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MIND WORKS

It is significant that the first work of art to use the technique of collage may 
have been The Dream by Picasso in 1908. I mention this in part because one of 
the collages by William Weiss recognizes the role of dream in his title: Simple 
Dreamscape. The very nature of collage is related to the way dreams happen and 
become narratives in our sleeping lives.

No doubt for as long as human life has been, dreams have served a critical 
role in giving insight about personal and collective living, yielding insights and 
producing things to think about that we might otherwise forget or consider to 
be unimportant. Dreams are the voice of the unconscious, presenting thoughts 
and puzzles that invite a detective-like work to decipher hidden meanings. 
Sometimes they require creative effort in response to the oddly juxtaposed 
dream fragments of our lives and thinkings.

Indeed, the very technique of collage is piecing together words and images come 
from different sources. The range of possible objects is limited only by what one 
has at hand. The placement of the cut-outs is the decision of the artist -- it could 
be any where and any how. The result is this: the viewers are left to figure out 
the artist’s intended meanings or to create their own interpretation through the 
free-wheeling associations they bring to the collage.

The technique of collage not only seems to mimic the way dreams work, but 
also to rely on the ways our minds work to make sense of any given dream. Free 
association is one such interpretive technique, building on our daily associative 
functions. At a stop sign, for example, we quickly associate the range of activity 
required to stop forward motion at the intersection. A cake with candles 
indicates birthday, and a yellow circle with two black dots and a curved line 
going up means happy. Association is a normal standard activity we realize daily.

However, dreams put odd things next to each other, often in very unexpected 
ways. Sometimes these are in narrative form and other times simply juxtaposed 
objects. This happens in the technique of collage. We see objects next to each 
other, and we wonder what each means separately and we try to find what they 
mean together. It is a detective work that seeks meaning in the collage, just as 
in the dream.



Interpreting a collage is an adventure that is two-fold: one possibility might 
be to understand the artist’s intentions; another is to figure out our own 
interpretation. These could be similar or very different understandings. et’s look 
at Simple Dreamscape by Weiss and develop a starting point in relating to this 
collage. Here is a set of my own personal free associations with this work:

Is the frame of evenly spaced dominos meant to suggest a game of limited options 
to be played by artist and viewers? What is the game? What are the rules? Does 
the rationally organized church-like structure point to cool dogmas that would 
like to control us, or does it contain some Mystery? The lack of ceiling and roof 
might relate to Kant’s dream that shaped his own philosophical affirmation: 
“Two things find the mind with ever-increasing wonder and awe. . . the starry 
heavens above and the moral law within” (Critique of Practical Reason, 1788). 
Out of the deepest darkness emerges a frog -- a Japanese reference to the erotic? 
And a precisely cut shell reveals a spiral -- a path that moves to the center point 
deep within? And what of the radiating light above the semicircle over the center 
of the church? If the figure moves a little to the right, will he be aligned as a saint
who is holy? Is the figure’s marble mask-like face with eyes closed in a state 
of ecstasy achieved, is its smirk meant to counter the viewer’s envy, is slumber 
required to realize this dream?

Many more questions could be asked of Simple Dreamscape, all of which might 
need to be considered to attain some sort of interpretation of the collage. While 
I am not about to take that venture here, I have presented some questions that 
arise in my mind. I am not sure if Weiss has these same associations, and I do 
not know what meaning he would ascribe to the collage. However, I am sure 
of this: his selection and placement of images is richly rewarding to my own 
personal adventure in looking and searching for meaning. I trust that you can 
take this same adventure in your own looking and associating with each image 
throughout this exhibition.

-- Dr. Sheldon Hurst, Curator



WILLIAM WEISS: Checklist

The Shower
Collage in wood box 6 1/2” x 4 1/2” x 1 1/8”

It’s All in His Head
Collage in wood box 8” x 8” x 1”

Hangdog
Collage in wood box 4 1/2” x 6 1/2” x 1 1/8”

Exhibit
4 7/8” x 3 1/4” x 1”

Coming Attraction
4 1/2” x 4” x 1/8”

Chrysalis
4” x 5” x 1/8”

Boys’ Night Out
5 3/4” x 7 7/8” x 1/2”

African-American Gothic
8” x 9 1/2”

Heil, Homeland of Capital Punishment!
4 5/8” x 3 5/8” x 1/8”

Little Missy Does a Hit
8 ¼” x 6 3/4” x 1/2”

Mea Culpa
5 ¼” x 6 1/2” x 1/2”

Memento Mori
5 3/8” x 3 3/8” x 1/2”

Neo-Cubist Figure
10 ½” x 8 1/4” x 1/2” (Including the issue of Le Figaro in which the
Futurist Manifesto was originally published, 1909.)



Quite a Pair
5 ¼” x 8 1/2” x 1/2”

Tangent Imminent
Collage in wood box 10 ½” x 8” x 2 1/2”

Sphinx
9 ½ x 7 3/4 x 1/2 inches

Text
Collage in wood box 4 ½ x 6 1/2 x 1 1/8

The Peerless Prodigies
7 5/8 x 6 ½ x 1/2

Simple Dreamscape
9 ½ x 11 x 1/2

The Beat Goes On
3 7/8” x 5 3/8” x 1/8”
(Including a frame from the film of the Rodney King beating.)

After Grandy
8 ½” x 11” x 1/2” (Original image by Matt Grandy.)

Two
Collage in wood box 8 ¼” x 7 3/4” x 1 3/4”

Hallucination
Collage on wood 10” x 7” x 1”

Slower Minds Keep Right
10” x 8” x 1/4”.

Utopia
6” x 4 3/4” x 1”

Iworu
8 1/2” x 11” x 1”



WEISSWORKS
ARTIST’S STATEMENT

The year was 1984. I was writing for a newspaper in Cleveland. William Burroughs 
was in town peddling his cosmic western The Place of Dead Roads. I interviewed 
him for the paper. I had been a student of Burroughs’ at Naropa, a Buddhist college, 
a number of years earlier. Fascinated by the violent textual collage techniques (cut-
up and fold-in) that Burroughs developed with Brion Gysin, I immediately began 
practicing the techniques myself. During the interview, I was able to ask Burroughs 
a number of questions bearing on his collage.

Burroughs’ input was very helpful, but I quickly realized that if I wanted to gain a 
greater measure of artistic control over the collage process, I had to build a solid 
theoretical understanding of collage as well as develop a body of visual work. So I 
began.

Over the next 30 years, I published papers on the textual physics of a number of 
writers’ collage works and created hundreds of collages and paintings. My cut-up and 
fold-in practices slowly became more sophisticated and nuanced. Collage physics 
spatialize time and render texts and visual articulations not only multiplicious but 
simultaneous and instantaneous; this is often enhanced if the text or picture is 
selfreflexively disjunctive, as much of my work is. That is, the work is self-conscious. 
It teaches the reader/viewer how to see it. And because it is collage, its surfaces are 
often varied and uneven. Artifice is meant to be seen.

William Weiss
Professor Emeritus, SUNY Adirondack



Simple Dreamscape

FURTHER INFORMATION
Please contact me at barnacle.weiss@gmail.com for comments and 
critique.

See weissworks.wordpress.com for more collages, paintings and 
critiques on literary collage.



Sphinx


