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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.

In terms of subject, moments of collapse might be 
physical, temporal or psychological. For example, 
O’Grady has recently been making work around 
the theatrical practice of “corpsing”, in which an 
actor breaks character by forgetting their lines or 
laughing. Her own work is unsettled by moments 
of bathos, where tone unexpectedly lapses. Since 
temporary intervention is often at its heart, the 
meticulous planning and careful realisation of 
her work is particularly at odds with its temporary 
existence, which might only be experienced 
indirectly through documentation.

More broadly, other historical art practices – 
and ways in which these have been framed or 
instrumentalised – are frequently the subject of her 
work. 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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A Clock, Stopped
Edward Ball, 2020

It’s a passing sensation of disquiet. Something feels “off”, 
if only for a moment. But it’s a seductive limbo, one of 
anticipation, hesitation. Moments when silence becomes 
loud and the air a little thicker, a little cooler. Such sensations 
abound in Rosie O’Grady’s work, a serpentine and shifting 
tone that pivots through discomfort, levity and hyper-
awareness.

A close-up of a flower, perhaps a zinnia, cropped and 
still. Then a crunching auditory intrusion – the shunting 
keys of an old typewriter, as the image shifts shifts shifts 
downwards, then right. “How did you first find out that you 
had leukaemia?” a gentle voice enquires. The camera homes 
in on a man’s left ear, greyscale, hovering and fuzzy, oddly 
tender.

In artist Nancy Holt’s video work Revolve (1977) the artist, 
off-camera, interviews her friend the filmmaker Dennis 
Wheeler, who is dying of leukaemia. Oscillating from three 
fixed cameras – “designed to give the illusion of infinity”1 – 
the starkness of the filming counterposes the empathetic 
and philosophical depth of the conversation. Due to the age 
of the material, Wheeler’s head in profile is disturbed by a 
hazy, flickering band running down the right-hand edge of 
the video. O’Grady enters into this material with attention, 
carefully cropping footage and inserting images of flowers. 
O’Grady’s edit consists only of Wheeler’s left side. This 
disturbance excises all other perspectives, yet in so doing, 
creates another. Such close looking is in effect to zoom in, so 
that we see Wheeler’s head but not his face, which heightens 
our awareness of the act of listening, giving us a curious 
feeling that we might be eavesdropping, interlopers in a 
private moment.
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Guided by tensions already in the work, O’Grady amplifies, 
gives more space to, in this instance Wheeler’s florid, fluid 
metaphysical imagery in the face of the stark reality of death. 
The original image disturbance becomes an increasingly 
spectral presence, as it swells in metaphorical resonance, 
a balloon stretching its skin. Interposing Wheeler’s ear 
with O’Grady’s own photographs of flowers further affects 
this disjuncture, while also functioning as an aperture 
into a broader aesthetic and philosophical dimension 
on the imagery of death and dying. Certain flowers are 
inevitably associated with the funerary, yet O’Grady doesn’t 
overdetermine their inclusion. Instead, she uses what is at 
hand – things that were already there – images from her 
phone camera roll. O’Grady’s own edits and instinctive 
insertions introduce a new, softly whispered conversation 
with the material. Wheeler speaks frequently of control and 
uncertainty, particularly in relation to remission. O’Grady’s 
approach channels the content of the interview itself, 
taking Wheeler’s words and reflections on filmmaking as 
empathetic coordinates for her own process.

O’Grady’s willingness to be guided in approach by the 
material at hand finds curious parallel with another of Holt’s 
works: Trail Markers (1969), 20 photographs of orange spray 
circles on fenceposts and walking routes. These photographs 
were originally taken in 1969, while walking on Dartmoor 
with artist Robert Smithson, although Holt did not formalise 
this process, these images, into an artwork until 2012. Rosie 
O’Grady’s footage of flowers was gathered on walks during 
lockdown, likewise finding their way into the work at a later 
date. The work, this seems to say, was already there. As art 
historian and writer Joy Sleeman notes, “Trail Markers was 
made in an era when walking had taken on new significance 
in art and culture. Artists such as Richard Long (b. 1945), a 
recent acquaintance with whom Holt and Smithson met up 
briefly on this trip, had made walking into art.”2 A trail marker 
only provides a sense of direction, you must still connect the 
dots to find the way.

Regrettably, Holt’s remarkable artistic output and legacy 
have been overshadowed by Smithson’s. O’Grady’s 
May Day (2018) similarly practices a careful process of 
homage, in this instance amplifying the work and life of 

pp2-5.
Dona, turning, 2021.
Digital video (stills).

Installation photo: Damian Griffiths,
Courtesy Freelands Foundation.
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image. An after-image is literally that: temporarily produced 
in the eye of the onlooker, contingent on blinking. To “see” 
the work is to first relinquish sight, destabilising your own 
body in order to perceive anew. O’Grady shadowboxes 
with her material: tracing, cropping, mapping, excising, 
juxtaposing; each a process around missing information.  
Hers is a close looking at practices of close looking. 
Curvilinear lines in the earth, silhouettes, spray circles 
marking the way – a hazy and circular trail of relation with 
historical practices. A disquieting pause. What might we  
be absorbing without realising?

Scottish artist Margaret Macdonald. O’Grady quite literally 
amplifies: upscaling Macdonald’s work into an intervention 
in the landscape. To read this act as solely site-specific, 
however, is to miss the importance and ethics of O’Grady’s 
approach. Glasgow’s House for an Art Lover was built 
in 1990, constructed from an earlier speculative design 
proposal by Margaret Macdonald and her husband Charles 
Rennie Mackintosh, which was originally submitted as 
part of a competition in an architectural magazine. Yet the 
latter-day construction of the building, in its interpretation 
of the plans, foregrounded Mackintosh and muted and 
reduced Macdonald’s presence and legacy. Over the 
years, Macdonald’s gesso panel The May Queen (1900) was 
neglected and fell into disrepair, even being overpainted in 
1970. Depicted in the work is a central figure being crowned 
the May queen by four female figures, two either side. 
Drawing a connection with another form of erasure, O’Grady 
linked this knowledge to two French educators and activists, 
one male, one female, who had realised a 400ft clitoris in 
a field in southern France, to protest about the absence of 
female sexual pleasure from the curriculum.3 O’Grady and 
four female friends etched Macdonald’s The May Queen 
large-scale in the landscape, intimating an artistic lineage 
for the crop circle as one of protest, as “distress signal”.4 
O’Grady’s approach was to distort perception – disorientating 
scale, and as such readability of the image – in relation to 
the warped historical perception of Macdonald’s work. To 
be inside the crop circle is to have your vision of the whole 
restricted. The work also intervenes into the history of artistic 
intervention on the landscape. As such, May Day is also 
about potential, suggesting future pathways, not merely 
recontextualising in the present.

Developing in parallel to her work with Holt’s Revolve, 
O’Grady is reflecting on the legacy of the Surrealist artist 
and photographer Eileen Agar. In 1936, Agar took a series 
of photographs of distinctive rock forms on the Brittany 
coastline in France. Agar later traced them in an intensive 
process of trying to attain a deep understanding of those 
forms. Magnifying the effect of Agar’s original process, 
O’Grady is reproducing Agar’s photographic series as flashes 
of light, creating the physiological phenomenon of an after-

1  Rickey, Carrie. ‘Nancy Holt: Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New York’, 
Arts Magazine, no. 52, November 1977.
2  Sleeman, Joy. ‘Nancy Holt “Trail Mark-
ers” (1969), or the walk from Wistman’s 
Wood’, Holt Smithson Foundation, 
December 2019, https://holtsmithson-
foundation.org/nancy-holt-trail-mark-
ers-1969-or-walkwistmans-wood.
3  In 2016 Marie-Noelle Lanuit and Jean-
Claude Piquard created a clitoris-shape 
crop circle in a field in the village of 
Montferrier-sur-Lez, France.
4  The artist’s own term.
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Untitled (Ploumanac’h series), 2022.
Photograms, various dimensions.



1110

pp10-12
May Day, 2018. 

Video (stills).
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May Day  
Stuart Fallon, 2019

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 
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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, fell 
into disrepair, then 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 been restored.     

 

shapes and motifs that chime with design details adorning 
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 in medical teaching. 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 
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May Day, 2018. 
Installation view, laser-cut card in bespoke table frames (series).



1918
Biography

Rosie O’Grady (born 1990, York, England), lives and works  
in Glasgow.

Rosie received a grant for analogue photography from The 
Richard and Siobhan Coward Foundation in 2020. 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. She has recently produced writing 
for The NewBridge Project and Fortified Journal. 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 de Sousa Gallery, 
Detroit 2015. In 2019, she developed two curatorial projects 
under the title Strange Weather and has previously worked in 
programming roles at Glasgow Sculpture Studios (2015-2016) 
and as committee member at Market Gallery (2014-2016). She 
undertook a residency at Le Garage in Labastide-Villefranche 
as part of the programme of Artistes & Associés in 2021, and a 
Graduate Residency at Hospitalfield 2015.

Talbot Rice Residents 
 
Talbot Rice Residents is a two-year programme within the 
unique context of Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh College of 
Art and the University of Edinburgh. 

A part of the Freelands Artist Programme, Talbot Rice 
Residents provides time and support for emerging, or re-
emerging artists based anywhere in Scotland. It is supported 
by Edinburgh College of Art, where the Residents have a 
studio and access to facilities. Residents also receive year-
round curatorial and technical support from the Talbot 
Rice team, as well as access to workshops, libraries and 
collections, and contact with the vast academic community 
within the University of Edinburgh. In addition to an 
annual artist fee, Residents receive an individual budget 
for production and travel, and meet at key points in the 
programme for masterclasses and workshops delivered by 
invited guests. The programme also includes national and 
international research trips, new commissioned writing and 
culminates with exhibitions in Edinburgh and London.

Freelands Artist Programme 
 
The Freelands Artist Programme is a landmark initiative to 
support emerging artists across the UK launched in 2018 by 
Freelands Foundation. The programme nurtures emerging 
artists’ practices by fostering long-term relationships and 
collaborations with arts organisations and bolstering regional 
arts ecosystems. 

In its first five-year phase, 80 artists have undertaken the 
programme across four partner organisations – g39, Cardiff, 
PS², Belfast, Site Gallery, Sheffield and Talbot Rice Gallery.
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