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When we met with Barry McGee in New York, on an unseasonably hot fall day, he seemed 
relieved to have his recent retrospective at the ICA behind him. McGee was working on 
WKH�LQVWDOODWLRQ�RI�KLV�¿UVW�VKRZ�DW�&KHLP�	�5HDG�LQ�1HZ�<RUN��ZKLFK�LQFOXGHG�IUDPHG�
drawings, hand-painted wood panels, stacked surfboards, furniture, and found objects 
VXFK�DV�FDUYHG�ZRRGHQ�EXVWV�DQG�SRWWHU\��,W�ZDV�KLV�¿UVW�VKRZ�LQ�1HZ�<RUN�LQ�HLJKW�\HDUV��
 McGee is one of the best-known artists from the Bay Area, and he loves the city he 
calls home—so much so that the interview almost ended early when he found out that we 
hadn’t spent any time in the city. We managed to get over that little hump to discuss why 
KH�IHOW�VR�XQFRPIRUWDEOH�DERXW�KDYLQJ�D�UHWURVSHFWLYH��KRZ�KH�¿QGV�LQVSLUDWLRQ�RQ�WKH�
roadside, and why he thinks city bike shares are the best art experiment ever. 
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WHITEWALL: 6R�WKLV�LV�\RXU�¿UVW�WLPH�VKRZLQJ�ZLWK�&KHLP�	�5HDG�

BARRY McGEE: Yeah, I’ve done some things with them with the art fairs and 
WKLQJV�OLNH�WKDW��EXW�WKLV�LV�P\�¿UVW�JDOOHU\�VSHFL¿F�VKRZ�

WW: :DV�WKHUH�VRPHWKLQJ�EHKLQG�ZKDW�\RX�ZDQWHG�WR�GR�KHUH��D�VSHFL¿F�IRFXV"

BM: Well, New York has a really strong tradition in painting, and I’m highly 
aware of that. I would say I’m a little bit looser, a more California style. 

WW: ,Q�D�SUHYLRXV�LQWHUYLHZ�\RX�ZHUH�WDONLQJ�DERXW�KRZ�ZKHQ�\RX�JR�WR�D�
PXVHXP�\RX�GRQ¶W�DOZD\V�VHH�ZKDW�\RX�ZDQW�WR�VHH�DQG�\RX�SUHIHU�WKH�JDOOHU\�
IRU� VRPH� UHDVRQ�� ,V� WKDW� VRPHWKLQJ� \RX� WKLQN� DERXW�ZKHQ� \RX¶UH� FUHDWLQJ�
ZRUN�IRU�D�JDOOHU\�VSDFH"�,V�WKHUH�D�GLIIHUHQFH�IRU�\RX�EHWZHHQ�D�PXVHXP�
VKRZ�DQG�RQH�LQ�D�JDOOHU\�VSDFH?

BM: They haven’t put any restrictions on me here. I think museums have 
more of a protocol. There are a lot more people you have to address. There 
is a huge difference, but it’s been so long since I’ve done something in New 
York in a gallery of this caliber. I used to show at Deitch Projects, so it’s a 
different kind of aesthetic and setting. I feel like I’ve done adjustments for it, 
micro-adjustments.

WW: *LYHQ�WKDW�LW¶V�LQ�1HZ�<RUN"

BM: Yeah, a little. I think about things a little bit more in context. Because New 
York is just so . . . the conversation is about painting, drawings, and sculpture. 
&DOLIRUQLD�LV�OLNH�VR�ZLGH��DQ�RSHQ�SOD\LQJ�¿HOG��'R�\RX�IHHO�OLNH�WKDW"

WW: ,¶P�YHU\�(DVW�&RDVW��,�JUHZ�XS�LQ�1HZ�(QJODQG� 

BM: Have you been to San Francisco? It’s a special place. 

WW: ,¶P�HPEDUUDVVHG�WR�VD\�,�KDYHQ¶W� 

BM: I can’t believe that. We can’t have this conversation . . .

WW: 1RW�IRU�ODFN�RI�ZDQWLQJ��<RX�JUHZ�XS�LQ�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR�ULJKW"

BM: I grew up in San Francisco. I have a strong connection with the Boston/
New England area for some reason. In art school all my roommates were 
from the Boston, Cambridge area. But going back to your previous question 
about painting, I don’t think I ever answered that . . .

WW: :KHQ�\RX�VDLG�\RX¶UH�QRW�DOZD\V�VHHLQJ�ZKDW�\RX�ZDQW�WR�LQ�PXVHXPV��
ZK\�LV�WKDW"�

BM: It never spoke to me or to any of my friends. I think it’s changing now, but 
when I was younger, in my twenties and thirties, I loved going to museums 
EXW�QRWKLQJ�HYHU�FRPPXQLFDWHG�WR�PH��,�FRXOGQ¶W�¿QG�D�VWURQJ�FRQQHFWLRQ�RU�
dialogue, like I know exactly what this person is trying to get across. I feel 
like it’s different now, but maybe I didn’t know as much at that point. 

WW: ,�WKLQN�WKDW¶V�SUHWW\�IDLU��0XVHXPV�FDQ�EH�DOLHQDWLQJ�DQG�WKDW¶V�VRPHWKLQJ�
ZRUWK�ORRNLQJ�DW��

BM: Do you think it’s generational, though? It could just be a generational 
thing. At that time the artists were in their forties, midcareer, and were in 
museums, a lot of eighties New York artists. 

WW: %XW�\RX¶YH�KDG� WKHVH�ELJ�PXVHXP�VKRZV�� OLNH� WKLV�\HDU�DW� WKH�,&$�LQ�
%RVWRQ�DQG�EHIRUH�WKDW�DW�6)�020$��6R�LV�WKDW�VRPHWKLQJ�\RX�ZHUH�WKLQNLQJ�
DERXW��PDNLQJ�VXUH�\RX�FRQQHFWHG�ZLWK�SHRSOH�ZKHQ�GHFLGLQJ�ZKDW�WR�VKRZ"

BM: They’re in such weird situations, though. The thing at the ICA in Boston 
was a midcareer survey thing. It was like looking at old things. I want to 
bury a lot of that stuff. It should never see the light of day. Obviously, I can’t 
disagree to it, but it’s hard; it consumed almost three years, looking at the 
ZRUN��¿QGLQJ�LW��H[KLELWLQJ�LW��DQG�WUDYHOLQJ�WR�LQVWDOO�LW��

WW: 8VXDOO\�\RX�PDNH�VRPHWKLQJ��OLNH�ZLWK�\RXU�JUDI¿WL�ZRUN��DQG�LW�JRHV�
DZD\�

BM: I feel like once it’s made, it’s done. There are some things that I do 
like—I could see it again, I know what I was trying to do—but for the most 
part I never want to see it again. Once it exists, it’s just a thing you can go 
back and reference so easily. In this day and age it’s harder to hide things.

You change, but I feel like if you had a body of work and you really didn’t 
like what you were doing, you could burn it 10 or 15 years ago and get rid of 
PRVW�RI�WKH�HYLGHQFH��7KHUH�PLJKW�EH�VRPH�SKRWRV�ÀRDWLQJ�DURXQG��EXW�LW¶V�
not something that a museum could pull out. I know that’s exactly what the 
history of art is built on—commissioning, buying it, and it’s collected and 
preserved—but it’s the system. 

WW: ,V�LW�D�OLWWOH�VWUDQJH�IRU�\RX"

BM: It is horribly strange.

WW: 'R�\RX�HYHU�VHH�\RXU�ZRUN�LQ�D�FROOHFWRU¶V�KRPH"

BM: I have seen that. I like seeing that. A lot of times people send me photos 
and that’s the most interesting part: Someone is living with it. I think about 
the context too much, a little bit more than I should, because it doesn’t really 
matter. Especially after it’s sold. 

WW: ,V� WKHUH� DQ\WKLQJ� WKDW¶V� LQ� WKLV� VKRZ� WKDW� LV� SDUWLFXODUO\� QHZ"� 2U�
VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�\RX¶UH�UHDOO\�IRFXVHG�RQ�PDNLQJ�ODWHO\"

BM: [3RLQWLQJ�RXW�FDUYHG�ZRRGHQ�KHDGV�DQG�SRWWHU\�JDWKHUHG�LQ�WKH�FRUQHU] 
Do you ever pick up stuff on the street? I have stuff that are shapes of things. 
There was this thing, it was on the freeway for three years, and every time 
I’d drive past, it was still there for three years. I was dropping a friend off 
one night, it was three in the morning and I was just like, “I have to have this 
WKLQJ�́ �,�WKLQN�,�¿[DWH�RQ�WKLQJV�OLNH�WKDW��,�ZDQW�P\�DUW�WR�EH�WKDW�WKLQJ�WKDW�
sits in that spot, and no one really knows why it’s there. Is it art? Is not art?

WW: ,V�WKDW�D�GUDZLQJ�RQ�LW"

BM: Yeah, I drew on it, but I don’t know if it’s better or worse.

WW: 6R�DUH�DOO�FDUYHG�KHDGV�WKLQJV�\RX�IRXQG"

BM: These are all found kind of like in thrift stores. They’re so weird. They’re 
from all over. I just have no idea how it exists. They’re like found sculptures. 
I don’t know how I feel about them. I’m just going to sit with the artwork . . .

WW: 'R� \RX� VHH� DQ\� UHODWLRQVKLS� EHWZHHQ� WKHVH� IXQQ\� KHDGV� DQG� WKH�
FKDUDFWHUV�\RX�GUDZ�VRPHWLPHV"
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“THE NOTION OF MAKING ART IS DIFFERENT . . . HOW WE VIEW THINGS IS SO DIFFERENT 
FROM 20 YEARS AGO, EVEN. HOW QUICKLY WE ASSESS IMAGES”

Opposite page:

Barry McGee
Untitled

2005–13

Ink, graphite, acrylic, screenprint, photographs 

on paper, found objects, and frames  

on plywood and Masonite

16 feet x 22 feet 6 inches x 55 inches overall

Courtesy of Cheim & Read
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Opposite page:

Barry McGee
Untitled

2013

Acrylic on wood panel

87 inches x 10 feet 5 inches 

overall

Courtesy of Cheim & Read

Above:

Barry McGee
Untitled 

2013

Mixed media

Dimensions variable

Courtesy of Cheim & Read
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BM: Yes, they’re primitive like my drawings. The shapes and the backs are 
amazing. I don’t even care about the faces that much. 

WW: :KHQ�\RX�ZHUH�\RXQJHU��ZKDW�ZHUH�VRPH�RI�\RXU�ELJ�LQÀXHQFHV"

BM:�:KHQ�\RX¶UH�\RXQJ�WKHUH�DUH�VR�PDQ\�ZHLUG�WKLQJV�LQÀXHQFLQJ�\RX��LW¶V�
hard to pinpoint what got you to work. 

WW:�:DV�LW�\RXU�SDUHQWV��VLEOLQJV��IULHQGV��RU�MXVW�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR"

BM: My parents were creative people, but they weren’t in the arts or anything. 
I had a weird understanding of art early on.

WW: :KDW�ZDV�\RXU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�LW"

BM: I probably came at it through design and graphic design more. I was into 
BMX and things like that. I always 
gravitated to bold graphic imagery. 
I also drew and stuff. I’d just be 
drawing a logo. Drawing on the street 
was what we did. It was what other 
people were doing, too. Some people 
stuck with it longer; some didn’t. It 
doesn’t really raise an eyebrow now. 
It’s like experimenting with drugs. It’s 
part of growing up almost. Everyone 
has tagged some point in their life.

WW: <HDK��PRVW�JX\V�,�JUHZ�XS�ZLWK�
WDJJHG�VWXII�DW�VRPH�SRLQW�RU�DQRWKHU��
*X\V�� WKRXJK�� QRW� JLUOV�� ,W¶V� DOPRVW�
K\SHUPDVFXOLQH������

BM: Unfortunately, yes, but in San 
Francisco it isn’t. San Francisco has 
strong female writers. A lot of girls 
doing it, especially when I was doing 
LW�� ,W� ZDVQ¶W� JHQGHU� VSHFL¿F� DW� DOO�� ,W�
wasn’t male dominated out there. The 
¿HOG�ZDV�ZD\�ZLGHU�LQ�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��
It was a very special time through 
the nineties. There’s a good amount 
of girls doing it and changing what it 
could be and what the rules are. It felt loose and without restriction. I feel 
OLNH�WKHUH�DUH�D�ORW�RI�UHVWULFWLRQV�RQ�JUDI¿WL�QRZ��,�IHHO�OXFN\�WR�EH�DEOH�WR�
ZLWQHVV�LW�¿UVWKDQG��,W�JRW�WRR�SRSXODU�QRZ��DQG�LW�EHFDPH�VRPHWKLQJ�,¶P�QRW�
interested in.

WW: ,�WKLQN�IRU�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�LW¶V�VWLOO�LQWHUHVWLQJ�

BM: Of course. The dialogue is still good, but the conversation is, “I’m going 
to put some things in the street so I can get a show at ____.”

WW: 2QFH�\RX�ZHUH�LQ�D�JDOOHU\�VSDFH��ZDV�WKHUH�D�W\SH�RI�ZRUN�\RX�ZDQWHG�
WR�VKRZ"

BM: I was trying to do something that doesn’t work in the past. Trying to 
LOOXVWUDWH�KRZ�WKH�OLIHVW\OH�RI�ZKDWHYHU�\RX¶UH�GRLQJ��LW�GRHVQ¶W�¿W�LQ�D�JDOOHU\��
I feel the two worlds can share certain areas, but they don’t mix so well. One’s 
VR�VSHFL¿F�DERXW�ZKR�VHHV�LW�DQG�WKH�RWKHU�RQH�LV�VR�RSHQ�DERXW�ZKR�VHHV�LW��
It’s hard. I don’t know if they go together. I wouldn’t want to show works on 
the street inside. It functions really well outside or on a rooftop or something 
VSHFL¿FDOO\�LQ�WUDQVLW��%XW�ZKHQ�\RX�GR�LW�LQGRRUV�RU�LQ�D�JDOOHU\��LW�JHWV�UHDOO\�
messy. 

WW: ,� VDZ� WKLV� IXQ� LQWHUYLHZ�\RX�GLG�ZLWK�D�ERRN�ZHEVLWH�ZKHUH�\RX� WDON�
DERXW�KRZ�\RX�OLNH�WR�UHDG�ELRJUDSKLHV�

BM: Oh, yeah. I’m so into art books, both visual and biographies. 
 
WW: <RX�VDLG�\RX�OLNH�UHDGLQJ�DUWLVW�ELRJUDSKLHV�EHFDXVH�LW�JLYHV�\RX�
D�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�ZKDW�DUW�LV�

BM: Yeah, that and its almost a romantic notion of how art, in not so long of a 
period, too, probably like 20 years ago, the notion of making art is different. 
It’s really different now. Like how we view things is so different from 20 
years ago, even. How quickly we assess images. 
 We process imagery so fast now. Maybe not, but I just feel like I’m 
looking at a lot more images. They land in your pocket. If you’re a curator 
you’re probably looking at millions of images anyway. 

WW: ,�VDZ�DQRWKHU�LQWHUYLHZ�ZKHUH�\RX�VDLG��³,¶P�PRUH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�OHVV�
WKDQ�PRUH��2XU�VRFLHW\�KDV�EHFRPH�REVHVVHG�ZLWK�KDYLQJ�PRUH��KDYLQJ�LW�DOO��
7R�ZKDW�HQG"�([FHVV��ZKLOH� IDVFLQDWLQJ� WR�ZDWFK�� LV�QRW� WKH�DQVZHU� WR�PH��

0RVW�RYHUEXGJHWHG�DUW�SURMHFWV�,�KDYH�
VHHQ�DUH�WHUULEOH�́

BM: [/DXJKV] I said that? Well . . . have 
you seen any art projects that are very 
expensive that are still good? There are 
probably some like that. I feel like the 
bike share project is one of the best art 
projects I’ve seen. It’s amazing. They 
just got it in San Francisco. I was in 
Forth Worth, Texas, and they have it 
everywhere. 

WW: :KR�LV�ELNLQJ�DURXQG�LQ�7H[DV"

BM: Nobody! But they had it probably 
six years ago. It’s wild right now. No 
one is paying attention to the stop signs. 
Even when I ride, I go down one-way 
streets, sidewalks, and if I’m doing it I 
feel like everyone must be doing it, too. 
And they’re having fun. It’s the greatest 
experiment I could ever think of! 
 Normally, I would ask the 
gallery to get me a bike here, or in 
Boston at the ICA, but they have 
it everywhere now. I love it as an 

experiment. San Francisco was like the last city to get it. 

WW: :HOO��1HZ�<RUN�MXVW�JRW�LW�WKLV�VXPPHU��$QG�,�NQRZ�3KLODGHOSKLD�VWLOO�
GRHVQ¶W�KDYH�LW�

BM: Philadelphia doesn’t deserve it [ODXJKV]. They have a strong underground 
ELNH�VFHQH��7KH\�ZRXOG�FRQYHUW�WKHP�DOO�WR�¿[HG�JHDU�LPPHGLDWHO\��
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Barry McGee
Untitled 

2013

Acrylic on wood panel

94 inches x 17 feet 2 inches 

overall

Courtesy of Cheim & Read
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