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Rosie O’Grady’s practice manifests in video, 
performance, text, print, installation and 
temporary intervention. Acts of collapsing and 
flattening can be traced throughout – in its 
methods, material and subject matter. Using 
these processes, the work often attempts to 
activate moments of disorientation, which 
unsettle our relationship to histories, bodies, 
information and objects.

An encounter with O’Grady’s work regularly 
pivots about an experience of gradual 
realisation. This shift from disorientation 
to recognition heightens our awareness of 
the various cognitive processes involved 
in forming our understanding of things: 
perception, association, language, memory 
and speculation. As such, this sense of 
disorientation not only reconfigures the 
relationship between things, but also 
implicates the position of the audience within 
this network. O’Grady is also interested in how 
an image can elicit a physiological response. 
Phenomena such as goosebumps, the double-
take, or an after-image equally contribute to an 
experience of disorientation.

In terms of subject, moments of collapse 
might be physical, temporal or psychological. 
Recognising a parallel with the patterns of 
tension and release inherent to comedy, 
O’Grady has recently been researching the 
act of ‘corpsing’, in which a performer breaks 
character by forgetting their lines or laughing. 
Her own work is unsettled by moments of 
bathos, where tone unexpectedly lapses. 
For example, since temporary intervention is 
often at its heart, the meticulous planning and 
careful realisation of a gesture is particularly at 
odds with its temporary existence.

More broadly, other historical art practices – 
and ways in which these have been framed or 
instrumentalised – are frequently the subject of 
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May Day 
 
 
Rosie O’Grady’s May Day celebrates and attempts to redress 
the status of artist Margaret Macdonald at a site complicit 
in the ongoing repression of her cultural significance. It is a 
work in two sections, partly in Glasgow’s historic House for 
an Art Lover and partly in a small side building, usually a 
local heritage centre. O’Grady offers the viewer freedom to 
experience the work in either order, allowing for two distinct 
sequences of encounter and revelation.

House for an Art Lover is based upon designs proposed by 
Macdonald and her husband/collaborator Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh in 1901. Unrealised for almost a century, their 
incomplete plans were finally used to build the house as 
part of Glasgow’s push towards becoming European City 
of Culture in 1990, a campaign that positioned Mackintosh 
as the key cultural icon of the city. Almost 30 years later, 
amidst the celebrations to mark the 150th anniversary of 
Mackintosh’s birth, O’Grady set out to spotlight the role 
and legacy of Macdonald, under the shadow of her exalted 
partner.

Initially designed as ‘an elegant country retreat for a person 
of taste and culture,’ the house is tailored in its modern form 
to appeal to ‘everyone,’ be they stopping for a coffee on a trip 
to the park, shopping for souvenirs or planning a wedding. 
Its public spaces display information screens, usually the 
preserve of familiar information about Mackintosh and news 
of upcoming events. O’Grady has subtly hijacked the screens, 
uniforming them with silent drone footage shot high above a 
field. The videos slowly reveal a system of straight lines and 
whorls where the crop has been flattened and shaped. As 
the images unfold the impressions start to combine, forming 
shapes and motifs that chime with design details adorning  
 

her work. Compressing things into proximity with 
one another, O’Grady uses methods of rehearsal 
and re-enactment, as well as speculative 
proposal. Additionally, she often addresses a 
specific site: both its architectural fabric and 
recorded histories. O’Grady is interested in the 
process of the work itself becoming part of the 
general conversation and ongoing conjecture 
around her subjects.
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the interior of the House. When finally the camera zooms out, 
Margaret Macdonald’s May Queen, is revealed, dramatically 
scaled up and etched on the land.  

Macdonald’s Art Nouveau queen, the central figure in her 
gesso panel of 1900, is flanked on both sides by four young 
women connected by floral ribbons. The image illustrates the 
annual May Day tradition of choosing a young female virgin 
to be queen for the day as maypoles are danced around in 
an unequivocal rite of fertility to herald the return of spring. 

Whilst the form of O’Grady’s land intervention summons 
Macdonald, her method directly relates to the actions of 
educators and activists Marie-Noelle Lanuit and Jean-Claude 
Piquard. In 2016, Lanuit and Piquard created a 400-foot-long 
clitoris in a field in the south of France, to protest a lack of 
visibility around female sexual pleasure, and inadequate 
acknowledgement of the subject within education. Whilst 
recognising the potential ironic complication of the action 
(crop circles remain synonymous with suspicion, hoax and 
paranormal interference), O’Grady joins Lanuit and Piquard 
in claiming the form as a direct method of affirmation, using 
provocative action and absurd scale to critique the historical 
representation of their subject. 

In the adjacent building, O’Grady discloses the actual 
creation of her field intervention. At the same time, she 
removes the information panels usually on display, 
temporarily interrupting their retelling of Glasgow’s largely 
patriarchal industrial and ship-building histories. A video shot 
at ground level shows O’Grady and four female companions 
(in direct reference to Macdonald’s quintet) beginning to 
navigate the field and contemplate their task. With a mood 
of ad-hoc levity, at odds with the monumental outcome of 
their labour, the group measure out the design and begin 
stomping the corn. Alongside, elegantly sandwiched in glass 
table-tops, a series of dark grey cards reveal preparatory 
designs and instructions for the work. The cut-out lines, 
constructed from a series of dots and dashes, resemble 
dress-making patterns and suggest a hidden code to be 
deciphered. Their horizontal placement on tables pose them 
as blueprints, instructions rather than illustrations, whilst the 
transparent and reflective properties of the glass link them 
directly to the site of display. Together with the video  
 

they offer an informative exposé of how the crop circle was 
plotted and executed, a calculated act of demystification 
counteracting both the enigma around the origin of crop 
circles and the continued obfuscation of Macdonald’s work. 

May Day is a work of homage, using intervention and re-
enactment to raise awareness of Margaret Macdonald’s 
work and influence, whilst also highlighting the widespread 
depreciation or erasure of female figures from art history. 
Macdonald’s original May Queen panel was neglected 
and allowed to fall into disrepair, before being entirely 
overpainted in the 1970s. It was not until the mid-1990s that 
it was fully restored and rightfully installed in Kelvingrove 
Art Gallery. O’Grady’s work agitates for a similar cultural 
restoration, and even though May Day was only a temporary 
intervention, its impact continues to resonate long after 
normal service has resumed.
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Talbot Rice Residents
 

Talbot Rice Residents provides time and support for early-
career Scotland-based artists within the unique context 
of Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh College of Art and the 
University of Edinburgh.

The programme provides a unique research and 
development opportunity to artists at a critical point in their 
career. Rigorous exploration, experimentation and risk-
taking is encouraged within a culture of care and curiosity. 
Residents are provided with studio and office space, access 
to workshops, libraries and collections, as well as contact 
with the vast academic community within the University of 
Edinburgh and ongoing curatorial and technical support from 
the Talbot Rice team. 

The Talbot Rice Residents programme is part of a UK-wide 
initiative funded by the Freelands Foundation to support 
and grow creative communities by fostering long-term 
relationships and collaborations between artists and  
arts organisations. Talbot Rice Gallery became the Scottish 
recipient of the award in 2018 alongside G39, Cardiff,  
PS2 (Paragon Studios / Project Space), Belfast and Site 
Gallery, Sheffield.

Biography

Rosie O’Grady (b. 1990, York, England) lives and works in Glasgow.  
She was awarded the Glasgow Open Bursary for Glasgow 
International 2018 and presented her first solo exhibition May Day 
at House for an Art Lover. Other group exhibitions and projects 
include What’s Love Got To Do With It? at Art-Cade Gallery, 
Marseille, Printemps de l’Art Contemporain Festival 2018; The 
Driver’s Seat at Cubitt Gallery, London 2018; and Over Over Over, 
Simone DeSousa Gallery, Detroit 2015. In 2019, she developed 
two curatorial projects under the title Strange Weather and has 
previously worked in programming roles as a committee member 
at Market Gallery (2014-2016) and Programme Coordinator at 
Glasgow Sculpture Studios (2015-2016). She undertook a Graduate 
Residency at Hospitalfield 2015.
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This is an ongoing digital publication that will be added 
to over time. Published by Talbot Rice Gallery, the 
University of Edinburgh.

Texts written by Stuart Fallon and Rosie O’Grady.

Proofreading by Miranda Blennerhassett.

Thanks to Tessa Giblin and Andrew Patrizio. 

Images: p2, pp6-7 May Day, video still, 2018, p5 May 
Day, laser-cut card in bespoke table frames (series) 
– installation view, 2018. Commissioned by Glasgow 
International 2018 for the Glasgow Open Bursary. 
Courtesy of Rosie O’Grady. 

All rights reserved. The translation, the total or partial 
adaptation and the reproduction by any means 
(including microfilm, film and photocopies), as well as 
the electronic storage, are reserved in all countries. 

The publishers would like to thank all those who have 
given their kind permission to reproduce material for this 
book. Every effort has been made to achieve permission 
for the images and texts in this catalogue. However, as 
in standard editorial policy for publications, the publisher 
remains available in case preliminary agreements were 
not able to be made with copyright holders.

©2020 the artists, writers and Talbot Rice Gallery
ISBN 978-1-9162753-5-5
Talbot Rice Gallery
The University of Edinburgh, Old College, South Bridge
Edinburgh EH8 9YL, UK

For an illustrated, e-reader version of this booklet, please visit www.trg.ed.ac.uk
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