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Mungo Thomson: Wall, Window, or Bar Signs 
 
Opening Reception: Wednesday, September 17, 6-9pm 
Dates: September 17 – November 1, 2014 
Gallery hours: Wednesdays – Saturdays 2-7pm, or by appointment 
  
Kadist Art Foundation presents Wall, Window, or Bar Signs, an exhibition of newly 
commissioned neon signs by Los Angeles-based artist Mungo Thomson. The exhibition 
will be held in the newly renovated exhibition and window spaces of Kadist’s location in 
San Francisco's Mission District. 
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For Wall, Window or Bar Signs, Thomson is producing his first neon signs in a project that 
is informed by the proximity of Kadist’s S.F. venue to Bruce Nauman’s former studio, 
where in 1967 he made some of his first neon works. The True Artist Helps the World by 
Revealing Mystic Truths (Window or Wall Sign) was prompted by a neon beer sign already 
hanging in the window of Nauman’s studio, a space that had previously been a grocery. 
Unlike most artists at the time, Nauman chose to work with neon in a way that preserved its 
commercial context but détourned its content. Hanging his own sign in the window of his 
studio, and radically altering its tone of voice, he delivered a quixotic micro-manifesto for 
artists.  
 
In 1999, while an MFA student at UCLA, Thomson claimed Nauman’s famous phrase for a 
3’ long holographic vinyl bumper sticker modeled on 12-step and recovery program 
merchandise (“Easy Does It,” “One Day at a Time,” “Let Go and Let God”). Fascinated by 
the public branding of private struggle, Thomson distributed it among students, artists and 
friends, who displaying it on their cars, assumed membership in an alternate but related 
version of a dysfunctional and cultish subculture: that of the artist. 
 
For his exhibition at Kadist, Thomson inverts his own bumper sticker work for a new series 
of neon signs. Expanding upon the pseudo-spiritual vernacular of Nauman’s original sign, 
these works place slogans and philosophical sound bites from 12-step and self-help 
literature into neon spirals. The phrases range from the generally motivational or affirming 
(“As you go through life make this your goal, watch the donut not the hole”) to those that 
could be referencing the making and exhibiting of art (“I don’t know the to key to success, 
but the key to failure is trying to please everybody”) to those that refer tautologically to the 
spiral form itself (“If you can read this call my sponsor”).  
 
These authorless aphorisms and motivational mantras address symptoms common to the 
behavior of the artist and the recovering addict: lifetime commitment and daily fortitude, 
compulsion and control, anxiety and regret, egomania and delusion, competition and 
resentment, and the hope of the ultimate fulfillment of individual vision within a network of 
support and common thought. The project attempts to adapt the banners, in-on-it phrases, 
and testimonials-of-membership of one subculture for use by another.  
 
Mungo Thomson’s work both critiques the utopian legacy of the 60s and 70s and carries 
forward California Conceptualism’s irreverence as it collides with the noise and pathology 
of mass culture. Combining anxiety and humor, refined materials and inelegant subcultures, 
phenomenology and cultural mediation, it pairs the sublime and the aspirational with 
consequence and degradation, the party with the hangover. For the Kadist exhibition, the 
beer sign hanging in the window, the 12-step bumper sticker and the Nauman artwork are 
all put into a circuit and scrambled. 

Wall, Window, or Bar Signs is curated by Joseph Del Pesco, and will be accompanied by a 
publication, The Big Book, designed by Jon Sueda and StripeSF.  
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ABOUT THE ARTIST: 

Mungo Thomson (born 1969 in Davis, California, based in Los Angeles) works in various 
media (film, sound, sculpture, photography, and publications) explores backgrounds, 
negative space and atmospherics – whether material and phenomenological or social and 
historical. His artworks approach perception and cultural mediation with economy and wit, 
and often rely on existing forms of recognition and distribution. Thomson attended the 
Whitney Museum Independent Study Program in New York and received an MFA from 
UCLA. He has had solo exhibitions, projects and performances at ArtPace, San Antonio, 
USA (2014), The High Line, New York, USA (2013); SITE Santa Fe, Santa Fe, USA 
(2013); The Times Museum, Guangzhou, China (2013); The Aspen Art Museum, Aspen, 
USA (2012); The Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, USA (2008); The Kadist Art 
Foundation, Paris, France (2007); and GAMeC, Bergamo, Italy (2006), among others. His 
work was included in the 2nd CAFAM Biennale, CAFA Art Museum, Beijing, China 
(2014); Pacific Standard Time, Los Angeles, USA (2012); the 12th Istanbul Biennial, 
Istanbul, Turkey (2011); the 2008 Whitney Biennial, Whitney Museum of American Art, 
New York, USA (2008); and the 2005 PERFORMA Biennial, New York, USA (2005), 
among others. Upcoming solo exhibitions are planned for the Contemporary Art Gallery, 
Vancouver, Canada, and Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, France.  
 
ABOUT KADIST: 
 
Kadist Art Foundation encourages the contribution of the arts to society, conducting 
programs primarily with artists represented in its collection to promote their role as cultural 
agents. Kadist's collections and productions reflect the global scope of contemporary art, 
and its programs develop collaborations between Kadist's local contexts (Paris, San 
Francisco) and artists, curators and art institutions worldwide. Each year Kadist hosts 
international artists in San Francisco and Paris for extended residency periods. While 
traditional residency programs are organized in the style of a retreat, removing the artist 
from the commotion of urban life, the Kadist residency places artists squarely within the 
heart and history of the urban experience. Each resident is assisted in the production of a 
new work for public presentation. Exhibitions take place either at Kadist's own venues, or 
in partnership with another area art institution. Kadist residencies seek to bring 
international perspectives into conversation with local audiences, histories and culture. 
 
 
Kadist contact: 
Heidi Rabben, Assistant Director 
heidi@kadist.org 
(415) 738-8668 
 
 


