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These essays, reviews, articles and other 
informal texts written over the past 
couple of decades are brought together 
here for the first time. They support the 
main critical overview of this PhD by 
published work at Glasgow School of Art 
and constitute part of the significant and 
original contribution to existing knowledge 
proposed in this submission. 

This Fanzine contains a series of published 
texts concerning art and artists, written 
by an artist. They do not constitute art 
criticism per se, lacking the requisite levels 
of objectivity and distance. Their value lies 
somewhere else, a view from the bottom-up 
versus the top-down, perhaps? A voice from 
the studio? They broadcast the clamour of 
new ideas explored in situations expanding 
and multiplying, understood and reported 
from the inside out. Considering these 
texts reproduced side by side for the first 
time, they appear as despatches from the 
front line, fieldwork notes from a practice 
led research project. The texts interrogate 
and celebrate a particular geographic, 
political and cultural context that has been 
at the core of the development of my Real 
Life Project over the past twenty years. 

The texts began to be commissioned and 
published in magazines and books just 
before my Real Life Project officially comes 
into being with the permanent marking of 
the tattoo in 1994. However these early 
texts, published as the project comes 
into focus, such as Bad Smells But No 
Sign of The Corpse, Windfall ’91, Glasgow, 

(subsequently republished in Generation, 25 
Years of Contemporary Art in Scotland, Reader, 
Ed. Moira Jeffrey, 2014, pages 22-29) and 
even the very first magazine text published 
here, (reworked from my undergraduate 
dissertation), ‘Capital of Culture/Culture 
of Capital, Representing Representation’, 
Alba Magazine, Vol. 1 no. 1 Jan 1991, offer 
some insight into the context into which 
my Real Life Project was born. They set out 
the stall of its multiple dialogues exploring 
the construction of realities in a specific 
geographic and historical context. These 
early essays often reflect on institutional 
strategies and the tactics explored by artists 
to engage and outflank them at a particular 
moment in time (perhaps in the manner of 
the tactical consumer identified in ‘Making 
Do: Uses and Tactics’ in Michel de Certeau’s 
The Practice of Everyday Life (University of 
California Press, 1988). The arguments 
explored in these texts articulate how an 
idiosyncratic milieu of artists and the works 
they are producing might be self-defined 
and self-valorised in a local, national and 
international context set against (to start 
with) an inhospitable backdrop of early 
‘90’s metro-centric culture. Developing the 
thinking around these early texts suggested 
to me the need for an umbrella project to 
hold over my own particular practice, giving 
it’s diverse forms and multiple approaches 
some shape and structure, a clearer 
pathway into an uncertain future. Enquiries 
into a collective experience of the multiple 
incarnations of Real Life and the joys of 
exploring these in the world of art are 
subsequently explored in many of the texts.
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A key research question infused throughout 
these texts building on the foundations of 
the Real Life Project could be characterised 
as, ‘How can a nascent cultural milieu 
engage with its indigenous context in a self-
determined manner while simultaneously 
art iculat ing itself in relat ion to an indifferent 
metropolitan centre, consistent ly underlining 
its idiosyncratic internationalism, while at the 
same t ime avoiding any sense of parochialism’? 
I think that just about covers it. Through 
the publication of these texts I insistently 
and repeatedly demand that these artists in 
this place, this context: Glasgow, Scotland, 
be discussed, understood and mobilised 
in the construction of a contemporary 
art scene in a particular place that at 
the start of the project was considered 
a very minor and far flung outpost of a 
fading cultural empire. Subsequently this 
logic would be applied to explore other 
artist-led situations in Reykjavik and 
Amsterdam, Berlin and Bregenz. Viewed 
as a developing series of related texts 
published in Scotland and London, Europe 
and beyond, the contents of this ‘Fanzine’ 
becomes a valuable aid to understanding 
the contemporaneous visual art milieu 
and the context out of which my Real Life 
Project begins to grow. 

I have reproduced the texts here in the 
format in which they were originally 
published. It is useful to see them set in 
this context and to observe the flow from 
publication to publication, the design and 
texture on the page. Each text here was 
formally commissioned in one way or 

another and was published in the regular 
formats of the art world, usually exhibition 
catalogues, books and magazines, all still the 
main modes of dissemination. The timings 
and spread of the published work here is 
somewhat uneven, years go by between 
some of the texts, it’s an occasional series. 
Inevitably there is a degree of repetition 
and re-articulation of the same ideas in 
different ways throughout the texts. I 
would shape each text specifically for the 
context and moment of the particular 
publication and if I felt a reiteration of 
certain ‘manifesto points’ was required I 
would simply crowbar them in. At certain 
moments in time I made rather petulant 
decisions to stop writing for a period, when 
I found I was being invited to contribute 
texts to exhibitions where I would have 
preferred to be included ‘as an artist’. In 
hindsight it is clear that not every text is 
completely successful, a youthful hubris 
sometimes overtaking the task at hand. I 
simply felt I was doing what was required 
at the time. A continuing and urgent 
obligation.

This volume is included as an appendix to 
the main ‘artist monograph’ publications 
under consideration in the PhD submission 
as the texts here weave in and out of 
the Real Life Project touching on it in a 
number of different ways, sometime head 
on, sometimes in more elliptical ways. 
They assist in the fleshing out its context 
and background, seeking to illuminate 
the broad constituency that has informed 
and shaped many of my Real Life works. 
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Although all the texts here have been 
published in a traditional manner with 
reputable art institutions and publications 
this compilation is not a formally edited 
publication or ‘RealLifeReader’ in its own 
right, outside the boundaries of my own 
informal collation of the texts. A few 
of the texts are also reproduced more 
than once, mainly in different languages 
in diverse international publications. I 
include all these as I think it is interesting 
to observe how the texts might pop up 
in different context, years apart, as they 
come back into focus re-entering the 
consciousness of editors and readers. A 
couple of the texts are missing, presumed 
lost. The last two essays in the first 
section are re-produced from a bona fide 
reader published alongside the Generation 
Exhibition, National Galleries of Scotland, 
celebrating 25 Years of Contemporary 
Art in Scotland in 2014. These two 
essays, (one originally commissioned for 
the unpublished Transmission Gallery 
10/12/15th anniversary Book, ‘95/96, the 
other from the Windfall ’91 Project) both 
contribute to a paradigm shift in Scottish 
contemporary visual art seen over the 
last 20 years. One text is self-determined, 
politicised and sloganeering; a cultural call 
to arms, while the other is more poetic and 
fantastical, a window on to another place, 
Not as it is , but as it could be (P2 Real Life 
and How to Live it ; Ross Sinclair, pages 48-
49). This dynamic proposes novel ways to 
consider the distance between everyday life 
and this other place and how the two might 
be reconciled, at least in an imaginative 

sense. I believe somewhere between 
these two paradigms can be witnessed the 
conversations of the Real Life Project itself, 
repeatedly tested and explored through 
hundreds of exhibitions and dialogues with 
diverse and varied ‘publics’.

Many of the publications where these texts 
originally appeared are now unavailable, out 
of print and are generally invisible online. 
The preservation and collation of this body 
of artist writing represents an important 
contribution to the available knowledge. 
This informal collection should prove a 
useful tool for researchers exploring the 
rise of post conceptual art in Scotland 
in the late 20th/early 21st centuries 
promoting a deeper understanding of the 
broader aspirations of my Real Life Project. 
Understood in the context of an on-going 
re-assessment of what is discussed as 
the regional in the visual arts, these texts 
offer a vibrant evocation of the geography, 
history, culture and politics of a particular 
place, at a particular time and how its 
indigenous artists are shaped by this 
unreliable identity. The texts illuminate a 
route through the last twenty years of an 
important contemporary Scottish cultural 
landscape. They reflect half a lifetime in art, 
as it happened, straight from the horses 
mouth, unvarnished and shooting from the 
hip.	

R.S. 2016	
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I must finally convey a debt of gratitude 
to Tom Lawson and Susan Morgan, editors 
of Real Life Magazine, an independent 
publication ‘By and about artists’, first 
published in New York in 1979/’80/’81 
and periodically thereafter throughout the 
eighties and early nineties. 

I first met Tom Lawson in ‘89/’90 when 
he returned to Glasgow to prepare a solo 
show at the Third Eye Centre. I must have 
discovered the magazine at that point, 
though my memory is hazy. I know Tom 
had deposited a few early issues of the 
magazine in the GSA library but it was, in 
the pre-internet age, impossible to access 
any of the others. However, in the early 
‘90’s, the very idea that Tom and Susan 
had published some of the first writing 
by Jenny Holzer, Barbara Kruger, Kim 
Gordon, Richard Prince and many others 
in their modest black and white publication 
was very exciting, if almost mythological 
in its inaccessibility and other-ness. The 
additional and critical fact that Tom had 
travelled to New York from Scotland, via 
Edinburgh and St Andrews in the late ‘70’s 
and become an important and influential 
figure as both artist/writer in that dynamic 
milieu was quietly inspirational to me 
and my peer group. It demonstrated that 
anything was possible, and geography need 
no longer be a handicap. At this point it is 
worth mentioning that from this distance 
in time and perception it’s sometimes 
hard to remember what the ‘80’s and early 
nineties were really like in Glasgow as I 
encountered them while a student at GSA, 
beginning in 1984. Culture was thin on the 
ground, there were very few opportunities 
to see or show anything apart from new 
image figurative painting. With one or 
two notable exceptions, there was no 
hinterland of accessible senior artists 
making challenging contemporary art. 
There were few role models, no workable 

local route maps. Many ambitious artists, 
like Tom had done a decade before, simply 
left the country. In 1988 The Glasgow 
Garden Festival had briefly illuminated the 
south bank of the River Clyde, the first 
major celebration of its kind held in the 
city since the Empire Exhibition of 1938, 
fifty years previously. I suppose not much 
had happened in the interim that was 
deemed worth celebrating by the civic 
fathers. This was followed hot on its heels 
in 1990 when Glasgow donned its mantle 
as European Capital of Culture. While 
some would characterise this as the start 
of the cities post-industrial renaissance, 
to many others in the city it simply 
represented hollow rhetoric, accelerating 
the development of what we understand 
contemporaneously as a neo-liberal, 
almost Kafka-esque economic model of 
rapacious banking madness, promoting 
divide and conquer, entrenching the chasm 
between the rich and the poor. It has been 
argued that this created a wedge between 
the old identity of the city and the new 
elite creating a brand new festival of 
problems, many of which remain disputed 
to this day. Of course the truth as it was 
lived through those years was to be found 
somewhere in-between the gutter and the 
stars. However it is worth re-stating that 
this was the socio-economic legacy from 
which Han Ulrich Obrist would conjure 
his Glasgow Miracle, illuminated in such 
vivid Technicolor against this drab historical 
backdrop.

I subsequently worked with Tom shortly 
after our initial meeting in 1991 when I was 
looking after Alan Dunn’s Bellgrove Billboard 
Project where Tom and I made a work while 
Alan was away on exchange, and I helped 
to facilitate the production and installation 
of his work. Over 1991, I talked with Tom 
about setting up an official exchange (when 
our original idea for an informal visit fell 
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through) with Glasgow School of Art and 
California Institute of the Arts, where he 
had just begun working as Dean of Fine 
Art. I eventually exchanged officially for 
half a year in 1992, at the very end of my 
studies. Since then dozens of artists from 
Glasgow School of Art have studied at Cal 
Arts and a few have even made it in the 
other direction. 

Over that period I had been on a voyage 
of discovery traversing theoretical 
material including Baudrillard, Barthes, 
Eco, Lefebvre, de Certeau, Vaneigem, 
Debord around which a sustained critical 
interrogation of the nature and existence 
of everyday life, spectacular life, and Real 
Life was hotly contested. I had rehearsed 
a dialogue central to my project in the 
series of T-Shirt paintings, proposing Real 
Life vs. Spectacular Life amongst many 
other slogans that could be seen in many 
shows around that time. (P1 Ross Sinclair : 
Real Life CCA pp14/15). My practice at 
that point was formally diverse and was 
exploring relationships between high and 
low culture activated in particular contexts 
in relation to specific audiences. Slowly 
the idea came into focus that I would 
have the words Real Life tattooed on my 
back, creating a new Real Life Character, a 
presence to develop my nascent practice 
through, creating an identifiable structure 
to identify and protect the different threads 
of the project, exploring performance and 
live sculptural installation, drawing them 
together in a loose wiring loom of cultural 
cables in order to illuminate a path into 
the future.

Tom and Susan were talking about 
producing a final issue of Real Life Magazine 
and I discussed with them I was thinking of 
having a tattoo made which would serve 
as an umbrella concept to hold over my 
developing practice. They enthusiastically 

proposed that they would pay for the 
tattoo to be made, if they could use the 
resultant image as the cover for the final 
issue of the magazine, to which it was 
agreed I would also contribute an essay 
about the nascent art scene in Glasgow, 
discussing the imperatives for its dynamic 
inception. So this is what we did, and that’s 
how it happened.
This symbiotic collaboration marked a 
significant place on the timeline of the 
magazine and an even more dramatic 
one in my own practice as I brought into 
being this new character, a novel vehicle 
that would embody the complexities and 
contradictions churning around this broad 
hinterland of ideas constructing a paradigm 
of Real Life from 1994 onwards. 

I would begin to test the potential of a 
dialogue with audiences proposed through 
these ideas with a project based on practical 
empirical experimentation translated 
through a permanent tattoo on my body 
in a practice led research project. I was 
sure, at Terry’s Tattoo Parlour in Glasgow 
that day in 1994, that the tattooing of the 
words Real Life on my body would take up 
the baton of an autonomous, artist initiated, 
self determined practice Tom and Susan 
had championed so effectively through 
the magazine. At that point I could only 
imagine the hundreds of exhibitions and 
thousands of moments of publicat ion and 
engagement with audiences I would take 
around the world with my Real Life project 
that would flow in many directions from 
that one simple act and inspired by their 
belief in the value of the voice of artists. 

The texts gathered in this document should 
help to illuminate that journey. 

R.S. 2016
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