointlessness o f i t  all - 

wh ich encroaches upon all facets o f Nauman's w ork.

Over and again we re tu rn  - o r are forced to  re tu rn  - to  th is  

idea/com pulsion o f Nauman's th a t th e  audience/viewer should make an e ffo r t 

to  'pay a tte n tio n ' to  his w o rk , th a t "th is  is a rt and you have to  pay a tte n tio n  - 

so th in k  about i t ! " W h a t  be tte r w ay to  accomplish th is  than  by using neon - 

th a t b righ t, gaudy, eye-catching, frivo lous, undistinguished and overlooked 

advertis ing m ateria l - to  catch th e  v iew er in the  w h ite  tem p le  unawares, to  

draw  them  in, lu ll them  w ith  th e  p re tty  colours u n til they  pay tru e  a tte n tio n
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even though  they  m ig h t very  w e ll regret doing so in the  end. In th is  sense 

Nauman functions as an a rtis tic  version o f the  'Child CatcherV^^ He lures his 

audience in by means o f the  unassuming, p re ttily  coloured flashing lights and 

the  funny , s tilted  an im a tion  in neon and it  is d ive rting  a t firs t. The neon does 

pull you tow ards i t  maybe because the  nove lty  o f a neon sign in a gallery 

piques you r curios ity . The ligh t, the  co lour, the  m ovem ent catches your 

a tte n tio n  fro m  a distance. Then Nauman employs child's tricks and games, 

s illy /naugh ty  words, cartoonish figures and flick-book an im a tion  to  lead you 

dow n th e  rose-coloured path o f childhood remembrances and naivety. Then 

you pay a tte n tion . Then you look a lit t le  closer, second-guess w h a t you see, 

re luc tan tly  absorb the  message and understand. This is w h y  Nauman's use o f 

neon in particu la r - above all o the r a rtis tic  use o f the  m edium  - is both so 

exquisite ly e ffective  and so te rr ib ly  affecting.
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Figure i  2 w h ite  neon tubes, o f  th a t 7  w ith  an angle o f  90s, 5 o f  99 (1971)
Francois M ore l le t 

neon, 80x80 cm 
Françcois More)let, Cholet



Figure 2 Solitario Solidale (1968) 
Mario Merz 

neon, metal container, wax, cables, transformer 
KalserWllhelm Museum, Krefield
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Figure 3 Motel Sign 
stock Image 
Getty Images



Figure 4  The True Artist Reveals To The World Mystic Truth (1967)
Bruce Nauman 

neon, clear glass suspension frame 149.9 x 139.7 x 51 cm 
Collection Rijksmuseum Krôlier-Müller, Otterio, The Netherlands
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Figure 5 True Artist Is An Amazing Luminous Fountain (1966)
Bruce Nauman 

(fabrication drawing) pencil and ink on paper 61 x 48.2 cm 
Collection Sonnabend, New York



Figure 6 Outs/de (1969) 
Richard Serra 

neon, diameter 200 cm 
Stadtisches Museum Abteiberg, Munich



Figure 7 Neon Templates of the Left Half o f my Body Taken at Ten-Inch
Intervals (1966)
Bruce Nauman 

neon, 177.8 x 22.8 x 15.2 cm 
Philip Johnson, New Canaan, Connecticut



Figure 8 hAy Last Name Exaggerated 14 Times Vertically (1967)
Bruce Nauman 

neon, clear glass tubing suspension frame, 160 x 83.8 x 5.1 cm 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York
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Figure 9 M y Name As Though It Were Written On The Surface O f The Moon: 
bbbbbbrrrrrruuuuuucccccceeeeee (1968)

Bruce Nauman 
edition of three 

neon, clear glass suspension frame, 27.9 x 518 x 5.1 cm 
Collection Sonnabend, New York



Figure 10 Eat Death (1972) 
Bruce Nauman 

neon, 18.7 x 64 2 x 5.4 
(one of edition of six) 

unknown location
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Figure i i  One Hundred Live And Die (1984)
Bruce Nauman

neon tubing mounted on four metal monoliths, 229.7 x 335.9 x 53.3 cm 
Collection Kakutake Publishing Co. Ltd.,

Naoshima Contemporary Art Museum, Kagawa, Japan
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Figure 12 Violins, Violence, Silence (̂ ç̂S-y-Ŝ ) 
Bruce Nauman 

neon, clear glass suspension frame, 153.7 x 168.9 x 15.2 cm 
Oliver Hoffman Family Collection, Chicago



Figure 13 Hanged Man  (1985)
Bruce Nauman 

neon tubing mounted on metal monolith 220 x 139.7 x 27.3 cm 
Collection Gerald S. Elliot, Chicago



Figure 14 Human Nature/Life Death/Knows Doesn't Know (1983)
Bruce Nauman 

neon, 273.1 x 271.8 x 14.6 cm 
Collection Los Angelese County Museum of Art, Los Angeles
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Figure 15 Cood Boy, Bad Boy (1986-87)
Bruce Nauman 

neon, clear glass suspension frame, 349.2 x 553.7 x 48.3 cm 
The Oliver-Hoffman Family Collection, Chicago



Figure 16 Porno Chain (1985) 
Bruce Nauman 

neon, dimesions and location unknown
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Figure 17 Mean Clown Welcome (1985)
Bruce Nauman

neon tubing mounted on metal monolith 182.9 x 208.3 x 34,3 cm 
Collection Udo and Anette Brandhorst, Cologne



Figure 18 Raw War (1970)
Bruce Nauman 

neon, clear glass suspension frame, 16.5 x 43.5 x 6.4 cm 
Collection of The Baltimore Museum of Art
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Figure 19 Ohne and Eight: A Description (1965) 
Joseph Kosuth 

neon, 11 x 390 x 5.5 cm 
Leo Castelll Gallery, New York



Figure 20 Self-Defined and Self-Described (1965) 
Joseph Kosuth 

neon, 11 x 250 x 5.5 
Leo Castelll Gallery, New York
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Figure i i  When White is White (1970) 
Maurizio Nannucci 

neon, dimensions and location unknown



im m \

Figure 22 Five Words In Blue Neon (1965) 
Joseph Kosuth 

neon, 10.2 x 160 cm 
Collection Herbert, Ghent



Figure 23 Four Words Four Colors (1965) 
Joesph Kosuth 

neon, dimensions unknown 
Bild Kunst, Bonn
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Figure 24 White Blue Creen Red (1969) 
Maurizio Nannucci 

neon, dimensions and location unknown
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Figure 25 White Anger, Red Danger, Yellow Peril, Black Death (1985)

Bruce Nauman 
neon, clear suspension frame 203.2 x 219.7 

The Rivendell Collection
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