MEDIUM COOL

EMIL MCAVOY’S CONCEPTUAL CONSTELLATION
“To all appearances, the artist acts like a
mediumistic being who, from the labyrinth beyond
time and space, seeks his way out to a clearing.”
– Marcel Duchamp 1
“Conceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists.
They leap to conclusions that logic cannot reach.”
– Sol Lewitt 2
At 4.20 pm on April 5, 2012, Emil McAvoy – aided
by a group of unnamed co-conspirators – passively
smoked marijuana in the basement of Auckland’s
Snake Pit gallery. The time and place of this act were
by no means arbitrary. The date coincided with the
debut of McAvoy’s exhibition, Occultivation, about to
open upstairs; the precise time is one that has longstanding significance in cannabis subculture. The site,
once a network of nite clubs, had likely been host to
many covert sessions in the past, and its basement
no doubt appealed to McAvoy as an appropriate
location for an “underground” activity subsequently
titled Hot Box.
Like much work of a performative or conceptual nature, Hot Box left no material trace – perhaps a good
thing, given its illegality. Far from being a thoughtless
flouting of the law, however, it was very much a
calculated gesture. As Robert Barry’s Inert Gas (1969)
had done over forty years prior, McAvoy’s performance (a “fumescape”, as one commentator dubbed
it) dematerialised the art object.3 It raised questions
about how this act related to both the soon-to-open
exhibition and the artist’s wider body of work; about
how a clandestine action might have an archival
afterlife; about how underground traditions are
formulated and transmitted, and how they might be
linked to a history of conceptual practice which since
the 1960s has flirted with, and at times been fuelled
by, counter-cultural rebellion. Evoking a multiplicity of
possible interpretations, Hot Box functions emblematically for McAvoy’s wider body of work. Transgressive
and transitory, it illustrates how a simple conceptual
gesture is able to bring into play a wide range of
ideas and issues – a modus operandi of McAvoy’s
practice if ever there was one.
As this example suggests, McAvoy’s work often
operates on the outskirts of acceptability. Indeed, an
interest in questioning and destabilising authority characterises much of his oeuvre. Better Work Stories (He

Patu! Ano) (2007) addressed issues of corruption and
coercion by converting the notorious PR24 Riot Baton
into a double-ended dildo, Being John Minto (2010)
saw McAvoy perform the role of the titular protest
provocateur, and more recently his work based on
research into this country’s National Publicity Studios
Archive reappraised the photographs housed within
through a critical lens.4
Occupying a pivotal position in his burgeoning
oeuvre, Occultivation develops themes and threads
established in McAvoy’s earlier work. A key link
between this exhibition and his previous investigations
into the National Publicity Studios Archive is provided
by Reproduction of poster showing Cannabis plant
(Marijuana/Pot), a facsimile of an anti-cannabis
poster produced for the government in 1970 and
sourced during McAvoy’s research. As with Hot Box,
its relation to Occultivation is ambiguous: it featured
prominently in the original catalogue but not in the
exhibition proper. What, then, is its status? Is it a
work in its own right, or an abstract adjunct, a bridge
between two distinct periods of artistic exploration?
Does it languish in purgatory outside the show,
or extend the exhibition into a wider spatial and
temporal realm? And what is the difference between
the archival object and McAvoy’s “reissued” copy?
According to Duchamp, “it is not what you see that is
art, art is the gap”, and this work seems to both highlight and bridge a divide.5 It raises questions, but falls
short of providing concrete answers. In the process,
it turns a dry artefact into something altogether more
mysterious, giving it an unexpected artistic afterlife;
it transforms a historical record into something decidedly playful.
Indeed, playfulness is another of McAvoy’s defining
characteristics, one illustrated by his readiness to use
artistic licence and play hard and fast with the truth
when it suits him. Take, for example, Occultivation’s
accompanying catalogue, which McAvoy claimed
was printed on “ultrafine hemp paper”– a clever way,
you might think, of bringing into focus another (very
different) mode of cannabis consumption, and thus
of augmenting and extending one of the exhibition’s
key themes. This seemingly factual statement was,
however, a lie – a convenient invention, a cult fiction.
An awareness of this deception throws into doubt the
apparent documentary quality of much of McAvoy’s
work, causing viewers to rethink where they place

their trust and why. His deliberate deviation from the
truth was playful, yes, but also a potent reminder to
audiences that we can take artists (and other authority
figures) at their word, but we do so at our own risk.
McAvoy, it seems, is still interested in subverting
authority, but in this instance it’s his own.
If we can’t rely on the artist for trustworthy information, what might we deduce about Occultivation for
ourselves? An exploration of the show’s title seems
an appropriate starting point for further investigation.
A portmanteau which sutures together “occult” and
“cultivation”, it is laden with associations waiting to
be unpacked. Although today the word occult seems
inextricably wed to the satanic or supernatural, this
is actually a distortion of its original meaning, which
denotes knowledge of the hidden, arcane or clandestine. Read in this way, the term can be employed as
an appropriate metaphor for much of McAvoy’s work,
which frequently seeks to unearth and re-examine
aspects of recent history which have been forgotten,
over-looked, swept under the carpet. Cultivation, on
the other hand, not only suggests viewers foster their
own ideas about this work, but also alludes to the artist’s interest in botany and consciousness, and particularly in the possibly paranormal phenomenon of crop
circles (both their curious creation and subsequent
documentation). McAvoy’s interest in the “cult” of crop
circles (not only the physical artefacts themselves, but
also the phenomenon’s researchers and enthusiasts)
betrays an artistic sensibility constantly seeking to
extend the accepted boundaries of art, and by extension, art history.6

that gives centre-stage to McAvoy’s anti-authoritarian
streak. The work, consisting of a professional, anonymously produced photograph of a cannabis seed in
soft focus, has an ambiguous legal status. In a climate
of ongoing debate about the merits of marijuana’s
prohibition, Seed seems appropriately topical, its
currency further augmented by the desire of certain
multi-national giants to corporatize and control nature
via seed modification.7
If Seed carries with it an idea of potential – the as yet
unrealised possibility for growth – then Purple Haze
(2011-2012) represents one possible outcome: a
manufactured, chemical emulation of nature brought
about by marijuana’s prohibition. Via a high-resolution
scan of a bag of the synthetic cannabinoid Kronic
(replete with traces of the reproductive process usually
covered up in post-production), McAvoy brings to
light the hysteria and (lack of) public debate around
this product in New Zealand’s media, while also referencing a tradition in which mind-altering drugs have
been used by artists as part of their creative process.8
As demonstrated by Hot Box, McAvoy does not
shy away from self-incrimination when it comes to
acknowledging the role illicit substances have played
in this exhibition, and the “prohibited plant” was also
involved in the execution of Psychobotanical (Trial 1)
(2011). Describing the process behind this trial, he
writes:
I consumed cannabis and attempted to transmute
my thoughts on to 35mm colour negative film. These
were not predetermined thoughts - I allowed them to
enter my mind in this altered/meditative state, and
either focused on them or let them go intuitively.9

“Cult” is in fact common to both of Occultivation’s
parent words, acting as a link between them. Like
(Marijuana/Pot), the term functions as a bridge: the
central, connective section of a virtual Venn diagram.
A flexible adjective, “cult” is capable of connotations
both positive (think cult films) and negative (think cult
religions). I want to suggest, however, that McAvoy
belongs to the former camp. If a cult figure can be defined as someone who achieves notoriety or acclaim
while rubbing against the grain of convention, then
McAvoy’s ability to attract interest despite (or perhaps
because of) his predilection for subversion makes him
an apt candidate for this descriptor.

To execute the work a roll of film was placed on the
artist’s forehead (considered the third eye in some
mystical traditions) for thirty minutes. This film was
developed and digitised, resulting in six horizontal
bands of blank film surrounded by scanning artefacts
in hues echoing those found in Purple Haze. Usually
edited out, these spectral traces of the scanning
process highlight McAvoy’s interest in art as a parapsychological activity, in its ability to embrace the
random, unplanned and unintended.

An example of this feather ruffling can be witnessed in
Seed (2011-2012), another piece from Occultivation

Indeed, in this work more than any other McAvoy
surrenders to intuition. Much like a seed, the photo-

graphic negative is pregnant with potential, and here
McAvoy uses it to document an experiment in psychobotany — a pseudo-science in which participants
attempt to interact and converse with plants through
psychic communication. In Psychobotanical (Trial 1)
McAvoy embraces Duchamp’s notion of the artist as
a mediumistic being who trades intention for intuition,
not an easy swap to make in today’s highly intellectualised art arena.10

4. Most notably in the Wallace Award-winning Helen
(2011), a surprisingly poignant out-take from an early ‘80s
publicity shoot of the former prime minister in which the
viewer is transported to a time before the spin doctors and
media handlers had taken rein.
5. Marcel Duchamp, quoted by Arturo Schwarz, “Eros c’est
la vie,” xxxii. Reproduced in Dalia Judovitz, Unpacking Duchamp: Art in Transit, University of California Press: Berkeley,
1995, 135.

Indicating a new trajectory, Psychobotanical (Trial 1)
acts as yet another bridge between different areas of
interest in McAvoy’s oeuvre. Reviewing his body of
work and identifying such connective tissue invites us
to join the dots, to mentally fill in the gaps between
different pieces in order to conjure an overall impression of his output. So what might be made of this
conceptual constellation?11 What image might we
detect in these disparate yet related offerings? Perhaps it is premature to preempt this picture: McAvoy’s
is a project still very much in progress. But what he
has done is cultivate a unique platform from which to
further his process. While his work can be related to
a tradition of conceptual practice dating back to the
1960s, his subject matter, dealing with everything
from the controversial to the supernatural, challenges
an easy co-option into this history. Part black-market
Billy Apple, part Dashper in a daring mood, McAvoy
has negotiated his way through a labyrinth of critical
theory and artistic contexts, finding a clearing to
operate from which confuses art’s traditional insider/
outsider dichotomy.

6. McAvoy’s areas of interest have intriguing ramifications
for art historians, leading them into the area of “outsider art
history”, dubbed by Marc Gotleib as the discipline proper’s
“monstrous double.” See Marc Gotleib, ‘Our Monstrous
Double: The Dream of Research in “Outsider Art History,”‘
in Michael Ann Holly and Marquard Smith (eds), What is
Research in the Visual Arts? Obsession, Archive, Encounter,
Yale University Press: New Haven and London, 2008,
85-102.
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7. There is a wealth of debate and discussion available
on the internet relating to the topic of seed control and the
practice of seed saving. See, for example, the Occupy
Monsanto website, which hosts Steven Thomas’s ‘The Story of
Glass Gem Corn: Beauty, History and Hope’ http://www.
occupymonsanto360.org, accessed 27 January 2013.
8. These scanning artefacts highlight that what we are
presented with is an image, not an object. It seems we are
often encouraged to “see through” the mediating role of the
lens or scanner bed, to mistake an image for an object, but
McAvoy’s inclusion of these traces of the reproductive process
draws attention to the very thing many photographs or scans
seek to conceal. For more information on the relationship
between drug consumption and art production in a local context see Martin Edmond’s Chemical Evolution: Drugs and Art
Production,1970-1980, Bumper Books: Wellington, 1997.

10. An account of this climate of intellectualisation can be
found in Geoffrey Batchen’s ‘Pictography: The Art History of
Ian Burn’, in which he writes: “Reading archives seems to
have replaced looking at pictures, with an accumulation of
facts preferred to persuasive interpretation. The accompanying institutionalisation of art history has further exacerbated
the split between the academy and the studio by constantly
valuing art theory over art practice.” From the introduction to
Ian Burn’s Dialogue: Writings in Art History, Allen and Unwin:
Sydney, 1991, xi-xii.
11. It is perhaps worth pointing out that in many ways constellations and crop circles mirror one another. In the former, a
picture in the stars above is conjured from earth; in the latter,
an image is created on the earth, but seemingly designed for
an aerial, perhaps even extraterrestrial, perspective.
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