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 aBout this ResouRce

ed Ruscha is widely regarded as one of the world’s 
most important artists with a career spanning six 
decades from the early 1960s until the present day. the 
aRtist RooMs collection holds a remarkable survey 
of Ruscha’s work dating between 1962 and 2010, 
including an important group of drawings, photograph 
portfolios and several key paintings. 

other large collections are held in the u.s.a. by the 
Fine arts Museum of san Francisco, Los angeles county 
Museum of art, the Whitney Museum (New York), 
Moca (Museum of contemporary arts Los angeles), 
sFMoMa (san Francisco Museum of Modern art) and 
hirshhorn Museum and sculpture Garden (Washington 
D.c.). Private collections holding substantial numbers of 
Ruscha’s work include the Broad collection and the uBs 
art collection.

this resource is designed to aid teachers, educators 
and youth workers using the aRtist RooMs ed Ruscha 
collection with groups of young people engaged in 
related learning activities and projects. the resource 
focuses on specific works and themes and suggests 
areas of discussion, activities and links to other works on 
the online aRtist RooMs collection pages.

For schools, the work of ed Ruscha presents a good 
opportunity to explore cross-curricula learning. the 
themes in Ruscha’s work can be linked to curricula areas 
such as english, expressive arts, Mathematics, social 
studies, citizenship and science.

 A glossary at the back of the resource provides further 
information on key words, terms and people associated 
with Ruscha and related themes. 

cover image: ed Ruscha Standard Study #3 1963
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 What is aRtist RooMs?

aRtist RooMs is a collection of international 
contemporary art, which has been created through 
one of the largest and most imaginative gifts of art ever 
made to museums in Britain. the gift was made by 
anthony d’offay, with the assistance of the National 
heritage Memorial Fund, the art Fund and the scottish 
and British Governments in 2008.

aRtist RooMs is jointly owned and managed by 
tate and National Galleries of scotland on behalf of 
the nation and comprises over 1100 artworks. the 
collection takes the form of major bodies of work 
by artists including Diane arbus, Joseph Beuys, Vija 
celmins, and Damien hirst. the guiding concept of 
aRtist RooMs is to show the work of individual 
artists in dedicated, monographic displays.

anthony d’offay’s vision for aRtist RooMs is that 
great works of art should be available to audiences 
anywhere in the country, and especially for young 
people. this idea developed from anthony’s own 
discovery of art as a child in Leicester and as a  
student at edinburgh university, experiences which 
shaped his life.

the collection is available to regional galleries and 
museums (“associates”) throughout the uK, providing 
an unprecedented resource with a particular focus on 
inspiring young audiences. 
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eD Ruscha 

Born in 1937 in omaha, Nebraska, 
edward Ruscha was raised in oklahoma 
city, where his family moved in 1941. 
in 1956 he moved to Los angeles to 
study graphic design at the chouinard 
art institute (now the california institute 
of arts). Ruscha came to prominence in 
the late 1950s when he began making 
small collages similar to those of Jasper 
Johns and Robert Rauschenberg and 
would have his first solo exhibition in 
1963 at the Ferus Gallery. 

early in his career, Ruscha began 
to refine his collages, isolating and 
recombining words and images in 
increasingly subtle and unique ways. 
Because he drew upon sources from the 
everyday and embraced the techniques 
and imagery of commercial culture, his 
work is associated with pop art. 

Ruscha used unconventional materials 
in his graphic work of the late 1960s 
and 1970s; he drew with gunpowder 
and painted and printed with foodstuffs 
and with a variety of organic substances 
such as blood and the medicine 
Pepto-Bismol. he is well known for his 
depiction of words and phrases and 
for the books he published of his series 
of deadpan photographs. such work, 
characterised by there low-key humour, 
were influential in the development of 
conceptual art. 

Ruscha has consistently combined the 
cityscape of his adopted hometown with 
vernacular language to communicate 
a particular urban experience. 
encompassing painting, drawing, 
photography, and artist’s books, 
Ruscha’s work explores the banality of 
modern urban life and gives order to 
the barrage of mass media-fed images 
and information that confronts us daily. 
Ruscha’s early career as a graphic  
artist continues to strongly influence  
his aesthetic and thematic approach. 
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Ruscha has been the subject of 
numerous museum retrospectives that 
have travelled internationally, including 
those organised by the san Francisco 
Museum of Modern art in 1982; the 
centre Georges Pompidou in 1989; 
the hirshhorn Museum and sculpture 
Garden in 2000; the Museo Nacional 
centro de arte Reina sofia in 2002; 
the Museum of contemporary art in 
sydney in 2004; the Whitney Museum 
of american art in 2004 and the Jeu  
de Paume in 2006. 

in 2005, Ruscha was the united states 
representative at the 51st Venice 
Biennale. in recent years exhibitions 
have included ed Ruscha: Fifty Years of 
Painting 2009 at the hayward Gallery, 
London, Ruscha: Road Tested 2011 at 
the Modern art Museum of Fort Worth 
and On the Road 2011 at the hammer 
Museum. in July of 2012 the major 
exhibition, Reading Ed Ruscha opened 
at the Kunsthaus Bregenz in austria.

Photo: Danna Ruscha
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WoRDs aND PhRases

‘I’m dead serious about  
being nonsensical.‘

Words and phrases are at the centre 
of ed Ruscha’s work and first appear in 
his paintings as early as 1959. the use 
of words and text in twentieth century 
art can first be traced back to cubist 
painters such as Braque and Picasso 
who integrated letters and words, 
painted and found, into still lifes as  
they questioned representation on 
the two-dimensional surface. Playful 
linguistic manipulations were central 
to the dadaists who left an important 
legacy with their radical, often 
humorous use of wordplay. he cites  
the dadaists as early influences and  
his use of words in an ambiguous  
and playful way could be seen as  
a manifestation of that influence. 

Ruscha uses a range of linguistic devices 
in his text pieces such as onomatopoeia, 
puns, alliteration and contrasting 
meanings. Many of his early works such 
as Honk 1962 depict single words in 
a strong typographic format. a more 
brooding atmosphere emerges in the 
later series, The End, which illustrates the 

words overlaid with imagery recalling 
fading film credits. other works such 
as PAY NOTHING UNTIL APRIL 2003 
reference advertising while setting the 
text against a mountainous landscape. 
Ruscha’s group of ‘catch-phrase’ 
drawings dating from the 1970s, 
including PRETTY EYES, ELECTRIC 
BILLS 1976, mix visual formality with 
playful language. in this series of 
pastel drawings he set his pithy phrases 
against fields of colour. the sentences 
and phrases evoke american vernacular 
and slang, draw attention to a particular 
experience or recall the excesses of 
hollywood culture.

in the drawing PRETTY EYES, ELECTRIC 
BILLS 1976, the juxtaposition of the 
phrases ‘PRettY eYes’ and ‘eLectRic 
BiLLs’ is at odds; the first conjures 
romantic and evocative images while the 
second makes reference to a mundane 
chore. the artist has explained his own 
view of this drawing, stating: ‘Pretty Eyes, 
Electric Bills is my way of separating two 
subjects that are on the far end of the 
world from each other. this somehow 
gets to be the reason that i want to make 
a work of art of this discord.’ 
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ed Ruscha PRETTY EYES, ELECTRIC BILLS 1976

Discussion

in groups identify what words or 
phrases you like and whether they are 
specific to your vernacular. Discuss 
why you like them: is it the shape of the 
individual letters, the way they sound 
or the meaning of the words.

Activity

create a collage using different  
single words or phrases in different 
fonts, sizes and styles. can you  
create playful manipulations with  

these words? Does the font  
and style change the meaning  
and impact of the words?

Artist Link

Much of Lawrence Weiner’s work 
takes the form of language. he makes 
‘statements’, which then have the 
potential to be inscribed as a written 
text on a gallery wall, spoken as 
dialogue in a video, printed in  
a book or poster, sung, or even 
tattooed onto the skin.
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LiteRatuRe

‘I read what I want to read.  
I think most people do that.  
Or I read what I want to see.’

the words ed Ruscha uses in his 
work come from a variety of sources 
including books which occasionally 
suggest images to him: ‘i’ve done a few 
paintings using verbatim words from 
certain sections of books. of course the 
words i use come from every source. 
sometimes they happen on the radio 
and sometimes in conversations. i’ve 
had ideas come to me literally in my 
sleep and i tend to believe on blind 
faith, that i feel obliged to use.’ 

Ruscha is an admirer of the British writer 
J.G. Ballard and the american writers 
Don DeLillo and tom McGuane. he has 
said that Ballard ‘cuts open the belly of 
what’s going on and everything falls 
out.’ Ballard’s transgressive fiction is 

associated with dystopian modernity, 
bleak man-made landscapes and the 
psychological effects of technological, 
social or environmental developments. 
in his painting The Music from the 
Balconies 1984 Ruscha uses text from 
J.G. Ballard’s novel High Rise 1975. 
the novel, set in a high rise, is the tale 
of urban disillusionment where society 
slips into a violent reverse as the isolated 
inhabitants of the high-rise, driven by 
primal urges, recreate a dystopian 
world ruled by the laws of the jungle. 

in The Music from the Balconies Ruscha 
juxtaposes a beautiful landscape and 
serene skyline layered with the dark 
and unsettling quote “the Music from 
the Balconies Nearby Was overlaid by 
the Noise of sporadic acts of Violence”. 
this juxtaposition seems itself an act 
of violence, overlying the tranquil 
landscape with the wordy Ballard quote. 

Discussion

in The Music from the Balconies Ruscha 
juxtaposes a rural landscape with text 
from a novel associated with urban 
life. Discuss your ideas about why 
Ruscha might be making associations 
between the two.

Activity

think about a piece of text or literature 
you like and an image, which is at 
odds with the text. carefully select 

a font style using word art and 
superimpose it on to images showing 
objects, that are large in scale’, so 
it reads: ‘showing objects that are 
large in scale e.g. tower blocks, hills, 
bridges, buildings, and billboards.

Artist Link

ed Ruscha is an admirer of sir John 
everett Millias’ Ophelia 1951-2, which 
is inspired by William shakespeare’s 
hamlet, and has described the painting 
as ‘an inspiration for what i’m doing’.
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ed Ruscha The Music From the Balconies 1984
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BooKs aND PhotoGRaPhs

‘I’m not interested in books as such but 
I’am interested in unusual publications. 
The first book came out of a play on 
words. The title came before I even 
thought of the pictures. I like the word 
“gasoline” and I like the specific quality 
of “twenty-six”.’

ed Ruscha’s first book Twentysix Gasoline 
Stations 1962 featured photographs 
taken by him along Route 66, on trips 
to and from Los angeles to his parental 
home in oklahoma city taking in 
arizona, New Mexico and texas en 
route. the pictures, which are void of 
people, do not document a particular 
journey and there is no sense of 
narrative. Twentysix Gasoline Stations 
was the first of seventeen books Ruscha 
would make throughout the 1960s and 
70s. these books are characterised by 
their use of serial photography, a wry 
sense of humour and use of minimal 
text. the titles of the books such as 
every Building on Sunset Strip 1966 and 
Thirtyfour Parking Lots 1967 function as 
banal descriptions of the subject matter. 

the photographs in Ruscha’s books are 
black and white until Nine Swimming 
Pools (and A Broken Glass) 1968 
when he introduces colour. this book 
featured nine photographs of pools 
from a selection of hotels in La and 
Las Vegas interspersed throughout the 
book followed by a sequence of black 
pages. again, these photographs are 
absent of people giving them a feeling 

of desertion and vacancy. the human 
subject is however referenced in Pool #5 
1968/97 where liquid footprints lead 
up to the diving board situated at the 
bottom centre of the image.

Ruscha’s books were highly influential  
in the conceptual art movement and 
they share many elements of its practice. 
in his books the idea dictates the form 
of the finished piece while an interest 
in structure, serial imagery and the 
mundane are also characteristic of 
conceptual art. Ruscha suggests that 
his books are ‘an extension of the 
readymade in a photographic form’. 

Discussion

Ruscha has said that he is not 
interested in books but he is interested 
in unusual publications. Discuss the 
titles, layout and content of Ruscha’s 
books and what relationship they 
have to one another. 

Activity

Following the discussion select a topic 
based on the themes of place and 
the everyday for your own book. You 
could develop the title of your book 
first, then photograph the subject and 
compile your images into your book.

Artist Link

Lawrence Weiner, Bruce Nauman and  
sol LeWitt all used the artist’s book  
as a central part of their art practice.



11

ed Ruscha Pool #5 1968/97
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hoLLYWooD

‘I looked outside my window here and  
I saw the sign ‘Hollywood’ and it 
became the subject matter for me.’

ed Ruscha has lived and worked in 
Los angeles since 1956 and since 
then his visual vocabulary has been 
hugely informed by the city and its film 
industry. Ruscha references hollywood 
and cinema in a number of ways in his 
work. in PAY NOTHING UNTIL APRIL 
2003 the words juxtaposed against a 
mountainous landscape allude to the 
opening credits in an action adventure 
film while words such as ‘Hollywood’  
(in works such as as Hollywood 1969) 
and symbols such as the twentieth 
century Fox logo (in works such as 
as Trademark #5 1962) appeared in 
Ruscha’s work from the 1960s. 

the dimensions of Dec. 30th 2005 call 
to mind the format of widescreen movies; 
Ruscha had previously replicated the 
ratio of the widescreen cinemascope 
in the size of several canvases. the 
hollywood sign, an iconic feature of the 
Los angeles skyline, is silhouetted and 
blurred with orange and red spray paint. 

the colours and the shaded sign suggest 
a sunset or blazing white heat. Ruscha 
has exploited the sign as a monument to 
the town’s myths and dreams in his work 
since the late-1960s. 

Ruscha also created a series of works 
such as Miracle #64 1975, where a 
bright beam of light entering a black 
space, which allude to a film being 
project in a cinema. Ruscha once 
commented, “‘hollywood dreams’ –  
i mean, think about it. close your eyes 
and what does it mean, visually? it 
means a ray of light, actually, to me, 
rather than a success story.” Movies are 
also referenced in The End series, which 
illustrate the words with imagery that 
recalls fading film credits (THE END #40 
2003). Works such as Miracle #64 and 
The Final End 1992 allude to hollywood 
success as a near religious experience.

Ruscha’s book Every Building on Sunset 
Strip 1966 also references the cinematic; 
the photographs for this book were 
created by attaching a camera to a 
moving vehicle and shooting in real time. 
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ed Ruscha Miracle #64 1975
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Discussion

We associate certain visual styles with 
different genres of film e.g. western, 
thriller, science fiction or romantic 
comedy. Discuss how you might decide 
what a film might be like based on the 
style of the opening credits or title. 

Activity

use some of the key words or a catch-
phrase from the credits, poster or trailer 
from your favourite movie to create 

an artwork. think about what the film 
might be like or whether or not you 
want to create a visual representation 
of the film.

Artist Link

Douglas Gordon references hollywood 
film and film stars in a number of works 
including 100 Blind Stars 2002 where 
he appropriated images of hollywood 
film stars exercising the eyes, thus 
creating a ‘blind’ portrait. 

ed Ruscha Dec. 30th 2005



15

ed Ruscha Trademark #5 1962

ed Ruscha THE END #40 2003
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MateRiaLs

‘The first work that I did involving 
vegetable matter and organic materials 
came out of a frustration with materials. 
I wanted to expand my ideas about 
materials and the values they have.‘

ed Ruscha attributes the tactile quality of 
materials such as paper and higgins india 
ink as the catalyst for his interest in art. 
as a boy he discovered art through the 
medium of higgins india ink. he recalls a 
neighbourhood friend using this material 
using this material in his cartoons: ‘i had a 
very tactile sensation for that ink; it’s one 
of the strongest that has affected me as 
far as my interest in art.’ this fascination 
with the tools of the artist’s trade would 
continue throughout his career.

in the late 1960s Ruscha began to 
experiment with materials creating the 
print portfolio Stains 1969. among the 
varied substances used to create the 
seventy-five works on paper, which 
makes up the Stains portfolio, where 

egg yolk, turpentine, beer, salad 
dressing and gunpowder. inside the 
portfolio case, which contains the series 
of prints, was one final stain: the blood 
of the artist. the artist’s tendency to 
work with unorthodox materials would 
continue into the 1970s.

the painting DANCE? 1973 was made 
using an array of materials including 
coffee, egg white, mustard, chilli sauce, 
ketchup and cheddar cheese. this work 
highlights Ruscha’s preoccupation not 
only with using unusual materials but 
also the symbols of american popular 
culture of the 1960s and 1970s, with the 
monosyllabic invitation to dance invoking 
light-hearted entertainment. the edible 
ingredients, which make up the painting, 
suggest the kind of foodstuffs that might 
be consumed in an american diner, and 
are in particular the condiments that 
accompany typically american fast food 
such as hotdogs and hamburgers. 

Discussion

Discuss the following quote from  
ed Ruscha: ‘the nature of my interest 
[in materials] wasn’t in broadening 
horizon’s of artists’ materials; that  
was secondary.’

Activity

experiment with materials when 
creating your text based drawing; 
anything that can make a mark on 

paper can be used. Perhaps you  
could start with india ink to explore  
its ‘tactile’ properties.

Artist Link

Joseph Beuys uses a variety of 
materials in his sculptures such as 
beeswax, copper and felt. Beuys used 
materials in a different way to Ruscha, 
with each of these materials having 
very specific and personal meanings.
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ed Ruscha DANCE? 1973
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eVeRYDaY

‘The photograph is just a surrogate gas 
station. The photograph by itself doesn’t 
mean anything to me; it’s the gas station 
that’s the important thing.’ 

the everyday or commonplace form 
ed Ruscha’s subject matter in his 
paintings, photographs, books, prints 
and drawings. his black and white 
photographs of banal and familiar 
subjects such as apartment blocks, 
car parks and palm trees feature in 
his books, while gas stations, the 
hollywood sign and trademarks 
populate his paintings. speaking  
of his first book Twentysix Gasoline 
Stations 1962 ed Ruscha once said 
that his photographs were merely a 
collection of facts and his books are  
is like ‘a collection of readymades.’

Marcel Duchamp invented the term 
‘readymade’ to describe a series of 
works in which appropriated objects 
were transformed by their presentation 
in the gallery. Duchamp argued that art 
was about ideas and by choosing an 

everyday object he was designating it 
as a work of art. Duchamp was a key 
influence on Ruscha and the emergence 
of conceptual art in the late 1960s. 
artists grouped under this broad title 
increasingly questioned the nature of 
art, the role and status of the artist. 

For his book Real Estate Opportunities 
1970 Ruscha made a series of 
photographs, intended to look like 
conventional real estate photographs, of 
empty lots captioned with the locations. 
Four photographs from the Real Estate 
Opportunities shooting sessions were 
later editioned in 2003 as Vacant Lots 
1970/2003. 

as well as conceptual art Ruscha’s 
work has much in common with pop 
art such as his appropriation of the 
everyday and references to mass media. 
While his paintings and drawings 
draw on popular references, his playful 
use of irony, paradox and absurdist 
juxtapositions have set him firmly apart 
from any movement.

Discussion

Discuss the definition of conceptual art 
offered in the glossary and why you 
think Ruscha considered a conceptual 
artist. 

Activity

take photographs of places, which 
you encounter on a daily basis or are 

perhaps part of your daily routine. 
think about how you might present 
them e.g. in a book form or a gallery 
wall.

Artist Link

andy Warhol, like Ruscha, was 
associated with pop art because of his 
depiction of consumer goods and use 
of images from popular culture.
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ed Ruscha Vacant Lot #1 (Anaheim), Vacant Lot #2 (Van Nuys), Vacant Lot #3 (La Mirada) and Vacant Lot #4 (Los Angeles) 1970/2003
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LaNDscaPes

‘It’s not a celebration of nature. I’m not 
trying to show beauty. It’s more like I’m 
painting ideas of ideas of mountains. The 
concept came to me as a logical extension 
of the landscapes that i’ve been painting 
for a while – horizontal landscapes, 
flatlands, the landscape I grew up in. 
Mountains like this were only ever a dream 
to me; they meant Canada or Colorado.’

at the end of the twentieth century and 
beginning of the twenty-first century ed 
Ruscha continued to appropriate images 
of landscapes though his metro plots 
his and mountain paintings. his metro 
plots are ariel views of metropolitan 
areas defined by intersecting parallel 
lines of the grid system or by actual 
written names of Los angeles streets 
and avenues. these works such as 
BLVD.-AVE.-ST. 2006 bring together 
various concerns that have appeared in 
Ruscha’s work throughout the decades 
such as the photographic books of the 
1960s that document subjects found 
along Los angeles streets. 

Plotting, mapping, identifying and labelling 
are among the most prominent themes in 
Ruscha’s work. With the metro plot series 
he began to elaborate on the axial-aerial 
perspective that he first introduced in his 
gasoline station paintings of 1962. Ruscha 
once said: ‘i guess i’ve always been 
intrigued by oblique perspectives, like 
ariel views. there’s something about the 
tabletop…taking a viewer up in the air, so 
you can look down from an angle.’

around the same time as he began to 
make his metro plots Ruscha was also 
appropriating a backdrop unrelated to 
La – bold and colourful mountain ranges. 
some of these works superimposed 
words and phrases, such as ‘Pay Nothing 
until april’ and ‘Daily Planet’, over the 
mountain landscape. the relationship 
between the text and the landscape is 
elusive in these works. 

the phrase ‘Pay Nothing until april’ in 
the painting of the same name, which 
Ruscha lays over the mountainous 
landscape, could refer to advertising 
slogans that follow the formula, ‘Buy 
Now, Pay Nothing until april’. 

Activity

create an artwork using stencils 
and maps of your town or city. think 
about what kind of aesthetic you 
want to achieve and achieve and 
what materials will help with this.

Artist Link

ed Ruscha’s metro plot paintings 
such as BLVD.-AVE.-ST. 2006 can be 
related to the work of agnes Martin 
whose work is characterised by a 
geometric foundation of simple times 
and bands of subtle colour often 
inspired by the landscape of New 
Mexico, where she lived.
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ed Ruscha PAY NOTHING UNTIL APRIL 2003

ed Ruscha BLVD.-AVE.-ST. 2006



22

suMMaRY

Key things to think about

Key Words:
Words • Phrases • Roads • Grids  
Mountains • Books • Graphics • travel 
Gas stations • Los angeles • Place 
everyday • Materials • humour 
opposites • urban • hollywood 
Readymade • Landscapes • Menace

Process:
Design • Photography • Painting  
Drawing • Film • Book making

Formal Qualities:
siigns • text • Graphic  
Figurative • abstract

Links to other artists in National 
collections at National Galleries of 
Scotland and Tate
sir John everett Millias, Piet Mondrian, 
Marcel Duchamp, Kurt schwitters, 
Robert Rauschenberg, claes oldenberg, 
Jasper Johns, John Baldessari 

Links to Art Movements: 
Pop art, conceptual art, Neo-Dada.

all works: © ed Ruscha 

aRtist RooMs National Galleries of scotland and tate. acquired jointly through the d’offay Donation 
with assistance from the National heritage Memorial Fund and the art Fund 2008.

except: Pool #5 1968/97, Vacant Lot #1 (Anaheim) 1970/2003, Vacant Lot #2 (Van Nuys) 1970/2003, 
Vacant Lot #3 (La Mirada) 1970/2003 and Vacant Lot #4 (Los Angeles) 1970/2003 © ed Ruscha  
aRtist RooMs tate and National Galleries of scotland. Lent by the artist Rooms Foundation 2011

The Music from the Balconies 1984 © ed Ruscha 
aRtist RooMs tate and the National Galleries of scotland. Presented by the artist, 2009

Trademark #5 1962 © ed Ruscha 
tate
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FiND out MoRe

Websites

ed Ruscha: www.edruscha.com
aRtist RooMs:  
www.tate.org.uk/collection/artistrooms/ 
and  
www.nationalgalleries.org/collection/
artistrooms
aRtist RooMs on tour:  
www.artfund.org/artistrooms
Gagosian:  
www.gagosian.com/artists/ed-ruscha
Fine arts Museum of san Francisco: 
www.famsf.org
Los angeles county Museum of art: 
www.lacma.org
Whitney Museum of american art:  
//whitney.org

More about artist links can be found: 
www.nationalgalleries.org/collection/
artistrooms and www.tate.org.uk

Further Reading
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Dave hickey, Ed Ruscha: New Paintings 
and a Retrospective of the Works on 
Paper, anthony d’offay Gallery, London 
1998.
Richard D. Marshall, Ed Ruscha, London 
and New York 2003.
Mary Richards, Ed Ruscha, London 
2008.
Margit Rowell, Cotton Puffs, Q-tips, 
Smoke and Mirrors: the Drawings of Ed 
Ruscha, Whitney Museum of american 
art, New York 2004. 
Ralph Rugoff and others, Ed Ruscha: 
Fifty Years of Painting, hayward 
Gallery, London 2009. 
edward Ruscha and alexandra 
schwartz (ed.), Leave Any Information 
at the Signal: Writings, Interviews, Bits, 
Pages, cambridge, Massachusetts and 
London 2002. 
alexandra schwartz, Ed Ruscha’s Los 
Angeles, cambridge, Massachusetts 
and London 2010.
sylvia Wolf,  , exhibition catalogue, 
Whitney Museum of american art, New 
York 2004
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GLossaRY

ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM
an art movement in experimental,  
non-representational painting  
originating in the u.s.a. in the  
1940s; marked by free, gestural 
technique technique, a preference  
for dramatically large canvases,  
and a desire to give spontaneous 
expression to the unconscious.

ALLITERATION 
the occurrence of the same letter or 
sound at the beginning of the adjacent 
or closely connected words.

AXIAL
Relating to or forming an axis.  
ed Ruscha’s metro plots sometimes  
have an axial perspective.

J.G. BALLARD
British writer (1930–2009) known for 
novels such as Crash 1973, high Rise 
1975 and Cocaine Nights 1996.

BRAQUE
Georges Braque (1882–1963) was a 
major twentieth century French painter 
and sculptor who, along with Pablo 
Picasso, developed cubism.

CONCEPTUAL ART
conceptual artists think beyond the  
limits of traditional media (such as 
painting or sculpture), instead they use 
whatever material is appropriate for 
their concept or idea.

CUBISM
an early 20th-century avant-garde art 
movement developed by Georges Braque 
and Pablo Picasso that revolutionized 
european painting and sculpture, and 
inspired related movements in music, 
literature and architecture.

DADAISM
early twentieth-century movement in 
art and literature based on deliberate 
irrationality and negation of traditional 
artistic values. 

MARCEL DUCHAMP
French artist (1887–1968), associated 
with dada, who was a major influence 
on Ruscha. he is sometimes referred to 
as the ‘father of conceptual art.

 24



25

JASPER JOHNS
american artist (b. 1930) associated 
with several key movements from the 
mid-twentieth century including abstract 
expressionism, neo-dada, pop art and 
minimalism. 

LINGUISTICS
the scientific study of language and 
its structure, including the study of 
grammar, syntax and phonetics. 

ONOMATEPIA 
a word that sounds like its meaning  
e.g. honk.

PABLO PICASSO
spanish artist (1881–1973) regarded  
as one of the greatest and most influential 
artists of the twentieth century,  
he developed cubism along with 
Georges Braque.

POP ART
an art movement that emerged in the 
mid-1950s in Britain and in the late 
1950s in the u.s.a. Pop art presented 
a challenge to traditions of fine art by 
including found imagery from popular 
culture such as advertising, news, etc.

ROBERT RAUSENBURG 
american artist (1925–2008) whose 
early works anticipated the pop art 
movement. Rauschenberg is well known 
for his ‘combines’ of the 1950s, in 
which non-traditional materials and 
objects were employed in innovative 
combinations.

KURT SCHWITTERS 
Kurt schwitters (1887–1948) was a 
German painter associated with dada, 
constructivism and surrealism. he is  
most famous for his collages, called 
Merz Pictures.

VERBATIM
using exactly the same words; 
corresponding word for word. 

VERNACULAR
the commonly spoken language or 
dialect of a particular people or place.
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