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Q&A with

Ed Ruscha
Ed Ruscha is widely regarded as one of the world’s 
most important artists with a career spanning six 
decades from the early 1960s until the present day.

He is best known for his series of photographs of 
Los Angeles and paintings featuring everyday words 
and phrases.

His work explores the relationship between mass media and the banality of modern urban life.

WHEN DID YOU FIRST REALISE YOU WANTED TO BE 
AN ARTIST?

About age 12, when I realized I didn’t have the apti-
tude to be a doctor.

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO BE AN ARTIST? I MEAN IS IT 
HARD WORK?

I know what it doesn’t take to be an artist and that 
is the need to follow rules. It might be a struggle but 
you have to follow a path of your own creation.

WHY DO YOU USE WORDS AS ART AND WHAT MADE 
YOU START USING TEXT IN YOUR CREATIONS?

Words in horizontal lines are like objects lined up on 
a table and I’ve always liked still lifes.

IS IT JUST WORDS AND LETTERING YOU USE OR DO 
YOU USE OTHER SYMBOLS?

I consider any recognizable image to be a symbol 
and am constantly using them.

DO YOU PREFER TO WORK MORE WITH WORDS 
THAN, SAY, OBJECTS?

This depends on my mood at the time, and some-
times I can’t even decide.

HOW DO YOU SELECT YOUR TEXT (WHAT YOU SAY) 
AND DO YOU PLAN THE REST OF THE PICTURE BE-
FORE OR AFTER THAT?

I follow any order that I think will produce an inter-
esting picture and it sometimes comes to me in a 
flash. But often the motive moves along like treacle.

WHERE DO YOU GET YOUR INSPIRATION FROM AND 
WHAT INFLUENCES YOU?

Often I am influenced by pictures and events that 
I don’t like or have any interest in. These negative 
influences turn out to be positive.

HAVE YOU EVER WORKED IN WHAT WE WOULD 
THINK IS A MORE CONVENTIONAL WAY E.G. LAND-
SCAPE, PORTRAIT, ETC?

Most artists start by adapting stiff and mundane 
techniques, then they have to move on to a more 
personal vision.

HOW OFTEN DO YOU PRODUCE A NEW PICTURE?

Sometimes every day, but there are always dry peri-artist rooms based on TATE INTERVIEW, 16 DEC 2014

ods when nothing gets ‘done’.

WHAT TECHNIQUES DO YOU USE WHEN USING PAS-
TELS?

I grind down the pastel until it is a powder then rub it 
into the paper. This seems to be the best way to get 
what I think I want.

HOW DO YOU MAKE YOUR STENCILLED PIECES 
(FOR EXAMPLE, THE HOLLYWOOD PIECE, DEC. 30TH, 
2005, IN ACRYLIC)?

Using stencils is a very effective way of blocking out 
a background or image to achieve desired results. 
Often you can reach surprising solutions this way.

WHAT INFLUENCED YOU TO MAKE THE HOLLYWOOD 
PAINTING (DEC. 30TH, 2005)?

To me, ‘HOLLYWOOD’ is large metal and wooden 
letters on the hillside outside my studio window. If I 
could not see it then the sky was overcast or smog-
gy. I used the sign like a weathervane and painted a 
portrait of the scene outside my window.
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WHAT WAS THE INSPIRATION FOR THE PICTURE 
HOPE, 1998?

‘Hope’ was always a word that looked and sounded 
like it needed to be made into a picture.

IN HOPE, 1998, IS HOPE FADING AWAY OR IS IT THAT 
HOPE IS FADING AWAY THE DARKNESS?

The word can be looked at in many ways – the 
viewer’s interpretation can be as imaginative and 
resourceful as the artist who painted it.
 
IN SOAPY SMITH, 1996 WHY DID YOU CHOOSE TO 
MAKE THE WORDS UNREADABLE?

‘SOAPY SMITH’ is almost unreadable but not com-
pletely. You have to put your nose at the bottom of 
the long, skinny letters and they will be completely 
legible.

WHICH OF YOUR PIECES ARE YOU MOST PROUD OF, 
AND WHY?

Any picture that makes me smile because I get a 
very unclear, but distinct, feeling of achievement.

WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE WORD?

‘So’

The ARTIST ROOMS collection holds a remarkable 
survey of Ruscha’s work dating between 1962 and 
2010, including an important group of drawings, pho-
tograph portfolios and several key paintings.
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