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I’ve tracked down a copy of our 
degree show catalogue from
2009. We riffle through the pages, 
reminiscing about our student 
work.
     
Scott McCracken: What’s your 
overriding memory of art school, does 
anything stick out in your mind?
Rachel Maclean: I’ve got lots of 
memories. I really remember my first 
year at ECA; we were in the same group.
SM: The two things I remember you 
doing were a video in first year of your 
reflection and you were dressed all in 
red…
RM: I think I had just watched Don’t
Look Now!
SM: …The second thing I remember 
is that you made this painting of fluid, 
drippy figures that had two levers on 
either side. You could use the levers 
to make the figures move. Do you 
remember?
RM: Yes! It took me ages. And after I 
finished it I thought what the hell is this? 
SM: It was kinetic, a sort of animated 
painting. Was that right before you 
started making the films, making these 
moving paintings?

Rachel Maclean and I 
have known each other 
for twelve years, having 
first met at Edinburgh 
College of Art where we 
both studied Painting. 
I’ve travelled from 
London to a coffee 
shop in Dennistoun, 
in the east end of 
Glasgow, to meet near 
her studio.
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RM: Yes, I think it was. It’s funny, I 
totally forgot about that. I had been 
doing painting up until that point. And 
there were these courses at ECA where 
you could do electives, which were great, 
as you were taught very quickly to use 
things like Photoshop and Final Cut. I 
just remember the teacher saying you 
could use green screen and having an 
idea of how you could do it. That was 
exciting because it felt like a lot of what
I was doing in painting was already 
a bit collage-y, a bit sculptural and 
performative. You could suddenly make 
what felt like paintings in moving image. 
SM: Is it true that you painted the walls 
in your flat green when you were at art 
school?
RM: Yes – but completely the wrong 
colour!
SM: Does it need to be a certain colour? 
RM: Yes, but I didn’t know that at the 
time. It’s supposed to be a bright, darker 
green, but I painted it a very yellowy 
green. The idea is that it’s as far away 
from the skin colour as possible. There’s 
too much yellow in people’s skin colour. 
SM: Was that transition from painting to 
film supported by your tutors?
RM: I remember some of them being 
amazed by quite basic technology. They 
were supportive of a lot of stuff I was 
trying out. I was still doing painting, and 
a bit of sculpture then, too. I was drawn 
to painting because of the process – I felt 
like there was something quite intuitive 
about it. I found with other disciplines it 
was more conceptual. In sculpture, you 
needed to know what you were making 
and then you started modelling it. And I
liked with painting that you had some 
ideas and you knew where you were
going but it was starting and seeing where 
that takes you.
SM: Being led more by the process? 
RM: Yes.
SM: Did working in film suit your 
language more than painting?
RM: I think so. I remember starting
out trying film but the way people think 

about narrative film is much more about 
story. I think finding green screen worked 
for me as you can think about
it like a painting: you think about the 
backdrop; colours. You’re able to move 
the figure around the space. It’s not all 
done in camera; it’s done afterwards. I 
always quite liked that about painting – 
that it was treated like a process rather 
than having to conceive of an idea and 
then just make it.
SM: You have lots of different 
constituents or elements to bring together 
when making a film. Do you feel you can 
still work intuitively?
RM: Green screen is good. Some things 
have to be pretty fixed, like what the 
character says and the different shots you 
pick up. But there is still that sense you 
can get into postproduction and start 
making decisions on colour and what’s 
going to be in the background. That’s 
quite intuitive. It’s easy at that stage to 
change it if you don’t like it. It still feels 
like painting. You stop when you feel you 
have it right.
SM: The introduction from the 
previous Turps issue is a quote by Jannis 
Kounellis. He says that he has the 
mindset of a painter – that’s his identity. 
Do you think you have the mindset of a 
painter?
RM: I think I do to an extent. I’ve always 
thought that way but the minute you 
move into digital media people often treat 
it like something that’s totally distinct 
from more traditional art disciplines, 
whereas I don’t think that
it is. A lot of what I do now I’ve learnt 
through painting. Particularly in the 
postproduction stage it’s all about light, 
colour, and composition. It still feels like 
a painting process just not using paint.
SM: Do you think you would ever return 
to painting? Or that you would do it 
alongside making the videos, even if it 
were just for yourself and something you 
wouldn’t necessarily show?
RM: I do a lot of drawing, I always have.  
I find it hard to think of things without 
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drawing. I enjoy painting but the last
few times I’ve tried it… I’m really not a 
painter! [laughs]
SM: Is there a specific painting or image 
you think about when making work – one 
that your mind inevitably drifts back to? 
RM: I’ve always loved Bosch’s Garden of 
Earthly Delights. A lot of my work has that 
idea of heaven and hell. The film I made 
for Venice has that sort of upper world, 
lower world – a secular heaven and hell 
idea. I think it’s an amazing painting, it’s 
so imaginative and grotesque and weird. 
It stands out within art history; it’s an 
anomalous thing. It has this weirdly flat, 
vertical space with these tiny little figures. 
I loved it when I was at college as well. I 
think a lot of people do.
SM: How do you start off making one of 
your films, is it with the drawing?
RM: There are a few processes. I usually 
start with sketching and drawing things 
more generally, and recently, by writing
 a script. I don’t really know how to 

write a script but I write it in a way that 
makes sense to me. Prior to that I used 
found audio. On the project I’m about 
to start I’m using found audio again 
but it’s audio from archives and I chop 
that together to make the script. Usually 
once I have a script I start drawing all 
the characters and their costumes. I 
storyboard everything so I draw every 
single shot and then make notes about
it. It’s quite helpful because you’re 
visualising everything and with green 
screen there’s nothing there.
SM: You mentioned that you initially 
used found audio. What was the process 
for that? Was it more about finding the 
right dialogue of what was being said or 
was it more about who was saying it and 
its original context?
RM: It was a mixture of the two. The 
film, The Lion and The Unicorn has got 
the Queen, David Cameron, and Alex 
Salmond. I knew I wanted them in it
but it was finding bits of audio that were 

SCOTT MCCRACKEN/RACHEL MACLEAN
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a bit strange. There’s a scene where 
Jeremy Paxman is asking Alex Salmond 
about what he’s going to do with the gold 
reserves that belong to Scotland, is he 
going to take them up to Scotland on the 
train. It’s quite a surreal image.  It’s those 
sorts of conversations that turn a little 
bit surreal or odd. They’re not just the 
dense, boring bits of the same interview. 
I like the cheekiness of what you can 
do with stealing, effectively, a powerful 
person’s voice without asking them and 
then re-appropriating that. I never mean 
for it to be a straight up piss-take of that 
person, I want it to be a little bit more 
ambiguous. In The Lion And The Unicorn, 
I didn’t want it to feel like I was forcing 
my own opinion as to yes or no. It was 
more of a discussion. If you take reality 
and then slightly shift it, you realise how 
absurd a lot of reality actually is!
SM: Is humour important in the work? 
The films remind me to some extent
of dark comedies, like The League of 

Gentlemen, and the idea of finding humour 
in the horror or the grotesque and vice 
versa.
RM: I totally agree. I liked The League of 
Gentlemen when I was younger. I probably 
shouldn’t have been watching it then! 
[laughs] What I liked about it is it’s 
never that sincere but you never quite 
know what it is you’re supposed to be 
laughing at a lot of the time. There are 
some bits that are genuinely disturbing 
which I think work. I like when you have 
a tone and a sense where everything 
is heightened or exaggerated and you 
know, at some level, it’s never going to be 
sincere, but within that you can do
something genuinely horrific at the same 
time as something that’s funny. The line 
between those two can be blurred; there’s 
not a big jump between something being 
horrific and then turning it into being 
funny again.
SM: It’s almost Lynchian. He locates the 
strangeness through the domestic  and
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familiar. How do you locate the 
strangeness in your work? Does it go back 
to your intuition and just allowing it to 
happen?
RM: What I like about Lynch’s work 
is the white picket fence, suburban 
America. It’s a space that’s depicted so 
much in American movies that you grow 
up with and you know that world.
It’s this lovely world where everyone is 
well off and having a great time. And 
then he just shifts it, and makes it dark 
and reveals this underbelly of
grotesqueness, weirdness, and darkness. 
I like taking things that are familiar from 
our culture, and things you recognise 
from social media culture or reality 
television – very familiar formats that 
make you feel comfortable at some level
because you think you know this – and 

then doing something with it that reveals 
the underlying darkness of that culture. 
So many companies and so much of the 
commercial world presents itself with 
this benign façade. Google has its office 
that looks like a crèche, and there’s this 
sense of, ‘isn’t it fun to work at Google?’, 
and ‘aren’t we just big kids having fun at 
Google?’ It’s a clever way to hide a lot of 
what goes on beneath the surface. I like 
how you can recognise the world – it’s 
everywhere and you see it all the time – 
but how do you shift that slightly?
SM: One of the things about your work 
is you play all the characters. How did 
that start?
RM: When I was at college, I got into 
performance art and the tradition that 
you use yourself in your work; using 
yourself and performing for the camera 
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in quite a simple way. By doing that, I 
realised I was interested in costume and 
how easy it is to transform yourself into 
different characters or different genders 
and play with that and how easy it can 
be to convince people of these sort of 
façades From there it became more about 
identity and identity as performance. 
It was a really odd and absurdist way 
to start creating worlds, and I like the 
uncomfortable feeling that what you’re 
seeing is, to a certain extent, a lie or an 
illusion – there’s nothing much beneath 
the surface. It’s not like you’re looking at 
an actor who really does look inside like 
that. The whole identity is
a complete façade. There are different 
levels of make-up and prosthetics used to 
vary your appearance but they have some 
quasi-homogenous uniformity to them. 
So, they seem to share something but 
they also seem to be disconnected from 
one another.
SM: It reminds me a bit of Kafka’s 
stories and how they tend to deal with 
the alienation of not being able to 
communicate with those around you. 
RM: Yes. With social media, we are 
already living in societies that are 
increasingly alienated from one other. 
Social media just increases that sense in 
which you select the things you want to
see and hear and are friends with people 
who agree with you. You live in these 
bubbles where when something happens, 
like Brexit or the result of the Scottish 
referendum, you think ‘what the hell?’ 
but everybody in my world thinks the 
same as me! It shocks you when you 
encounter the sense of ‘no it’s not like 
that’. I’m interested in the way that we
live and the inequality of it and how often 
we can be separated and alienated from 
other people in society.
SM: What you do, your process, seems 
quite fun! You visualise these characters, 
then you design them and then you 
become them. There’s this quote by 
Auerbach where he says the painter/
artist should inhabit their subject as an 

actor inhabits the role that they play. In a 
way, you embody that sentiment.
RM: I like the feeling of creating worlds 
that are seductive and draw you in but 
there’s always something that pushes you 
out and leaves you feeling uncomfortable. 
It’s the weird thing where it’s fun but you 
find yourself being really stressed out by 
strange things. It’s often something like I 
need a prosthetic nose strip from America 
and I’m stressed out of my mind because 
it’s stuck at customs! [laughs] It’s also 
been exciting working with crews. There 
are all these micro-levels of creativity 
that go into film that quite subtly or 
dramatically change the tone and the 
content. It’s exciting to see what they are 
able to do with colour and the quality 
of light and all these things, which, as a 
painter, you know and learn about.
 


