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an interview by Peter Hall

Tim Rolling: Everyone comes up and
asks, "Whar is Group Marerial? Are
you a collective? A gallery? A co-op?
Are you a political group? Whar do
you do? What's the point?” | suspect
they want us to wave a red flag, sing
the lnrernationale so that they can
begin to dismiss us. Our main work is
wr erpme sireciunes in which hundreds
of people can participate in ways they
never could before

Doug Ashford: Wich luck this would
confound the established ar
institutions and the mew ones. For
e:(:lmple, Luchaer!, the show we did
abour Central America, confounded
the left groups here at the Taller
Latine Ameriew. Thar was part of the
idea. The alienation that exests
between arcists and the organised left
in this country was something we
wanted to show,

TR: Group Marerial has been an
aesthetic boot camp. For us and
hundreds of other arrists, GM
funcrions as a workshop. It's a center
for people who wons o ger involved
with polivical work, but don't want o
fall flar wn rtheir faces in some more
public gallery. Ir's a place where idens
can be worked through, We've shown
a los of zonkers, but we often find our
thar rwo years later that an artist has
really developed and so0 we ehoourage
a broad participarion. Our sort of
waork isn'e much good wnless lots of
wther people start doing il

Pecer Hall: Dow't you demand a
comman mesrages It feemy tn me
that yow're wmainly sréing prople o
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aferate within @ coutext, even if you
take everyehing that's given yos.

TR: Well, we stll qurate.

Mundy McLaughlin: Sabcaliare, a
big show of artises” poseers in the
subway, is a different case. We got
public funds and it is to be in a public
spran, a0 we Tliguned we'd be a o
leoder, beave it cpen o any artist who
waneed o do ir If someone came up
with a really hocrible idea we mighs
try o get them to change it. Bur thar
would Ul‘j]g.I be in a n‘!a“].' horrible
situation.

DA: In Sabeadinre being more open
waorked well,

MM: You find our abour more arvises
that way. You find out about a lot of
people you didn't know before.

DA: The whole issue of context is set
up. The message is in the show as a
public event, Ourselves organizing
this is the piece.

PH: OK. How long has this pronp

beawn fogetber?
Julie Aule: Since 1979,

TR: It stared with a year of
meetings. We met every Monday
night. We gor a group togecher of
abour fifteen people—old friends
from art school, boyifriends and
giclfriends, a very loose association.

PH: What war the commmon bond?

TR: The common bond was that
people desperately wanted 1o create a
vehicle in which o make work thar
was meaningful o them. We didn't
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see any chance for the type of arm we
wanted to do, even in the so-called
alternarive spaces. Our concerns were
with our sore of politics, with
feminism—which was very strong in
the u(i"in;d H[(JIIP—HIX! there was
nowhere o place work like that So
we knew the time had come to do it
ourselves.

PH: And it didn's work ot that well
in ftr firne fncarmation, wight?

TR: | thoughe it worked our grear.
My analogy always is that the group
was like a rocket thar rock off. The
first and second years after blast-off,
afver a lot of work and change, there
began o stage by stage breakdown.
The first stage were the people whao,
for one reason of unu[J)C]', WeTen '
really into it. Then another group gor

sick of it and they fell our, S0 now ic's
us. We always formed the center af
the group anyways

PH: There was all ihai talk of 1exmal
U TIT

MM There were always several
groups, subgroups threatening to splic
the whole thing up. [t was a joke
There was a lot of disagreement about
whar the group should do, which is
natural. But some people really cared
about che group and some really cared
about their own interests, The people
in it mow are the ones who wanted
Group Material o do somerhing

PH: Are thore seber people stil

mabing art?
MM: 3ome of them are
JA: About the people who were into

sexual politics. . It wasn't their
polirics that was the problem. It was
that they weren't interested in making
arr. The four of us are artists. They
were into curating educarional

exhibits, organizing, educating the
pablie abor feminism and differenr
issues. Arr was not their main
innerest.

MM: They would have sdeas thar
sounded alrighe, bur then the way
they would work with chem would be
totally different from che way we
would. This became a problem.
Another problem was rthe ocher
faction that déveloped. These guvs
were artists, bur rh:_" WENE Meare
career ofwented. They were more
interested in using che group as a
stepping stone 1w something berrer
That really wasn't our idea. If we

want o have individual careers, we
want that o be separate from Group
Marerial

PH: 5o after a year that configuration
broke sp. ..

TA: Mo, afrer a year of meetings and
a year in the storefrone gallery on
East Thirteenth Streer. After three-
quarters of & year the first facrion lefr,
and then the careerist faction beft ar
the end of the same year. Then we
started the third year as juse the four
of us. 1s thar right?

DA: [ don'e know. I don’t know char

much abour the history of the group
hefore | joined in the Fall of 82,

PH: How are decirions made among
the fowr of you now?

MM: Arguments, and lots of fights,
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JA: We usually end up all agreeing on

snething. We compromise.

DAz Ir depends how fast the decisi
has to be made. If it needs o be made
quickly we all acquiesce and go with
the first thing that sounds good.

PH: Wiat wosld yon fay yos each
specialize in?

DA: Cur roles change all the rime,
baut in the beginning when 1 Lirst
joined 1 did nothing but criticize and
say things like, ar doesn't sound
aesthetically consiscent o me” | was
like the conscience of the group. 1
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think it was somewhar producrive,
even though. . .

TR: He was the chorn in our paw.
DA: Ir mighe have been painful. . .

MM: Yeah, Doug, but we laughed it
off. Acmally it was really good. We
were getting so blah abour everyehing
and Doug came in and was reald)
critical He didn't know what it was
like, s0 he wanted to argoe, and ic's
always good 1o argue, it gers you
interested aguin,

PH: Who really handles the task of
making fisal decisions?

DA: The way I|u'|up| |mpt'f.'|‘| is that
most projects get organized by one
persan. And if that person is having
problems, then he or she will

designate tasks.

MM: Like with Dazshgos, That was
Julie and me, fifty fifry.

PH: What war Dazibaor?

MM: It was a poster exhibition we
did on Union Square, We gor six
srarements from six political or social
SCIVICE ETON s Then we BOC 51X
srarements from people in the soreer
about che issues that che ::-rganl:rtl.
groups wene addressing. The groups
were all active in the area, and we
wanted o see whar peuple :m:ugh: of
them. {The groups were CISPES,
Group Material, the Home Care
Workers Union, New York Seare
Council on Dirug Abuse, Planned
Tarenthood, and the Prison Reform
Board=—ed.}

JA: We had the starements princed
on huge red and yellow posters and
then stuck them |IIega]I:; an the front
of the old Klein building. This was
last Mn:.

PH: I wain't an exhibition af artirts’
worh?

MM: No. We were going to do a
poster show in Union Squnrt. bur it
seemed trite to do the same thing we
do for every show=—=call up a bunch of
arrists and ask them o do somerthing.
S0 we devided to make it a pure
Group Marerial projecr. I was
rewarlllng It was one of the only
things I've gone by and seen peaple
actually stopping, standing and
reading. Really reading ir. . .

JA: The posters kaoked grear. Red
yellow red yellow red yellow. Also
they were statements of ordinary
people’s opinions—we listed the
occupation of the person represented,

DA: It was a like a crons between
propagande, o gossip column, and
Conceptual art.

PH: War there amy formal sotice
taken in the pross?

MM: No

PH: How do yow feel abous doing
rometling, doimg a fot of work and
thefio

MM: [t's funmy. Scome I.Ilil:lp—-ilkf [}
gallery show, say Primeer ar Artises
Space—=need to be reviewed because
that's the only way they ger our o the
public, But it almost doesn't matter

with a Fv.lhl:q' propect because EVETFOne
sees it anyway. The only real reason
1o have something written abour is
for dooumentarion, so people can
refer to it later.

DA: Last year it was, and remains, a
real important thing o work in the
artworld and the public realm, We oy
1w do boch at once.

PH: Most people downtown seem fo
subicribe 1o the theory that there ir
an inberens conflice ketween mesiage
are and aestheise arf,

MM: Bur you can create something
politically and socially without having
an overt message. | think the face that
a work has 3 message is almost never
going to wark. It tries 1o preach
someching. But if it hos an iden
behind it, then that is different

DA: | think that the contradiction
you're talking aboul 15 a basic
contradiction of modernism that
everyone has to work with. It has
more o do with how art is under
stood in thi SOCIETY than with whar
an individual arcise does. When vou
make a work with content, i’
understood as not necessarily being
art. | think thar perceprion is
changing

JA: Polivical arr is becoming a trend
M

PH: Bar wiat abont the perceived
conflict betwees saying fonetbing
specific abont politicr and making
ari—with an agnibetic expression of
the self? Most peaple in Sebho wonld
tell you that thir combination ir not
posrible.

JA: Well 1 think rhey're wrong,
That's what we're erying to do—
combine. 1 don't know if 1 like the
word ‘'message’. We're trying to do
something innovative with form and
content.

DA: The dominant culture teaches
you that form and content are
opposed. Bur rthis opposition is
something we refuse w accept—the
foundarion of Group Marerial rests on
that.

MM: Bur actually a lot of the time
thar is just an art world problem. |
work in a bar and ik twoa bot of
people there abour arr, They re all
working class. [ tell them the basic
idea of what we want 1o do and they
say, "Oh, that's good. You're trying o
do something that mesns something,
That's OK.” They just don'r like
things like abstrace are, stuff that

doesn’t mean anythang to them. They
like landscapes because they re prery,
bue they hate black painting with no
mages or words, i them that's the
worst.

PH: Barically a lor of avant garde art
iy avatit parde becasie # foares
pesple. It isttmidates them rather
tham making them think or feel

TR: Anocher problem is that a com
pletely different ser of peaple think
that just because a work of art is
political. it muss be good. The
greatest challenge for artises ae this
parsicular moment i nod to ger over

involved with the false problem of
form versus content, bur to see art as
a dalectical sutmarion. This involves
four things: form and content, yes,
but also merbod—who produces the
art, who's invilved in this process,
how does it get out into the world,
The fourth thing is wo have a very
acute perception of the context of art.
This is the greatest of Group
Marerial's innovarions. All our shows
develop and respond o parcicular
themes. So you can take an abserace
painting and ploce it in o certain
context, a thematic context, and the
meaning and political funcrion of thar

Ciroap Maweal ubrwiter (960 BT Sabway, NY
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painting has been changed. This is

DA: Crypro-sensationalise-Maoist:
what we did in our Alienation show.
We learned this tactic from

That's what we've been labelled.
e
Coneepenalicem of che lore Sixvies and

MM: Really! Who said thar? It's so
early Sevenries when you could put 2

PH: How abowt you, Tim?
Credlive.
bunch of dooky into a gallery and it

TR: I'm & democratic Marxist! (group

became art. It was really the gallery
thar made the dooky into art, nor vice
versa, When we learned that w

MM: I'm pretty unde
TR: Mundy's the crypto. I'm the sen-

ed in terms of
sarionalist. Doug's the Maodst.

an .Lk'ulnyhr. All | know is char Fiu
can’t decide what you're going o do
when you're always desperare for
e PH: Well, bave you read a It of maoney, for food, when you always
realized thar a gallery was never a poditseal theory?
neutral institution, so we painted our DA: § e
gallery walls red, We spend a lot of

rime o exhibition design, working on
the idea of rhe show as more
important than just a collection of

have to work for somecne else, 1 gor
ure. | work as actively as | can
individual artworks. In this we are

this sugar bag the other day, one
within the organized left in America. 720 by Kraft. On che back it says
li['.d [.Il" I.'In']l.l(i]l. _“!I'\ I'm a sont of
anarchist participaror.

and this is supposed rg be enlighten-
ing—it says ACHIEVEME? n bold
letters on the top, and underneath you
JA: 1 can’t say | come from chis or read, “the person who rows the boar
very different from Colab who go that political ideology. My ideas abour  rarely has time to rock it And this is
WHAM, and the art is all over the politics come from day-to-day life, supposed o make you feel good: |
place. popular culture, and all thar, 1'd like don't get i 1E's o true that if you're
MM: For Allsmation we playsd t0 se€ more pcl\.‘lj'\lf acting out, being always working Fou aever have time
WPAT— the place 10 relax—during more Creative ins e aaf Just !:se-lng o achieve anything.
the show. It was lit with harsh consumers. That's my major interest.
Muoiesvem lighs aisl we sonved unly It relates 1o my backgeound—my
coffee during the opening. We made

maxther is very spiritual, she's a
everyone wear those “Hello, my name
5.

TR: Things like thar sugar bag are a
mhaj

influence on our work, 'We love
psychic. 1've done a lot of reading on rh"'_rmﬂ' and not . A ‘.‘J'HJ‘. -Irs
4 thar s |:liH'.L, o0 r{'hgltm Bur I'my nest much more inieresiing and rev n
snickers o
really religious ar all. In my work |
PH: In serms of political ideology, use religious statements o make
bow wonld you describe yowrselver?

||1:III maost are I.:!il#,il'l_]' 5.Jl,~| mére
about America than Clyfford Sull.

MM: AN My Chaldrem is even better

peitical seavements

Radical Caltare ,,
The words ug

Mundy MeLaughlin
ed maost aften in ad i
selling products—are * - N advertising—and used becs hey
ek o, f ause they have i
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by Tim Rolling
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