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The black, deadpan humour reaches 
its climax in the montage sequence 
where the Phoenix police shoot an 
unarmed Santa, which ends, or puts 
on pause (see sequel), Willie’s life 
of crime because of the settlement 
from his lawsuit against the city. 
Not your typical happy ending, but 
sometimes that’s as good as it gets. 
Still, for anyone who would prefer 
not to see Santa shot in the back by 
a trigger-happy SWAT team, best to 
stay home and eat your mince pies.  
This Santa is bad. Very bad. But 
sometimes bad is just so, so good.  

Bad Santa is released in cinemas in 
the UK on  November 5, 2004

EXHIBIT

Bruce Almighty

The latest in the series of Unilever-
sponsored exhibitions at the heart 
of London’s Tate Modern, Bruce 
Nauman’s Raw Materials, is a piece 
built entirely of sound. Could it be 
true that the removal of one sense 
heightens the appreciation of those 
others still available, asks DAVID 
GROCOTT?

Pitted, as they are, against a 
maelstrom of swirling sound, 
the crowd enjoying the latest 
installation in the turbine hall of the 
Tate Modern have a bit of a struggle 
on their hands. In what direction 
should their horn rimmed 
glasses be pointed? Where 
should their ears turn? Or is 
the tannoy system broken? 

There are no images, no 
glass boxes or even, heaven 
forfend, velvet ropes. The 
work exists completely in 
the rather daunting medium 
of noise. The only visual 
element, as some observers 
have already suggested, is 
the mass of visitors who 

mill, in an anxious ballet, around 
the hall. Purists (and the wise) 
should approach the hall from the 
main entrance to the west. Here, the 
noise confronts one formlessly, like 
an eroding tide of sound. Loud, in 
the same way that tectonic plates 
are powerful, this abstract element 
remains as the visitor penetrates 
further into the building. However, 
from its amorphous enormity, 
precise streams can be picked out: 
“THANK YOU, THANK YOU, 
THANK YOU”.

The sound comes from 22 pairs of 
speakers that beam differing noises 
in bands across the fl oor. Thus, by 
walking in a straight line from the 
door forward, one moves from this 
random din of appreciation to the 
slightly disappointing “You may 
not want to be here”.

Depending on who you listen to, or 
which broadsheet you read, Nauman 
apparently took inspiration from 
either the electricity sub-station 
standing adjacent to the building 
and which provides the building 
with a faint electric hum; or a group 
of children in the cavernous hall. 
Emma Dexter, curator of the Tate 
Modern: “The Turbine Hall is fi lled 
with voices, some clearly audible, 
others indistinct, which merge with 
new, ‘found’ sound from the voices of 
visitors. In Raw Materials, Nauman 
has transformed this cavernous 
space into a metaphor for the world, 

echoing to the endless sound of 
jokes, poems, pleas, greetings, 
statements and propositions.”

Certainly there is a wittiness to the 
piece, but also a sensation that this 
is less the “world” of Descartes’
physical reality and more an entry 
into Nauman’s mind. Are we here 
perhaps, like some Arthur Dent 
fi gure, suddenly in Nauman’s head? 
“Get out of my mind, get out of this 
room” one set of speakers growl. 
And what seems like a poorly 
recalled memory becomes distinct 
in front of another: “It was a dark 
and stormy night. Three men were 
sitting around a campfi re, One of 
the men said, ‘Tell us a story Jack.’
And Jack said, ‘It was a dark and 
stormy night. Three men were sitting 
around a campfi re. One of the men 
said, ‘Tell us a story, Jack’”

The effect here, close to the furthest 
end of the hall, is that this may in-
deed be the artist’s brain at work. 
After seeing so many people aim-
lessly wandering about, this is ac-
tually rather a pleasing notion: the 
mind, the world, the dialect of the 
head and the voices of the world, all 
operating in some combined opera-
tion. However the overall indistinct-
ness of the piece comes hard on the 
heels of this euphoria and, with a 
wry smile, reminds one of the dis-
order in both people’s minds and 
the world. It is with this ultimately 
rather dark thought that you make 

your way past the milling 
crowd, and leave to join 
the comparative peace and 
quiet of London. 

The Unilever Series: Bruce 
Nauman’s Raw Materials 
runs at the Tate Modern, 
Bankside, London, 0900-
17.40 daily until March 
28, 2005. Information on 
0207 887 8000.
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