
Matt Mullican -- Dallas Project 

Matt Mullican has pursued a remarkably independ 

path. His work has consistently engaged the major issues . 

of art in our time, but Mullican has just as consistently 

avoided the fads and labels that have characterized art of 

the past decade. Rather than embracing or rejecting 

specific traditions to produce yet another of the neo-styles 

so prevalent since 1980, Mullican synthesizes divergent, 

often conflicting visions of art and its function within 

contemporary culture. 

On a scale and in a manner rare among contem

porary American artists, Mullican's work is 

expansively historical in nature and possesses an 

underlying metaphysical framework. Where much 

recent American art is obsessed with the power of 

consumerism , mass media, the seemingly diminished 

power of first-hand experience and the fragmentary 

nature of contemporary life, Mullican's ambition is 

to portray the entire scope of natural history and 

human experience . His speculations on life have led 

him to investigate the ability of contemporary art to 

deal with major metaphysical questions: the origins 

of mankind, the nature of human consciousness , the 

concepts of heaven, hell and the mysteries of death. 00 

To this end , he uses a constantly expanding set of 

images of all sorts and sizes . His idiosyncratic ~ 

.; 
visual vocabulary and his pursuit of a limited number «l 
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of themes have kept him at a distance from such 

trends as neo-expressionism in the early 1980s and 

the abstract and conceptual art of recent years. 

Mullican has described his working method and the 

body of his production as "a way of remaining 
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singular and comfortable -- not at the whim of 

Artforum covers." 

In Dallas Project, the artist has created a dense 

Gesamtkunstwerk -- a "comprehensive work of art" 

which sums up his ideas and imagery. Produced for a 

specific site in the Dallas Museum of Art and first 

exhibited there in 1987, Dallas Project consists of 

fifty-two canvas panels displaying oilstick rubbings 

made from paper templates produced by the artist. 

Dallas Project and a second "edition," made with the 

same set of templates and a different palette of 

background colors, remain Mullican's major works 

to date. 

At the heart of Dallas Project lies Mullican's 

fascination with the forms and structures of 

symbolic exchange. As much as it is about the 

artist's perceptions of history and the ordering of the 

world, Dallas Project also concerns the continued 

possibility of containing and conveying any body of 

knowledge with a set of symbols. It is about the 

relationship between ideas and methods of 

representing them, about the continued role of 

iconography in visual arts, and about the central 

function that symbols and pictures play in human 

life. As with most of Mullican's work, Dallas 

Project represents an attempt to assign meaning to a 

fixed set of images, then to use these images to 

describe and order the artist's model of the world. 

It is a model that has obsessed Mullican since the 

early 1970s. And, although he depicts a cosmos -

encompassing a set of beliefs, a world history, and an 

ideal city -- he does not himself accept it as "real"; 

rather, he proposes his model in order to investigate 

the nature of all reality. As he said in a recent 
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interview, "In one sense, I believe in what I'm doing, 

and in another sense, I'm challenging that belief. " 

In the early 1970s, Mullican began investigating 

world history and belief systems to develop his 

"international language" of signs, pictograms and 

symbols. Some are appropriated from a range of 

sources -- contemporary graphics, Christian icon

ography, scientific dictionaries and 19th-century 

engravings. Others, however, are invented, 

sometimes with the aid of hypnosis, which Mullican 

uses as a tool to tap into and objectify his own 

subconscious and subjective responses to the world. 

Hence, he traces the origins of certain symbols he 

uses to sources within his childhood. Although 

Mullican uses symbols which periodically function 

in a narrative manner, the compartmentalized and 

often self-referential quality of Dallas Proje ct 

distances it from traditional narrative art, in which 

symbols indicate characters ' identities and actions. 

Because the work is about its symbols in and of 

themselves, as well as about the things they 

symbolize, they serve as driving force rather than as 

elucidating embellishments. Cast adrift from a 

pictorial context, they bear both narrative and 00 

compositional weight. 

While Mullican has refined certain symbols over 

the years, most have changed little. Mullican has 

adapted them to a number of different media, ranging 

from posters to cloth banners , to granite slabs, 

etched glass, lithographs and the canvas panels of 

Dallas Project. It is in Dallas Project that the 

strength and universality of this vocabulary become 

most evident. 
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The work's first panels , "Cosmology," incorporate 

eight of Mullican's primary symbols. The 

graphically spare, stylized signs for "Heaven," 

"God," "Before Birth," "Life," "Fate," "Demon and '---' 

Angel," "Death" and "Hell" appear at the top of the 

panels. The eight accompanying symbols on each 

panel are newer. Mullican does not assign a meaning 

to each image ; however , their links to one another 

and to the central symbol on each panel are evident. 

"Meaning exists in the relationship between 

symbols," Mullican explains. The images in the 

"Heaven" panel are the most abstract, while the 

"Before Birth" sequence includes a fetal shape. A 

variant of the fetal shape also forms the primary 

symbol for "Hell"; the figure came to Mullican in 

1976 during a performance , in which Mullican 

produced a drawing of himself entering what he 

describes as his own mouth . He subsequently 

realized that he had injected himself into himself , 

and he equated the experience -- akin to reliving his 

own birth -- with his notion of hell , or pure body . 

Mullican feels his "Cosmology" represents a 

system of images which address questions that all 

children, few adults, and even fewer contemporary 

artists ask: the big, "romantic" questions about the 

meaning of life, death , and the existence of heaven, 00 

of a supreme being. These are themes he has found 

compelling since his days as an art student. And , 

though he explores them, he does not necessarily 
1::

share the belief system his work explores: "I have a 00 ·c 
tough time with what my art represents," he admits. 

Mullican's sign for the "Subjective" or "Pure 

Meaning" -- a human profile with the brain cavity 

represented by a blank circle -- anchors the bottom 
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of his two fan-shaped "History" charts. The 468 

pictographs and symbols that trace human history 

evolve from simple, amoebic shapes to images and 

vignettes of increasing complexity. In these panels , \___ 

Mullican presents history as a dizzying series of 

micro-events described by a set of cartoon-like 

images, a strategy which parallels the mass of 

reductive "information bytes" in our culture. The 

uniform scale of these images has a leveling effect 

which renders all aspects of Mullican 's "History" 

peculiarly equal -- from the crucifixion of Christ to 

the Golden Arches of MacDonalds. Mullican does 

not offer an interpretation of this material; nor does 

he imply a theory of history or progress . The layout 

of his history loosely echoes Romanesque archivolts 

-- the arc-like bands of figures or scenes found over 

the doorways of Medieval churches and cathedrals; 

however , the disparity and often arbitrary 

juxtaposition of Mullican's images supports a notion 

of chaos or randomness: things simply happen , and 

order is imposed only through Mullican 's grid-like 

format. 

The next four panels , titled "Signs," also echo 

ideas concerning the structures of symbolic 

communication familiarized by semiology -- the 

science of signs. Over the past two decades, 00 
>< 

semiological theories have influenced many artists by 

analyzing the relation between visual "signs" -

called "signifiers" by semiologists -- and the ideas or 

entities to which they refer, termed "the signified." 

Clearly, in Mullican's sequence of "Signs," the 

artist's intent is to model the workings of any sign 

system rather than to encode specific messages in his 

sign sequences. His initial array of symbols proceeds 

in decipherable sequences, but their apparent logic 

6 

soon collapses. For example, the symbols for 

"Subjectivity," "the Sign," "the World ," and "the 

Elements" are inexplicably followed by a stairway-

like image and the symbol for a telephone receiver. '--

What is at stake here is not the viability of 

Mullican's signs (or sign sequences) themselves, but 

the artist's overall fascination with the possibility of 

assigning weighted meanings to simple pictographic 

imagery. In the end, Mullican's system cannot be 

fully decoded; however, it remains a playful, often 

humorous exploration of the nature of visual 

communication itself. 

To begin his investigation of "the Arts," Mullican 

has created a diagrammatic cutaway view of the Paris 

Opera, the Second Empire "Temple of the Arts" 

designed by architect Charles Garnier and built 

between 1861 and 1874. The building is seen against 

a background of symbols which, in the two right

hand panels, become a field of banners and flags. The 

next sec tion shows representational vignettes of the 

arts: theater, music, photography, literature, dance, 

film, painting, and sculpture . 

The remaining panels of Dallas Project move from 

the subjective world of the mind to the external, 

scientific and technological world. This section 

begins with "City," the large st seg ment of the work. 

Using impeccable one-point perspective, this imagi

nary environment stretches across eight panels -

thirty-two feet. Although its central vanishing 

point and strong geometric lines and shapes are 

reminiscent of a painting of a Renaissance piazza, 

Mullican's city is clearly of the 20th century and is 

just as clearly an idealized space. Its churches, 

houses , stadium and office buildings are so schematic, 

00 
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so depersonalized, that they symbolize rather than 

describe their functions. Furthermore, by incor

porating his cosmological symbols into the city , 

Mullican subverts the illusion of Renaissance 

perspective. Aggressively two-dimensional and 

oversized, many of the artist 's signs and symbols 

hover on the surface of the canvas, refusing to exist 

in anything but a flattened state. 

From the public space of the city, Mullican moves 

into the domestic realm of the house. Employing 

again the cutaway technique used to portray the Paris 

Opera, he shows us a man , woman and child seated at 

a table , surrounded by the predictable dwelling 

cubicles of the 20th century -- a generic living room, 

bedroom, kitchen and bath . 

Mullican summarizes 19th-century technology and 

science with four specific objects that have altered 

the world and our perceptions of it: "Generator ," 

"Steam Engine," "Microscope" and "Water Still." 

The two-dimensionality of these objects and their 

large scale transforms them into emblems. Their 

illustrative quality contrasts sharply with the next 00 
><

sequence , titled "Anatomy ." Here , Mullican has 

returned to his symbolic vocabulary to show us an ~'--., ,;:;

oddly abstracted "person" holding Mullican 's symbol g_ 
for "Signs." The composite "Cosmology" sign 

projects from its head, and the sign for the four 

"Elements" appears at the bottom of this sequence. 

These are linked to a set of adjacent panels displaying 

a sequence on evolution , in which life begins with 

simple , cellular shapes to assume more complex 

forms -- giraffe, whale , deer, mouse , dolphin and 

gorilla. 
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The sign for "Elements" appears yet again in the 

"Nature" sequence: each of its four circles is linked 

to an element in the surrounding mountainous 

landscape: earth , air , fire and water. Evolution and '----' 

anthropology are also suggested in this section by the 

inclusion of skeletal remains of a human, as well as 

several smaller insect- and animal-like shapes. 

Mullican returns, full-cycle, to abstraction and to 

speculation in the final sections of Dallas Proje ct : 

"Weather" and another representation of the 

"Elements ." Aqueous currents, meandering lines and 

raindrop- or snowflake-like dots pool and swirl 

across the two panels that comprise "Weather," 

simultaneously resembling a television weather map 

and air made visible . In "Elements," the world is 

reduced to its simplest forms: a series of dots -

perhaps representing the building blocks of all 

matter -- arranged in orderly rows across the two 

canvases. 

The Dallas Proje ct is a comprehensive catalog of 

Mullican's particular ideas and symbolic system. At 

the same time , it poses most of the central historical 00 
>< 

and theoretical questions that have occupied the art 

world from the 1970s to the present. A partial list 

would include the struggle between abstract and 

representational art forms; the continued viability 

of singular , handmade works of art in a technological 

era; the marginality of "fine art" in a world of mass

produced images, objects and experiences; the 

relationship of art to history; and the possibility of 

reestablishing the links between art and everyday 

life on the one hand, art and metaphysical speculation 

on the other. Perhaps most dramatically , Mullican's 

work reflects his -- and his generation's -- heightened 
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awareness of the fact that visual communication, 

whether in pictures or words, depends on 

conventionalized systems of signs, gestures, and 

grammars which govern their usage . 

It is fitting that Mullican describes the ongoing 

development of his all-encompassing and idiosyn

cratic sign system as "building a boat to float in," 

for Dallas Project is a testimony to the conditions of 

visual communication in a world awash in images. 

Since the advent of mechanical reproduction, modem 

culture has been deluged by visual and verbal 

messages at an increasing pace, until today it is 

impossible to imagine our society without the 

constant production and reproduction of imagery. 

Against this backdrop, Mullican's work takes the 

form of a search for a coherent, if propositional, way 

to grasp and convey the nature of contemporary 

reality. Implicitly, Mullican suggests it is vitally 

important that our culture continue to create images 

which express our sense of the world, and Dallas 

Project quixotically attempts to offer an 

encyclopaedic overview of all knowledge. And 

although Mullican himself has said that he has 

difficulty believing in the viability of his project, 

the significance of his attempt seems evident: if we '--

can no longer envision the shape and nature of our 

world, how can we possibly hope to locate ourselves 

within it or determine the course of our lives? 

Prudence F. Roberts, Curatorial Assistant 
John S. Weber, Adjunct Curator of 

Contemporary Art, Oregon Art Institute 

®Oregon Art Institute, Portland 
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Biography 

Matt Mullican was born in Santa Monica , California, in 
1951. He received a B.F .A. from California Institute of the 
Arts in I 974 and currently lives in New York City. Since '----...., 
I 980, Matt Mullican has received over forty solo 
exhibitions and has been represented in major international 
and national shows throughout North American and 
Europe. 

Concurrent with this exhibition, Mullican 's work is on 
view in the 1989 Whitney Biennial at the Whitney Museum 
of American Art in New York , and in "A Forest of Signs" 
at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles. In 
August, 1989, his work will be shown in a "Projects" 
exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 

Selected Recent Solo Exhibitions 

Michael Klein, Inc ., New York , I 986- 1989; Everson 
Museum of Art, Syracuse , New York , 1986; Dallas Museum 
of Art, Dallas , Texas , 1987; Brooklyn Museum , Brooklyn , 
New York, 1988; Lannan Foundation , Palm Beach, Florida, 
1988; Bath International Festival , Bath, England , 1988; 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden , Washington, 
D.C., 1989. 

Selected Recent Group Exhibitions 

"The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985," Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles , 1986; "Art 
and Its Double: A New York Perspective ," Fundacion Caja 
De Pensiones, Madrid , Spain , 1986; "Individuals: A Selected '-._..,., 
History of Contemporary Art, 1945-1986," Museum of 00 
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles , I 986; "Avant-Garde in >< 
the 80s," Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, s:i-
1987; "L'Epoque, La Mode, La Morale, La Passion," Centre ~ 
Georges Pompidou , Paris , France, 1987; "Skulptur Projekte ~ 
in Miinster, West Germany, 1987; "Sculptures de 
Chambres," Centre D'Art Contemporain, Geneva, 

o.
i 

Switzerland, 1988. 



11 

Matt Mullican: Signs of the Times 
October 2 - November 11, 1989 

The Western Gallery, a center for contemporary \.___ 
issues in the visual arts, is pleased to present an ex
hibition of work by New York artist Matt Mullican. 

We are most grateful to Robert A. Rowan for making 
this exhibition possible by his generous loan of the 
Dallas Project to the Western Gallery. We appreciate 
Matt Mullican's interest in this exhibition and the 
time he will spend with us here at Western. Michael 
Klein, the artist's dealer in New York, also has 
carefully assisted us in this project. Special thanks is 
extended to John Weber, who org__anized this special 
exhibition for the Oregon Art Institute, Portland, and 
who, with Prudence Roberts, has graciously allowed 
us to reprint their perceptive essay. 

Special Program: 

Wednesdays, Public gallery tours by professors 
at Noon: from diverse disciplines. 

Nov. II, 3 pm Matt Mullican discusses his 52 
paneled mural. A reception will 
follow his presentation. The 
Western Gallery gratefully 
acknowledges the support of the 
Contemporary Art Society of 
Vancouver, British Columbia. 

00 

Gallery Hours: 

Monday - Friday, 10 am - 4 pm 
Saturdays, 12 - 4 pm 
For information: 206-676-3963 
Director : Sarah Clark-Langager 

(l)Western Gallery 
"' 

College of Fine and Performing Arts 
::, 

:c
Western Washington University, Bellingham 
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