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JOSEPH GRIGELY

A photo of a hand scribbling, the expression on a singer’s face, words and phrases written on restaurant tablecloths: traces brought together by Joseph Grigely in the strange 
catalogue of a system we cannot fathom.

To celebrate his 20 years with Air de Paris, Grigely has come up with an exhibition whose title eludes enunciation. This is not a matter of an inability to convey a feeling, for the 
meaning is right there on the paper. You can see it, but you can’t say it, and what can’t be verbally stated can’t be heard. Grigely became deaf when he was 10 and can’t even 
hear the sounds of his own body anymore. Like the music he perceives by putting his hands on walls, this title is like a finger placed on your vein: a vibration, a beating. 

This is the system the artist has set up for communicating with the world around him. «When I’m with friends I can often tell from their facial expressions that something 
auditory has happened. Is it something someone has said? Or something they’ve heard? In that kind of situation I often ask people to write things down for me. I learn lots 
about the world that way.»

Grigely keeps these scraps of conversation and extracts them from their real context. If his Conversations1 are untitled, they certainly have subtitles; a word or phrase in 
parenthesis can act as a semantic key that identifies a communication process. A shift takes place: hands become tools and faces instruments, worn tablecloths become blank 
pages and the medium becomes a message. This strategy functions on several levels: originally used in an exhibition as a support for the works of Amy Vogel, Horizontal 
Storage Rack has been reproduced, but augmented with a polyurethane leg. It becomes a witness, «not so much an object as the trace of a movement2» – a memory of a past 
exhibition.

Playing on the levels of reality, Grigely scrolls through the credits of an exhibition that never happened, via a sound track put together from auditory memory, sight, and 
touch. There had been talk of bringing together Pierre Joseph and Joseph Grigely and their shared passion for fishing. Their hobby and their names, sounds, and recollections 
intermingle. Floating like ghosts, like the missing leg of a table.

ABOUT
Born in East Longmeadow, Massachusetts, 1956
Lives and works in Chicago

Joseph Grigely has exhibited extensively in Europe and the US. His work is in collections that include the Tate Modern, London; Kunstmuseum, Bern; SMAK, Ghent; the Whitney 
Museum of American Art; and the Museum of Modern Art, New York. Recent exhibitions include the Centre Pompidou, Metz; CAPC, Bordeaux; the Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Leipzig; the Architectural Association, London, the Graham Foundation, Chicago.; and the Whitney Biennial. In 2007 the Baltimore Contemporary and Tang Museum published a 
monograph on his work, Joseph Grigely: St. Cecilia. Grigely’s books include Textualterity: Art, Theory, and Textual Criticism (1995), Conversation Pieces (1998) Blueberry Surprise 
(2006), and Exhibition Prosthetics (2010).
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1 ex: Untitled Conversations (Names);  Untitled Conversations (The twists and turns that conversation take)
2 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, 1954-1956. About plastic. 



EXHIBITION VIEWS









Untitled Conversation (Sex), 1996
Framed text and one printed sheet of paper, pins
24,5 x 18,5,5 / frame 13,5 x 18,5 cm
2/5 + 1 AP

Storyline:
One day not too long ago, I found myself on the upper reaches of Madison Avenue in New York City.  It was a cold and slightly snowy afternoon in December at the beginning of the holiday season, 
and as I walked downtown, I passed by the Sherry-Lehmann wine store. Sherry-Lehmann is not like most wine stores--there is only one bottle of each wine on display, and when you find something 
you want, a clerk will take your order and descend to the cellar to fetch it for you.  It’s a service-oriented store, where contact between the staff and the customer is esteemed.  Maybe that’s why, 
when I entered, the store was festive, even bustling, full of conversation of different kinds--queries, advice, comments and questions. Or so I thought.  When people are talking, you never really 
know what they’re talking about unless you hear them or ask them.  Normally I’m intimidated by a store like this, but for some reason I stayed, and looked and gazed at the bottles of wine that 
stood on the shelves.  After a while, I found a couple of bottles of Bordeaux that I wanted to buy, and a very polite clerk took my order, disappeared to the cellar to fetch it, and returned rather 
shortly--and then a strange thing happened.
She took, so it seemed, at least ten minutes to wrap the four bottles she had brought up from the cellar.  Part of the reason it took her so long was because she got involved in a very engaging 
exchange with one of the other clerks.  They stood together at the counter, the two of them--she slowly wrapping the bottles, he slowly adding up numbers of an account--and while she wrapped 
and he added, they were talking, smiling, laughing, and really enjoying themselves.
I was perplexed, of course, and tried, as well as I could try, to imagine what they were talking about. The wine? The holidays? It had to be something about the holidays--it was written all over their 
faces.  When the clerk finally handed me my package, I thanked her politely, and, pardoning myself, I explained to both of the clerks that I was deaf and a little curious as to what they had been 
discussing. It seemed, so I said, such a pleasurable conversation--would they mind telling me what it was all about? I don’t suppose they had to believe me, or even tell me what they were talking 
about--but they did
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Untitled Conversation (Sex), det. 



Untitled Conversation (Condillac, Rousseau and the History of Deaf People), 1996
framed text and fabricated photograph - version 2
23,7 x 39,5 cm / frame 13,5 x 18,5 cm
Unique

Storyline:
Every now and then I wonder about the history of deaf people, and how this history has been represented at various times. Enlightenment thinkers like Condillac and Rousseau had 
this idea that language consituted the humanizing element of our nature as human beings. For them it was language hat separated man from beast. There’s a remark somewhere 
by Condillac, I think, who said that had Descartes benn born deaf, he would have walked on all fours. That’s beastliness for you. It’s little wonder the that the earliest educators 
of the deaf sought to teach children to speak. If it makes sense, though it’s also a little pathetic. When you look through piles of photographs of the 19th and 20th century deaf 
institutes, you can find a lot of images of children being taught to speak. But you have to look really hard to find a photograph of deaf children being taught sign language. That’s 
because deaf children taught each other sign-- as deaf people have always done. It’s kind of cool. The trouble is, administrators and other «authorities» have ideas of their own-
-ideas about how to teach the deaf, what mode of language to use, and things like that. Most don’t seem to realize that language is a lot like electricity: it takes the path of least 
resistance. Left to its own, it takes somes interesting and unpredictable paths.



Untitled Conversation (Condillac, Rousseau and the History of Deaf People), det.



Untitled Conversation (I had to set up cat litter), 1997
framed text, coloured pencil on paper, pins
26 x 18,5 cm  / frame 13,5 x 18,5 cm
Unique

Storyline: 
Every now and then someone will write down for me something that seems ut-
terly banal in one context, and oddly unusual in another. I think it has to do with 
the fact that when people write things down, the entire process presupposes a 
sense of importance: that whatever is being inscribed is significant by virtue of 
the fact it is being inscribed. This is particularly true when people write down 
things that don’t seem to need writing down--things that might otherwise be 
said with a nod or a gesture, or things that need not be said at all.



Untitled Conversation (Numbers), 1996
framed text, 4 pencil and ink on paper, pins
50,5 x 37 cm / frame 13,5 x 19 cm 
Unique

Storyline:
For a long time numbers perplexed me. They’re pretty hard to lipread, and it seemed 
like I was always asking people to write them down. But they’re not really as simple as 
they seem. l’m not sure why this is so--only, that numbers, when they say something, 
never seem to say enough.



Untitled Conversation (Numbers), det.



Untitled Conversations (Fishing Conversations), 2008
framed text, 10 pencil and ink on paper, pins
35,5 x 67 cm / frame 14 x 19 cm
Unique

Storyline:
These are conversations with my fishing buddies. Every autumn I usually go to Maine for a week to fly-fish for landlocked salmon. I stay at a small cabin beside a river in the 
Rangeley region, and not far away is another cabin that is usually occupied by three other fishermen. Often, we will fish together. The problem is, when you are deaf like I am, 
it’s hard to have a good conversation across a river, or from one end of a canoe to the other hand - writting and passing notes can be a challenge. Sometimes wewill pause from 
our fishing to sit on a rock and talk, but occasionally we’ll keep talking while we are fishing. The papers often get dropped in the river, and somethimes it will also rain - like most 
fishing trips, things tend to get wet.



Untitled Conversations (Fishing Conversations), det. 



Untitled Conversations (Portraits of Joseph, v.1), 2016
Framed text and 6 sheets of paper, pins
15,5 x 98 cm / frame 13,5 x 18,5 cm
Unique

Storyline:
One of the problems of communicating with language is that, however much it says, it never seems to say enough. Perhaps this explains why, on some occasions, I have conver-
sations with people who do more than just write words - they draw pictures too. Sometimes the pictures illustrate their thoughts, and sometimes the pictures are their thou-
ghts. Even at times when they draw pictures of me. You can say a lot of things with lines that you can’t say with words.



Untitled Conversations (Portraits of Joseph, v.1), det.



Untitled Conversations, 1995/2016
Framed text and 16 blanck papers, pins
52,5 x 58 cm / frame 13,5 x18,5 cm
Unique

Storyline:
What is it that makes a conversation a conversation? 
For a long time I had believed - following a pragmatic course of thinking - that a conversation consisted of an exchange of words between two or more people. At least this is 
how my dictionary defines it. But now I’m not so sure. 
Every time I ask someone to write something down for me, only so much gets written. A few words maybe. Or a few hundred. Or maybe none at all. It’s the conversations wi-
thout the wordsthat somehow seem special--and how they leave a lingering feeling of a particular place and time.



Untitled Conversation (I did a past life regression once), 2005
6 sheets of paper, pins, frame
45,3 x 60 cm
Unique



Untitled Conversation (I did a past life regression once), det. 



Untitled Conversation (Men are assholes), 2005
archival pigment print and lithography
22 x 17 cm image / 38,5 x 28,5 cm paper / 45 x 34,5 x 4 cm
Edition 6/17 



Fourteen Untitled Conversations, 2001/2013
Archival pigment print, 14 sheets of paper, template, pins
38,5 x 49 cm
Edition 5/10



Fourteen Untitled Conversations, det.



Paula’s Birthday Party, 1998/2016
digital pigment print on Photo Rag Hahnemühle 
paper 305 g,
91,2 x 91,2 cm / 105,5 x 105,5 x 4,7 cm
Edition 2/5



Paula’s Birthday Party, det.



Somebody Talks About the Desert, The Wet Drips Down from Tropical Eaves, 2017
96 sheets of paper, pins, framed
93 x 202 cm / 97,5 x 206,5 x 6 cm
Unique



Somebody Talks About the Desert, The Wet Drips Down from Tropical Eaves, det.



Jenny S., Ann Arbor, Michigan, 7 December 1995, 1996
framed Rprint
8 x 12 cm / 25 x 32.5 cm
Edition 3/3



Susan C., Beaune, 10 June 1995, 1996
Framed silverprint
8 x 12 cm / 25 x 32 cm
Edition 2/3



Aletta De J., Rotterdam, June 1996, 1996
Framed silverprint
8 x 12 cm / 32 x 25 cm
Edition 2/3



Nicole M., Rotterdam, July 1996, 1997
Framed silverprint
8 x 12 cm / 32 x 25 cm
Edition 2/3



Amy V., Ghent, 31 January 1997, 1997
Framed photograph
8 x 12 cm / 32 x 25 cm
Edition AP from/ed 3.



Jeffrey W., Ghent, January 1996, 1998
framed Rprint
12 x 8 cm / 32 x 25 cm
Edition 2/3



Music from ‘St. Cecilia’, 2012
three framed pigment prints on Archival paper
3  x (55,88 x 43,18 cm) / frame 3 x (62,5 x 49,5 cm)
Edition 1/5



Music from ‘St. Cecilia’, det.



Music from ‘St. Cecilia’, det.



Music from ‘St. Cecilia’, det.



Songs Without Words (Homely Nymph), 2017
digital pigment print on Photo Rag Hahnemühle paper 305 g, frame
76 x 90 cm / 83,3 x 98,6 x 3,7 cm
Edition 1/3



Songs without Words (Bartok), 2017
digital pigment print on Photo Rag Hahnemühle paper 305 g, frame
90 x 76 cm / 98,4 x 83,5 x 3,7 cm
Edition 1/3



Songs without Words (Sekou Sundiata), 2012
framed digital pigment print
90 x 76 cm / frame 83,34 x 98,58 cm
Edition 1/3



Blueberry Surprise, 2003
framed pigment print
185 x 130 cm
Edition 8/12



Be Nice v.1, 2010/2017
framed watercolor on paper
28 x 38 cm / 36,6 x 46,1 x 2,6 cm
Unique



Be Nice v.2, 2010/2017
framed watercolor on paper
28 x 38 cm / 36,6 x 46,1 x 2,6 cm
Unique



Joseph Grigely and Amy Vogel
Horizontal Storage Rack (Madrid version), 2014/2017
with Carlos Fernandez-Pello
wood, Crystal Urethane, and Polyurethane
366 x 87 x 112 cm 
Unique



Joseph Grigely and Amy Vogel
Inside the Outside, 2013
Blown glass, signed on cardboard box
height 15 cm, diameter 8 cm ; box 15 x 20 x 13 cm
Edition 2/10



Joseph Grigely and Amy Vogel
Something Say, 1999
Super 8 and 16mm film transferred onto DVD
7’33», looped
Edition of 3

vimeo: https://vimeo.com/242976863
password: JGVIDEO



Pierre Joseph Grigely, 2017
16mm film transferred to digital video, 
sound9.35 min, looped
Edition of 3

vimeo: https://vimeo.com/243088760
password: JGVIDEO
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