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by Paul McMahon 
 
It is rare that one says exactly what one wants say, so effortlessly and unself-consciously that the 
moment is past, like a flag on a slalom course before one realizes it. Similarly it is rare that one 
sees something one has always wanted to see and on seeing it is struck with its simplicity and 
directness, This is how I felt when the elevator doors opened onto Allan McCollum’s installation 
at Marian Goodman gallery last March. 
 

I was confronted with a sight gag. There were hundreds of framed pictures covering the walls, an 
enormous quantity of work, but all of the pictures were blank. Here was a symmetrical 
contradiction; a blockbuster presentation of absolutely nothing.  
 
Compared with the overly serious painting and avant-garde posturing that we have all become 
accustomed to in the last few years, Allan’s show was a breath of fresh air. This work was not 
trying to beat you over the head with the message of its own importance, the way so much current 
art seems to do. Instead it offered a situation which was accessible and amusing while raising 
provocative issues about art. 
 

My paintings are designed as “signs” for paintings, or as surrogates; they are meant to 
function in a way similar to that of a stage-prop, but in the normal world of everyday life. 
 

—A. McCollum 1982 
(from a set of three statements made available during the show) 



 
 
Like mannequins, McCollum’s pieces look 
all right at first but then you realize that 
they aren’t all there. They are merely 
dummies of framed pictures. McCollum 
takes a plain frame and a mat with a 
standard opening for a picture, sands down 
the sharp edges and covers the whole thing 
with many coats of paint. A few years ago 
he was painting them all one bright color. 
An installation at Artists Space looked like 
a row of jujubes. The current ones are 
colored ‘naturalistically’. The frame part is 
painted an appropriate color for wood or 
metal, like brown, tan or silver, and the mat 
is painted white. Where the picture should 
be is painted black. The end result looks 
like a three-dimensional international 
symbol for an artwork. It is the most basic 
formula for a hanging picture. The irony is 
that there is no picture being presented 
within the frame. 
 
This irony was compounded by having so 
many of them on the walls. The tour de 
force was vitiated by the work’s nonexistence. Off to the side in an adjacent room usually given 
over to prints was a group of photographs taken off of TV by the artist. On closer inspection their 
common element was that small framed pictures looking exactly like McCollum’s could be found 
somewhere in each of the scenes. McCollum was footnoting this show of his pieces, which he 
thinks of as props, with photos of actual props which have, because they have been shot through 
several lenses at varying degrees of resolution, ended up looking just like the pictures in the 
show. This was another funny element in a funny show—a case of life imitating art (imitating 
art). 
 
Yet a further irony is that these are no longer real frames and mats. McCollum has made these 
pieces out of plaster. Called Plaster Surrogates, they were cast from rubber molds of the 
originals. Then they were painted as I described. Disguised as framed pictures, these works are 
decoys. 
 
The word decoy implies a trap. A decoy attracts ducks to be shot at, or muggers to be arrested. A 
decoy draws enemy fire, exposing position and flank for a pincer movement. So McCollum’s 
work draws our fire. Whatever is usually aimed at art is aimed at these things. 
 

I am working to construct a charade, in which I am surrounded with false pictures: 
pseudo-artifacts which beckon me into the desire to look at a picture, but which are 
complete in doing just that, and that alone. 

—A. McCollum 1982 
 

 
Allan McCollum Installation view. 
 



 
 

 
 

Louise Lawler: Allan McCollum’s studio, 1983 
 
The effect is curious. Expecting to look at a picture, we are instead presented with a symbol for a 
picture, which brackets the experience. Instead of just looking we are made to look at the activity 
of looking. 
 
Although he is uncomfortable with the term Conceptual Art, there are clearly affinities, as 
conceptual work often strives to bring a healthy self-consciousness into the ritual of viewing art. 
Where this work departs from some of the recent (neo)conceptual work is in McCollum’s 
accommodating attitude. Didactic in a positive sense, this show was not a heavy-handed political 
statement, nor was it couched in inaccessible intellectuality. Instead it engaged the viewer 
through humor and enticed one into the encounter McCollum intended. 
 

If I can engineer this charade the way I want, I think I can transform the seemingly 
innocent act of looking at art into a slightly nightmarish duplication of itself. 
 
Then as my work accumulates, it can act as an invocation: false pictures to call forth a 
false self. I can draw out such perverse forms as my desire to look has taken.... 
 
—A. McCollum 1981 

 
In his writings McCollum speaks almost bitterly of dislocation, fraudulence and nightmarish 
aspects in the work. But I find the work to be accessible, humorous and astute in its construction 
and presentation. Far from being misanthropic, these pieces have a friendly and open attitude 
about them. They are there for us, totally receptive, like pets. And like pets they won’t talk back 



because they have nothing to say. Their content is only what we see in them. They are molded by 
our desires, and specifically the desires with which we look at art. What are these desires? In 
looking at this work I felt satisfaction and a kind of pleasure that I’ve come to look at as my 
feelings toward art in general. I realized, or, more accurately, I remembered my trusting and 
optimistic attitudes about the true value of art. I uncovered my faith in art’s abilities to 
communicate truth, beauty and wisdom; things I was taught and have never rejected. And I 
became aware that it is this faith that is constantly traded on in every art world transaction. That 
McCollum’s work can reveal this mechanism makes it valuable indeed. 
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