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MUNGO THOMSON: AN INTRODUCTION

Mungo Thomson is an artist whose natural habitat is Los Angeles, California.
According to Webster’s Deluxe Unabridged Dictionary (2nd ed., 1972), an artist
is “one who is skilled in or works in any of the fine, especially graphic, arts.”
A second definition, which perhaps suits Mr. Thomson better, suggests that an
artist is, in fact, a person “who does anything very well, with a feeling for form,
effect, etc.” Mr. Thomson certainly does what he does very well, and he most
definitely has a feeling for form and effect. What you will encounter on the
following pages is a selection of examples of Mr. Thomson’s art created over the
past few years in a number of different media. If you should happen to find yourself
in any one of the world’s museums or galleries dedicated to contemporary art, or
even in a random public space, be sure to look out for Mr. Thomson’s work.
We recommend a good pair of binoculars for viewing.

This “Easy Field Guide” is a part of a series of pocket guides. We hope you
find this one useful. A checklist is included in the back of this book so that you
may keep a record of any of Mr. Thomson’s works that you observe.



ROOM TONE

All rooms possess an atmosphere, a certain je ne sais quoi. In Hollywood, home of the
movie industry, a sound-recording technique called “room tone” was developed to record
the “atmosphere” of empty rooms so that they would appear more convincing when seen
(or, more accurately, heard) on the screen. Mr. Thomson applied this technique to his own
workspace—or “studio”—so that he might capture its acoustic “aura” for posterity (and
portability).

THE TRUE ARTIST HELPS THE WORLD BY
REVEALING MYSTIC TRUTHS (12 STEP)

Someone who drinks too much is called an alcoholic. Some more confident alcoholics enjoy
announcing to the world that they are trying to deal with their drinking problem by attaching
bumper stickers to their automobiles. (Please note: It is very dangerous to drink and drive.)
These bumper stickers let other people know that a particular alcoholic is trying to overcome
great personal difficulty and wants to share the good news. Mr. Thomson’s recovery-style bumper
sticker features a phrase from a work by the celebrated artist Bruce Nauman. No one is really sure
what Mr. Nauman’s text means, but everyone agrees that it is both very funny and very poignant.



DEALERSHIP BALLOONS
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Without a car it is almost impossible to function as an American. Due to increased competition,
car dealers have had to concoct novel ways to attract potential customers. A common method
they employ is the installation of columns of gaily colored helium-filled balloons, which alert
the prospective car buyer that a car dealership is nearby. Applying this technique to the
increasingly competitive art world, Mr. Thomson attached a column of colored balloons to
the roof of a Los Angeles commercial art gallery. (Note: No statistics are available to
indicate whether an increase in business resulted from Mr. Thomson’s gesture.)

THE COLLECTED LIVE RECORDINGS OF BOB DYLAN 1963-1995
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Bob Dylan is one of the world’s most cherished popular performers. For more than four decades
Mr. Dylan has been entertaining millions with his folk-tinged, bluesy rock music. In order to express
their appreciation for Mr. Dylan and his music, concert audiences clap their hands enthusiastically
after the performance of each song—a ritual referred to as “applause.” Given that copyright laws
discourage people from making copies of popular recordings, Mr. Thomson decided instead to
compile all of the applause from Mr. Dylan’s live recordings made between 1963 and 1995, creating
a lasting record of the heartfelt pleasure and appreciation of countless popular music fans.



WIND CHIMES
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In today’s stressful society people find it very hard to relax. To provide a small moment of relief from
the toils of daily life, someone invented what are now commonly known as “wind chimes™: suspended
tubes of metal or wood, which, when blown by the wind, create harmonious, improvised music
that somehow induces a sense of calm in the listener. Mr. Thomson has, on a number of occasions, in-
stalled his finely crafted wind chime sculptures both inside and outside art galleries—themselves very
stressful environments. His wind chimes have a soothing effect on overworked art lovers, which in turn
makes them more amenable and receptive to the often difficult and obtuse ideas typically on display.

EVERYTHING HAS BEEN RECORDED

If you have ever visited an airport or bus station, you are sure to have been hassled by a religious
zealot trying to get you to accept a poorly printed tract that claims to provide the path to salvation.
As many people are turned off by evangelical religion, these fanatics have cleverly disguised the
“word of God” in the form of appealing little comic books. For Everything Has Been Recorded
Mzr. Thomson has dressed up his own half-baked ideas about art and life in the form of
a seductively readable comic book. Like the religious nuts at the Greyhound Bus Station,
Mr. Thomson wants you to get “on message” with his crackpot ideas, which, if presented in
any other form, you would rightly ignore. Read at your peril!



FREAK FLAG

Celebrated for its durable qualities and no-nonsense good looks, denim quickly became the
material of choice for the “hippies” and “freaks” of the 1960s “peace and love” generation,
who enjoyed both its proletarian origins and the fact that it didn't need to be washed very often.
Conservative America took a dim view of this “sea of denim,” regarding it as a threat to the
very fabric—no pun intended—of society. During the Vietnam War, the American flag became
a contested symbol, and people flew it upside down in protest. Mr. Thomson’s Freak Flag,
an upside-down American flag made from new denim, seeks to remind us of this difficult
moment in American history (and also to remind us of peace and love).

ROYAL LEERDAM CRYSTAL BEER BOTTLE CANDLE HOLDERS

In bistros and bars across the world, empty wine and beer bottles being put to new use as
candleholders are a familiar sight. This simple but effective practice creates a homey yet
bohemian atmosphere that is enjoyed to this day by left-wing intellectuals. Whilst on a
business trip to Holland, the home of many fine beers, Mr. Thomson enlisted some skilled
native craftsmen to fashion fine crystal versions of beer bottle candleholders, which would
then be sold—at considerable cost—to wealthy and discerning left-wing intellectuals so that
they would be able to re-create the “bistro effect” of their youth in the privacy of their own
homes. (Note: Mr. Thomson’s crystal beer bottles also make fine flower vases.)



THE AMERICAN DESERT (FOR CHUCK JONES)

In their depiction of cheerful and mindless violence, cartoons bring joy to millions of people
every day. Chuck Jones—a famous cartoon maker—set his Road Runner cartoons in desert
landscapes. The desert plays an important role within American culture: e.g., it is typically
the setting for cowboy movies, and it is where Charles Manson planned to hide out during
an anticipated race war. Mr. Thomson’s The American Desert (for Chuck Jones) is a kind of
contemporary landscape painting—except for the fact that it is a video. To make this uncannily
realistic depiction of desert topographies, Mr. Thomson simply edited together all of the desert
landscapes he could find in Mr. Jones’s animated cartoons. Mr. Thomson occasionally screens
his video in the desert, so that the interested viewer can better compare it with the real thing.

LOVE AND JOY

Anmerica is a very religious place. In every city and town a visitor will come across specially
designated buildings—*“churches”—where people congregate to worship. A distinctive feature
of these buildings is their colored glass windows, which bathe a church’s congregation in
heavenly light. The local church in the town of Springfield—the setting for the popular animated
television series The Simpsons—is noteworthy for its boldly patterned stained-glass windows,
whose design is reminiscent of modernist abstract painting. For an exhibition in Los Angeles,
Mr. Thomson replaced the gallery’s existing windows with re-creations of the church windows
seen in The Simpsons. Visitors to the show were initially confused as to whether they were
in a place of worship or an art gallery. Perhaps this was Mr. Thomson’s point?



ANTENNA BALDESSARI

" 2 :

! Hl".T". Ve
b N AL L
| E .-
s T ﬁ—: ;
[ _.-""E::-_,_ E W .

Americans love listening to the radio whilst they drive in their cars. For the radio to work properly,
a car must be fitted with an antenna. As the antenna has a pointed end, a civic-minded entrepreneur
came up with a simple but effective device for preventing injuries: a small printed foam globe
that fits snugly over the tip of the antenna and that is also ideal for promoting products. Mr. Thomson
produced his own “antenna ball” featuring the unmistakable likeness of artist John Baldessari.
Now, thanks to Mr. Thomson, contemporary art lovers everywhere can not only safely listen to the
radio in their cars but can also share their affection for Mr. Baldessari with their fellow motorists.

BETWEEN PROJECTS
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Have you ever been bored? Boredom is the enemy that lurks just below the surface of every
seemingly busy individual. Artists, by virtue of the long hours they spend alone, are prone
to boredom. Mr. Thomson, an artist, is often bored and short of ideas. At these times he is
inclined to engage in activities like tossing sharpened pencils skyward in the hope that they
will stick into the ceiling of his studio. For a project called Between Projects, he fastidiously
fabricated one dozen pencils by hand, which he then inserted into an art gallery’s ceiling.
Mr. Thomson hopes that this sculpture—or “installation,” as such works are commonly
known—will alert the casual viewer to the ongoing problem known as “artist’s block.”



EMPIRE (ECLIPSE)

The Empire State Building is once again the tallest structure in New York City. It is also one
of the most popular tourist destinations in the world; no trip to New York is complete without
a visit to its spectacular viewing deck 1,250 feet above street level. Mr. Thomson’s work
Empire (Eclipse) takes the form of a slide show that brings together dozens of pictures of
tourists—which Mr. Thomson found on the Internet—enjoying themselves at the top of the
Empire State Building. (Note: The famous American artist Andy Warhol once made a film
of the Empire State Building which no one has seen its entirety.)

COIN LAMPS

In the 1960s and 1970s there was a fad for creating your own home furnishings from seemingly
unlikely materials, like using bricks and wooden planks to make modular shelving units.
Typically associated with students and liberals, such objects were briefly celebrated for their
ingenuity and ecological correctness. By the early 1980s people cared little for such concerns,
preferring, once again, to buy overpriced goods from established manufacturers. Mr. Thomson’s
Coin Lamps, light fixtures created entirely from welded-together currency, refer to both the
history of ad hoc home furnishings and to the “cold cash” realities of a capitalist society at
the dawn of a new millennium. This is an example of Mr. Thomson’s political art.



DARK CLOUD

Everyone feels depressed from time to time. It is a natural part of being alive. Often in strip
cartoons such as “Peanuts,” a dark cloud hovering over a character’s head will signify
momentary depression. Mr. Thomson’s Dark Cloud is a sculpture made from a tightly packed
cluster of helium-filled black balloons that is designed to hover above, or outside, an art gallery.
Mr. Thomson seems to be suggesting that art galleries, typically joyous and optimistic places,
can sometimes feel out of sorts too, that they, like people, have feelings.

CINEMA CONCEPTS

If you have ever visited a cinema, you have probably noticed the short films that announce the
various services provided to enhance your movie-going experience (e.g., the availability of
refreshments) or that offer helpful reminders of, say, the need to turn off your cell phone.
These films are often quite cheaply produced and typically feature graphics and special effects
that appear quaint or amusing. Sometimes these films are more memorable than the main feature
itself. For Cinema Concepts Mr. Thomson created a program that consists solely of these short
public announcements, celebrating the anonymous efforts of many talented filmmakers,
animators, and civic-minded individuals whose achievements might otherwise go unsung.
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CHECKLIST

The American Desert
(for Chuck Jones)
Antenna Baldessari
Between Projects
Cinema Concepts
Coin Lamps

The Collected Live
Recordings of Bob Dylan
1963-1995

Dark Cloud
Dealership Balloons
Empire (Eclipse)
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Everything Has

Been Recorded

Freak Flag

Love and Joy

Room Tone

Royal Leerdam

Crystal Beer Bottle
Candle Holders

The True Artist Helps
the World by Revealing
Mystic Truths (12 Step)
Wind Chimes
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