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A video art pioneer and conceptual 
photographer who found creative 
salvation in a slice of salami and, later,  
an enthusiastic four-legged sitter, 
William Wegman uses found objects  
and his Weimaraners to create surrealist 
portraits. We retrace his career, follow  
him to George Nakashima’s studio, and 
showcase a portfolio of new images 
matching his dogs with American design, 
shot specially for the pages of Wallpaper*
PhotograPhy: William Wegman Producer: michael reynolds   

Profile: Paul mccann  

Guest editor

WeGmAN
WilliAm
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           chance encounter with a piece of salami, 
sometime in 1970, changed the course of William 
Wegman’s career. The photographer – who at the time 
described himself as a minimalist-conceptualist trapped 
in a ‘tough corner’ artistically – had drawn circles on 
his hand to mimic the stones of his ring. Then later 
that day, at a party, he noticed the similarity between 
the circles on his hand and the circles of pepper in a 
piece of salami. He rushed out to buy some salami and 
set up a picture, creating Cotto (1970). He now had his 
reason and his clarity, his beginnings and his endings; 
all to be explored in the form of the set-up picture  
and the found object. The photograph or the flm 
would now be the work, not a document of the work.

Wegman was born in Massachusetts in 1943. He  
was ‘Bill the Painter’ at high school and completed his 
undergrad studies at the Massachusetts College of Art. 
There, he focused on abstract painting in what he has 
described as an ‘overbearing, serious way’ – ‘manifesto’ 
art movements such as Dadaism and constructivism 
were a major infuence. A student at the University  
of Illinois Urbana-Champaign in the 1960s, he met  
the flmmaker Ronald Nameth, with whom he would  
later show flms at Warhol’s Electric Circus in New 
York. Wegman’s frst photographs and flms were a way 
of capturing the ephemeral works – mostly infatable 
structures and kinetic sculptures – he was making.

After graduation in 1967, Wegman spent three years 
experimenting with the frst in a long line of ‘found’ 
objects, particularly mesh and other fabrics. Furniture 
also made an appearance, as did inexpensive materials, 
such as shoes, pots and pans. In one performance  
piece he threw radios of a roof; in another he foated 
Styrofoam commas down the Milwaukee River. It was 
one of these late 1960s works, the ‘screen pieces’ fabric 
installations, that was shown at the seminal exhibition 
‘Live in Your Head: When Attitudes Become Form’,  
at the Bern Kunsthalle in March 1969, alongside works  
by Richard Serra, Joseph Beuys and Richard Tuttle. 

The following year, Wegman moved to California  
to take up a teaching post at Long Beach. His frst West 
Coast pictures focus on diference and duality. His 
diptych Light Of/Light On (1970) are identical images  
of door and wall, a fipped switch marking one from  
the other. In Big and Little (1971) Wegman poses with  
a student bearing a remarkable likeness to him. Both 
are draped in a series of garden implements, but as the 

student is biger than the artist, so all his tools are 
biger than the artist’s. ‘It’s an appropriate rendering of 
the facts,’ says Peter MacGill, a New York gallerist who 
has worked with Wegman for decades. ‘But it is fltered 
through Bill’s incredibly intelligent humourous flter.’

‘Wegman started working in California as a 
conceptual artist,’ says Marc Selwyn, Wegman’s LA 
gallerist, ‘and was associated with John Baldessari and 
Allen Ruppersberg, Bruce Nauman and Ed Ruscha, the 
whole group of them exchanging ideas and doing really 
radical things. Before this, photographers in California 
were people like Ansel Adams, who made beautifully 
crafted, well-composed photographs. And then comes  
a group of artists who’ve decided that what’s important 
is the idea, and the documentation of a performance. 
This was very typical of the time; there was a rebellion 
against traditional ideas about what an art object was.’

In hindsight, the move to California in 1970 brought 
one other major development: Wegman and his then 
wife Gayle bought a puppy, a Weimaraner they named 
Man Ray and who was destined to become his most 
important ‘found’ object. ‘He was “found” I guess,’ says 
Wegman. ‘I didn’t expect to be working with him, but 
as a young puppy he came to my studio and convinced 
me that it was something we should be doing together. 
He was always there anyway. I had dogs growing up, but 
I had never had a Weimaraner, and they really require  
a lot of attention – so that just sort of happened.’ 

Turning the camera on Man Ray made the dog 
happy. And he was just there, a fxture in the studio, 
like the props and food and chairs that pepper 
Wegman’s images and videos at this time. Life, in all  
its droll banality, was Wegman’s subject. His own body 
is sometimes the canvas – particularly in his early 
videos, such as Stomach Song (1970), where Wegman sits, 
bare-chested, and hums a tune, his torso resembling  
a face, his nipples as eyes, bellybutton as mouth. Other 
flms have Man Ray draging a microphone around  
or lapping up milk dribbling from Wegman’s mouth.

‘He was a pioneering video artist,’ says Fredericka 
Hunter, co-owner of Houston’s Texas Gallery, who  
has known Wegman since 1973. ‘He was the one who 
saved us from the absolute boredom of early video art. 
There were some insane ones and some that bordered 
on pornography, but for the most part, oh the boredom. 
I always think of Bill as the pioneer who saved us.’ 
If his photographs were ironic and quirky, Wegman’s » 

A

William Wegman  

and Flo, 2015
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video art explored incongruity to deliver humour  
to an even greater degree. In Spelling Lesson (1973-74),  
he explains to Man Ray that while the dog had spelled 
‘out’ and ‘park’ correctly, he had spelled ‘beach’, with 
two ‘e’s. In Two Dogs (1975-76), Man Ray and a companion 
track an unseen tennis ball, their synchronised ballet  
of heads providing the delight. Despite their low-tech 
production values and limited action, some of the videos 
could easily have been lifted from a sketch show, and 
indeed Wegman did show Spelling Lessons and Two Dogs 
when he frst appeared on Late Night with David Letterman 
in 1982 – an appearance that would be the frst of many, 
and one of the frst signs of his widening appeal.

‘He prefgures in his videos what digital technology 
has enabled people to do and which now flls YouTube,’ 
says MacGill. ‘And some of his photographs prefgure 
his videos. In Family Combinations (1972), he blends 
pictures of his mother and father and of himself, so  
he was making these composite portraits long before 
Photoshop made it possible for everyone.’

In 1972, Wegman left California for New York, 
where he continued to work in video and photography, 
using objects found in dumpsters around the city, but 
also began to draw. Often text-based, these drawings 
explore lists, cursive handwriting and typography. He 
says it was a relief not to have to drag things in front  
of a camera, just to use pencil and paper. Meanwhile, 
also in 1973, Wegman videos featured in the Whitney 
Biennial – the frst time video art was included.

Yet in 1978 Wegman broke with video art, partly 
because of changing technology. Colour photography 
required hotter lights, a more professional studio set-up 
which afected his relationship with the dogs. At around 
the same time, Polaroid made a 20x24 camera to promote 
its new Polacolor II Film. It was a monster, weighing 
107kg, but contained a roll of modern instant flm and 
produced richly coloured, large-format photographs. 
Artists and photographers, Wegman among them, were 

invited to the company’s HQ to see how they might use 
the camera. Wegman’s frst images in this new medium 
adhered to his black-and-white manifesto and so he 
shot his grey dog against a black background. A second, 
now highly collectable, image was shot with just a hint 
of colour: nail varnish on the dog’s claws and in a bottle 
in the foreground. It was titled Fey Ray, a typically 
Wegman pun on a made-up male and the 1930s actress.

But the richness and beauty of the medium could 
not be ignored, says Wegman. Nor the immediacy and 
unpredictability of the instant flm. ‘When I started  
to use the Polaroid camera, I couldn’t really plan for it.  
I used to make little sketches for my photographs in the 
1970s but with the Polaroids all kinds of diferent things 
would happen. And that’s the brilliance of photography: 
you get something that is better than you almost. The 
lucky accident happens over and over again if you just 
spend time at it. And that really changed what I liked 
to think of as my manifesto; in a way it corrupted it.

‘Before I worked with Polaroid I was interested in 
only making works that would be the same reproduced  
in books or on TV. It was a sort of anti-picture quality, 
the opposite of the Zone System, which all those that 
studied photography – which I didn’t – would embed in 
their process. But with me coming to it quite late,  
and having an aversion to photography, I tried to not 
get involved with that. Then with the Polaroid some  
of the pictures were just incredibly beautiful and I just 
had to accept it and go with what happened.’

And what happened was lush, textured images  
of immense richness. Much may have remained the  
same: Wegman started with an idea, a dog, and a prop.  
But the outcomes were stunning photographs that  
could have come from a colour-fxated Yousuf Karsh, 
with the formality of the composition undercut 
because the sitter is a dog, not a Churchill or a 
Hemingway. The work is serene and often surreal.  
Man Ray became both subject and supporting object; » 

01 2 DOGS. DreSSeD  

up tO lOOk like 

chilDren, 1997

A surreAlist work 

feAturing found 

photogrAphs of two 

ActuAl children 

02 FAY/ruSchA, 1987 

A memorAble diptych  

of dog And Artist  

03 cOttO, 1970

the sAlAmi-inspired work 
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04 BiG AnD little, 1971
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Wegman recounts his visit to 
Nakashima’s studio, and presents  
a portfolio of brand new images

he was fxed with a sock trunk in Elephant (1979) or 
made to foat from the ceiling in Ray Bat (1980). 

Wegman’s increasing recognition and popularity 
included not just appearances on late night TV, but also 
an acclaimed book, Man’s Best Friend, which The New 
York Review of Books described as the most original 
photography book since Robert Frank’s The Americans. 
When Man Ray died of cancer in March 1982, The 
Village Voice put him on its cover as ‘Man of the Year’.

Following Man Ray’s death, Wegman worked 
without a dog for fve years, photographing paired 
people and objects in his studio. He also took up 
painting for the frst time in 15 years, much infuenced 
by the landscapes and feelings generated by spending 
more of his time in the Rangeley Lakes area of Maine. 
Among these paintings were a number that feature 
architectural icons, from Buckminster Fuller’s domes,  
to Wright’s Fallingwater, or Le Corbusier’s chapel  
at Ronchamp. His landscape and architectural  
interests reappear in more recent paintings, based  
on Wegman’s huge collection of postcards. 

Wegman returned to photographing dogs in 1987, 
making his new dog Fay Ray the focus of images that 
included, that year, a diptych of dog and artist called 
Fay/Ruscha (1987), now one of a large collection of 
Wegman works owned by New York’s MoMa. Fay lent  
a new, sometimes disturbing, psychological element to 
the photographs, able to be dressed as Wonder Woman, 
or draped in a Bauhaus chair for Lolita (1990). He faced 
anthropomorphism head on in 1997 with a work titled  

2 Dogs. Dressed up to Look Like Children, which featured  
a found photograph of two actual children. By then  
Fay Ray had become a fxture of Sesame Street, heralding 
the children’s books and calendars that would come  
to fx Wegman in the popular imagination. Today 
Wegman is onto a new generations of dogs, sometimes 
shot in studios, sometimes in the Maine woods, or  
on pedestals and, most recently, on classic furniture.

Furniture has featured in Wegman’s photography 
since the start, but rarely the midcentury classics. 
Instead he took three ordinary chairs and pinned cards 
with the words ‘The’, ‘Barcelona’ and ‘Chair’ to their 
backs (The Barcelona Chair, 1971). ‘Back in the 1970s,’ says 
Wegman, ‘I liked playing with really everyday, really 
droll material. Very rarely did I use art references, but 
the Barcelona chair somehow crept in.’ His latest work 
features Eames, Nakashima and Herman Miller classics 
thanks to the intervention of his wife Christine, who 
was tired of seeing the same pedestals again and again: 
‘She said, “You’re not going to use that awful thing 
again, why don’t you fnd something more interesting?” 
and arranged for the furniture to be brought in.

‘I’m like a stand-up comic who takes sugestions 
from the audience. If somebody comes in with a 
bulldog and some other prop, I’ll fnd something to do 
with it. So I went to the studio in New York and picked 
out things I thought might be good to interact with  
my two amazing dogs, and we set to work. I’m working 
with a digital camera now, which is like the Polaroid  
in that you get pretty much instant feedback.’

In a new portfolio of images shot just for Wallpaper* 
as the centrepiece of his guest editorship, Wegman 
perched Topper and Flo on contemporary American 
furniture he considered most complementary to his 
sleek hounds. Our US editor Michael Reynolds, who 
helped Wegman choose the key pieces, was given  
an unprecedented glimpse at the reality behind the 
serenity of so many Wegman images. Our exclusive 
shoot captured the two canine models, teeth bared  
and play fghting, before making up. It’s rare ever to  
see a Wegman dog even with its mouth open.

‘Bill’s ideas are oblique,’ says Fredericka Hunter  
of Texas Gallery, which showed the exhibition ‘Good 
Dogs on Nice Furniture’ this summer. ‘There isn’t a 
straight line of idea development, it is about the Dada. 
About letting it go haywire. But these dogs sit up 
straight; that’s how Weimaraners sit. And the pictures 
are so luscious, so smart. The intensity of the colour, 
the compositions are really something.’ Wegman 
himself is very practical about why his dogs ended up on 
furniture: ‘The dogs had to be brought up to the 20x24 
camera level. It was a refrigerator-sized beast; you 
couldn’t point it down at something, you had to bring 
anything that you were photographing up to its level.’

What links all these works, beyond the humour,  
is the element of performance. ‘Putting a dog in pose 
on a piece of furniture and trying to freeze that 
moment you’re really documenting a performance,’ 
says Selwyn. And in this way, the early work is not so 
diferent from the gorgeous dogs on gorgeous furniture; 
it just became more crafted, more lushly beautiful. ∂

Fey Ray, 1979, One  

Of Wegman’s first  

large-fOrmat  

POlarOid Pictures

William Wegman:  

dOgs On furniture

Read moRe about the 

photogRapheR in ouR 

collaboRative new book, 

published by piasa editions  

and available fRom  

wallpapeRstoRe*, €50, 

stoRe.wallpapeR.com
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In April, my assistants and I packed up  
the car with photo equipment and set of 
with my dogs Topper and Flo to meet  
Mira Nakashima at the Nakashima studio  
in New Hope, Pennsylvania. Many beautiful 
photographs of the interior and exterior  
of the buildings and grounds have been  
taken by professional photographers and  
I thought I knew what to expect. I imagined 
all sorts of photographs I might take. 

Earlier that spring, Frédéric Chambre  
of Piasa had come to visit and sugested  
that we work together on a Nakashima 
project. I love dogs and I like furniture yet 
when this opportunity arose to photograph 
my dogs with a collection of Nakashima 
masterpieces I found myself oddly hesitant. 
All that wood. As beautiful as they both  
are, I couldn’t imagine what I might be able 
to do. It is usually my own furniture or a  
stray table or chair discovered on the street 
that ends up in my pictures and I am not  

Into the woods
William Wegman recalls his visit to the studio  
of late furniture maker George Nakashima

used to treating props with reverence and 
respect. What to do with work of such  
serene elegance? Frédéric is very convincing, 
however, and I agreed. The furniture arrived 
at the studio, seamless colours were selected 
and – with a great deal of trepidation – we 
began. By the end of the week of shooting, 
spirits rose and misgivings vanished. Flo, with 
her intense will to do the right thing, brought 
a necessary psychic weight to the process and 
Topper, posing proudly, a touch of the heroic. 
My appreciation of the Nakashima aesthetic 
and profound craftsmanship deepened.  
What struck me about working with my dogs 
and the Nakashima furniture is how alike 
they are. Dog and furniture blend together 
and at times become one and the same.

We arrived in New Hope by midmorning. 
The dogs bolted out of the car and made  
a beeline for the woods. I followed them and 
tried to coax them back from the wild but 
they were crazy with all this nature and » 

Top, Topper and flo explore nakashima’s 

minguren museum aT new hope, pennsylvania 

above, deTail of The TripTych Trio in ConCerT, 

2015, feaTuring a cherry wood sideboard 

designed by nakashima in 1966
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behaving like barbarian invaders. Any 
thought of bringing them inside vanished. 
Topper, appropriately named, ran along  
a supporting ramp right to the top of what  
I later found out was the Nakashima-
designed Minguren museum. The building 
was a mountain and Topper a goat. 
Fortunately I had my camera. I tried posing 
them as they peered down from a balcony at  
a Ben Shahn mural on the exterior wall below 
but gave up. In the studio they might be my 
dogs but not here. Here, in the grounds of  
the Nakashima compound, I had no choice 
but to let them be dogs. I wondered what 
Mira Nakashima would think of these beasts 
roaming the property like they owned it. 

As I was attempting to photograph  
Flo on a very interesting chair with a narrow 
back safely located outside the reception 
area, Mira appeared. She told me that this 

some of the photographs shot by wegman  

at the studio in april 2015, including 7 Legs  

(top left), featuring a ‘conoid’ table; TabLed 

TabLe (above), with a ‘minguren’ table; and 

WindoW (top right), with a ‘conoid’ lounge 

chair. the images appear in wegman’s new book 

with wallpaper*, WiLLiam Wegman: dogs on 

furniTure, published by piasa editions, €50,  

from wallpaperstore*, store.wallpaper.com

was a chair that she had designed to 
accommodate a chamber musician. She  
plays the fute. This lead to an animated 
conversation about music, especially early 
music, an interest we share. She told me 
about the harmonics systems sometimes 
embedded in the furniture design.

Mira brought me to the massive barn she 
had created to house and organise the wood 
selected by her father, a library of rich, cragy 
slabs that would one day live as furniture.  
She explained briefy her father’s belief that 
in making a piece of furniture he was giving  
a second life to the tree he used. The dogs 
calmed down long enough for me to pose and 
photograph them, their elegant nuanced 
texture playing of the natural beauty for which 
this wood had been chosen by Nakashima. 
They were completely at home. Perhaps  
they thought they were in the studio. ∂

Wegman’s Dogs on Furniture images, 
and the accompanying Nakashima 

furniture, will be for sale at Piasa, Paris, 
16 September, piasa.fr
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‘Penthouse Suite’ pedestal 
console, $6,735, by  

Ralph Lauren Home

Take a stand
William Wegman meets Wallpaper* in a brand new series  

of photographs featuring an artful edit of American design
PHOTOGRAPHY: WILLIAM WEGMAN  PRODUCER: MICHAEL REYNOLDS
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Long Afternoon, 2015,  
price on request, by 

Wendell Castle, from 
Friedman Benda

Long Afternoon, 2015,  
price on request, by 

Wendell Castle, from 
Friedman Benda
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This page, ‘Checker’ fabric  
in Magenta/Orange, 1965,  
price on request, by Alexander 
Girard, from Maraham

Opposite, ‘Library’ chair, 
$3,000; ‘Plank’ table, $21,600, 
both by Robert Bristow  
and Pilar Proftt, for Poesis 
Design, available exclusively 
through Ralph Pucci. ‘Mini 
Farrago 02’ light, $12,150 by 
Jason Miller, for Roll & Hill, 
from The Future Perfect
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This page, ‘Color Wheel’ 
ottoman in Hallingdal Orange, 
1967, $2,099, by Alexander 
Girard, from Herman Miller

Opposite, ‘111 Navy’ chairs,  
$295 each, by Emeco 
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This page, ‘Hairy J Blige’ 
double-hump bench,  
2014, price on request,  
by The Haas Brothers,  
from R & Company

Opposite, ‘Fiberglass’  
chair, $9,000, by Vladimir 
Kagan, available exclusively 
through Ralph Pucci

William Wegman

227∑

93WPR15OCT184.pgs  26.08.2015  13:44    BLACK YELLOW MAGENTA CYAN



This page, ‘Burnt  
Stumps’ stools, from  

$2,900 each, by Kieran 
Kinsella, from BDDW

Opposite, Giant Cubebot, 
$29,300, by David Weeks 
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‘Cube’ armchair, $11,265, by 
Calvin Klein Home. ‘Hexa’  
rug in Charcoal, from $1,675,  
by Ben Soleimani, for RH
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This page, ‘Deluxe’ chair, $6,364, 
by Richard Shemtov, for Dune

Opposite, ‘Ace’ counter stool, 
$402; bar stool, $428, both by 
Bernhardt Design

William Wegman
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This page, ‘Ring’ table,  
price on request, by  
Holly Hunt. ‘XL’ vessels, 
from $1,200 each, by Eric 
Roinestad, for ER Studio, 
from The Future Perfect

Opposite, ‘Darboux’ chair,  
2013, $76,000, by Craig  
Van Den Brulle
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This page, ‘Turn’ stool, $399,  
by Blu Dot, from ABC Carpet  
& Home. Pulley lamp, $5,000, 

by Tyler Hays, for BDDW

Opposite, ‘Ab6’ bed, $9,000,  
by Atlas Industries. ‘Florence 

Stitch’ bed sheet, from $75; 
‘Oval Bands’ coverlet, from $215, 

both by Calvin Klein Home

William Wegman
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This page, ‘Crock 1’ pot, $15,000, 
by Tyler Hays, for BDDW 

Opposite, ‘Windsor’ settee, 
$10,000, by Christopher Specce, 

for Matter Made

For stockists, see page 304 

Thanks to: Christine Burgin,  

Jason Burch, Jake Wotherspoon, 

Emily Wissemann, Eric Hoffman
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