


Paul Luckraft: The video Over 
the Rainbow forms the centre-
piece of your presentation. Can 
you tell me a bit about the work 
– the main themes and how you 
began to work on it?

Rachel Maclean: Over the 
Rainbow was produced as part 
of a six-month residency at The 
Banff Centre in Alberta, 
Canada, which is an arts 
complex within a national park. 
While I was there I became 
interested in ideas of natural 
omens or portents and the 
symbol of the rainbow became 
the focus of this. I was intrigued 
by the myriad uses of the 
rainbow and rainbow colours, as 
a natural phenomenon as well 
as appearing in children’s 
television, psychedelic art and 
as a symbol of gay pride. It 
appears to be an exclusively 
positive representation, alluding 
to other worlds, childish 
Utopias, altered perception and 
ideals of an accepting and 
tolerant social space.

It’s the longest and probably 
the most ambitious video I’ve 
made to date and ended up 
taking about two years to finish. 
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There are several characters 
within the film, which are all 
played by me, including a 
baby-blue dog, faceless clones 
and a talent show judge in 18th 
century dress. Like most of my 
work the film uses an array of 
found audio taken from a 
variety of sources: horror films, 
children’s television, Hollywood 
movies and several covers of 
the song ‘Over the Rainbow’ 
from The Wizard of Oz.

PL: Your videos are primarily 
constructed around these audio 
clips which you then lip synch 
to. What’s the attraction in 
appropriating material in this 
way?

RM: Using found audio is like 
piecing together quotations and 
is an interesting way to explore 
narrative tropes. Depending on 
the themes I’m dealing with I 
approach selecting and editing 
audio in different ways. In The 
Lion and The Unicorn, for 
example, I have purposefully 
used two kinds of audio: current 
televised political debate 
relating to Scottish 
independence and romantic folk 
song and dialogue referencing 
the history of Scotland and The 
Union. So there is comparison 
and overlap between different 
time periods, as well as a 
juxtaposition of the romantic 
and the pragmatic.

There are so many narrative 
clichés within film and television 
that it’s not difficult to piece 
together disparate audio and 
still maintain a reasonably 
consistent narrative. Lip 
syching to this material is 
almost like stealing somebody’s 
voice; it is in some ways a 
violent and humiliating action 
and I’m interested in the power 
that is inherent in the notion of 
having, not having or losing a 
voice. I also like the idea that 
familiar audio displaced into 
another setting can almost 
create a sense of déjà vu in the 
viewer, or a feeling that you are 
taken back to a specific 
memory or association you have 
with the clip.

PL: How did you first start 
using green-screen technology, 
and how important are its 
aesthetic properties?

RM: I first started using 
green-screen when I was at art 
college. A tutor mentioned that 
you could key out green-screen 
in Final Cut, so I stuck up some 
green material in my bedroom 
and tried a few things out. I was 
studying painting at the time 
and there was something really 
exciting about being able to 
create a collaged, multi-layered 
environment in video that 
related to and synthesised the 
work I had been doing in paint 
and sculpture. It also offered 
the potential to create 
immersive, otherworldly 
environments without the need 
for physical sets and the money 
that it would cost to make 
them.

PL: Your work tackles the 
depiction and objectification of 
the female body, both in 
contemporary pop culture and 
in myths and fairy tales. Is a 
reading of your work as a 
feminist critique of Western 
culture too simplistic?

RM: Some of my videos form a 
more direct feminist critique 
than others. I am often 
interested in exploring the 
complex relationship Western 
society has with notions of 
childhood innocence and female 
sexuality. My videos frequently 
explore a female character who 
shifts between a number of 
contradictory identities and 
character traits. I am reacting in 
part to the treatment and 
representation of women in pop 
culture, specifically in works like 
Hit Me Baby, which looks at the 
rise and fall of Britney Spears. 
In her early career Britney’s 
image seemed to be predicated 
on her sexual allure and 
apparent sexual awareness, 
contrasted with the emphasis 
placed on her virginal 
innocence. Her subsequent 
pregnancy, divorce and mental 
breakdown, and the media 
backlash that accompanied it, 
represented a complex 
unravelling of her contradictory 
early identity. There is 
something of a grotesque fairy 
tale ending in her head-shaving 
and the removal of her 
trademark blond hair, which 
seems to be a desire to remove 
the most explicit symbol of her 
popular image. Many of the 
female characters in my work 

suffer a similar fate to Britney, 
with identities that seem to 
collapse over the course of the 
video.

PL: The video The Lion and The 
Unicorn is also concerned with 
myths and fables, in this case 
those that make up national 
identity. What challenges did 
making a work about the 
politics of Scottish 
independence present?

RM: I’ve been interested for a 
long time in the semi-historical, 
semi-mythical narratives that 
surround a romantic notion of 
Scotland and Scottish identity 
and have made work before 
that deals with this in a broad 
sense. However, the 
referendum on Scottish 
independence lends these ideas 
a more meaningful political 
context, so it seemed to make 
sense to tie the two things 
together.

I was very keen for The Lion 
and The Unicorn to be a 
politically unbiased work, which 
creates a space for discussion 
rather than driving home a 
well-defined argument. I think 
that Scottish independence is 
often discussed as a yes/no 
argument, but I was more 
interested in exploring the 
contradictions and absurdities 
of the political situation, as 
opposed to nailing my own flag 
to the mast. However, I’ve 
noticed that a lot of people who 
watched the video still believe 
they can tell which way I’m 
going to vote, and the main 
challenges I’ve had showing the 
work have been in fielding 
accusations of a bias which I 
didn’t intend. Equally, I think 
one of the most interesting 
things about showing work is 
the different ways people 
choose to read and understand 
it, and I wouldn’t want to 
discourage that either.

PL: A lot of the imagery in the 
works is about excess, with 
baroque or rococo palaces 
often being the settings. Can 
you talk a little about this 
cultural and art historical 
reference?

RM: I’ve always been attracted 
to a baroque, maximalist 
aesthetic. However, coming 

from a fairly Presbyterian, 
iconoclastic visual culture, I 
think that I also have a strong 
awareness that these 
representations can appear 
repellent and offensively 
ostentatious when used in the 
wrong context. Not necessarily 
from a religious perspective, 
but more broadly as part of an 
engrained cultural response. So 
I work with a love of the visually 
baroque, while at the same time 
using bright colour and a 
maximal aesthetic as a way to 
repulse and discomfort the 
viewer.

PL: Are there particular artists 
that have influenced your 
approach? Cindy Sherman in 
her photographic series, or the 
performances, videos and 
installations of Paul McCarthy 
perhaps? Shana Moulton and 
Nathalie Djurberg also spring to 
mind as examples of artists 
mining the gaps and similarities 
between childish absurdity and 
abject horror.

RM: Yes, Cindy Sherman and 
Paul McCarthy have been a 
definite influence; their use of 
masquerade and the grotesque 
is wonderfully satirical. Shana 
Moulton and Nathalie Djurberg 
make really interesting work 
too; I love their outlandishness. 
Recently I’ve been looking a lot 
at Hogarth and 18th century 
caricature, as well as gothic art 
and the memento mori. 
Alejandro Jodorowsky’s work is 
hugely inspiring too, it is so 
visually dense. The writings of 
Marina Warner have been a 
significant influence also – they 
are incredibly rich with pictorial 
and narrative ideas.

PL: Poisonous liquids are a 
recurring motif in the videos. 
Do you see stories and images 
themselves as a sort of poison 
or drug?

RM: I am interested in the 
use of poison in fairy tales like 
Hansel and Gretel and Snow 
White, where characters are 
drawn in by the appearance of 
deliciously alluring food, but 
are subsequently deceived 
by its poisonous contents. 
The aesthetic and ideas in 
my work often mirror this 
notion of a saccharine coated, 
alluringly glossy surface, which 

slowly reveals its sinister and 
poisonous underbelly. 

Depictions of drug-induced, 
psychedelic experience and the 
overlap between this and the 
aesthetic of children’s television 
is also something I think about. 
They both seem to create an 
imaginary space of freedom and 
multicoloured ecstasy which is 
free from the social and 
physical constraints of modern 
adult life. Real children do not 
exist in or create these worlds 
– these constructs are in 
essence products of adult 
experience and desire. Where 
19th century children wore 
grown-ups’ clothes, 21st 
century adults are buying 
themselves outsized infant 
‘onesies’. I think this nostalgia 
for childhood and the comfort 
and escapism it connotes is an 
interesting by-product of 
modern culture. 

PL: Although darkly satirical, 
your work is also joyful. Do you 
enjoy these contradictions and 
does this reflect your own 
ambiguous feelings about the 
cultural material you draw on?

RM: My work deals with and in 
large part references alluring 
and fantastical depictions of 
other worlds, from early fairy 
tales to Hollywood 
blockbusters, and I am utterly 
complicit in an enjoyment of 
this kind of escapism. I think in 
many ways the pleasure I take 
in making my work comes from 
this. However, I also understand 
that fantastical narratives 
provide a space for the 
projection of contemporary 
fears and desires, which can 
often be deeply conservative. 
Sexual and racial stereotypes 
can be explored with greater 
freedom than would be possible 
in narratives that played out in 
more realistic settings. My hope 
is that viewers are lured into 
and captivated by the worlds I 
create, but are simultaneously 
confused and discomforted by 
them. Comedy is something I 
like to use as a tool. Humour 
can create the sense of a joyful, 
light mood, but beneath this 
there is something inherently 
dark and violent – laughter is 
always at someone else’s 
expense.
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