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WHAT would a conversation look like? In making our diclogues visible, what
might be revealed and what obscured? learning from sources that range from
structuralist theorists to minimalist artists, Joseph Grigely has crected o bedy of
work that pushes viewers to think and act in ways that confuse how we lock
at art and experience relationships.

With a sly humour and precise touch, Grigely has odded o poet's
sensibility to the rule-based rigour of his influences. He recently wrote, ‘The
Saussurean fradition holds that language is what we speck; whether we
speak with our mouths or our hands is immaterial, and mos! linguists today
would agree. Writing isn't language — if's o material representation of
languoge. But imagine if this materialisation happened in o different way;
imagine if every word we spoke become palpable and dropped from
our lips as we spoke. Think of what would happen, and the places we
would find the residue of our words: imagine scraps of language lying on
countertops, drawers full of sentences, peelings of words in the sink: imagine
the dashboards of our cars covered with everyday conversations. This is one
reason | find wrillen conversations so compelling — they're not so much writing
as talking on paper, and could be described as drawings of speech.’

Grigely's focus on human communication is grounded in his biography.
He was born with some hearing loss, but ot the age of ten fell down a hill
while playing with friends. The accident left him completely deaf. Grigely's
alternately maddening and mundane experiences with the hearing world since
then have led io his explorations of the failures, idiosyncrasies and ruptures of
language and communication.
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Grigely's work begins with discrest parts of conversations. These scraps are
produced through the daily practice of communication, which, for Grigely,
often starts with lip-reading and quickly moves to a scramble for pen and
paper. Notes are passed fo him, but he speaks his answers, rarely writing
a response himself. In this way the writlen conversations are always one-
sided, though we hardly recognise that on the wall. In the final works he
remixes thousands of fragments info a new whole that offers an exponentially
expansive sel of possible norrative directions, all of which depend on the
desires of the viewer. This inleractive moment is crifical to his work's power.
The first versions of ‘Conversations with the Hearing’ were presented as
tabletop installations, which confronied the audience with whal seemed like
a scene of everyday life left vacant by its actors: glasses, beer bottles, half-
smoked cigarettes and, most importantly, scrawled-on notepapers strewn
across tables, Over the ensuing years Grigely would experiment with ways
of moving these fragments of written communication onto the gallery wall,
first in discreet combinations with framed typewritten texts by the artist, ond
then os the walfilling works he shows loday. An important example is White
Noise, exhibited al the Musée d'Art Moderme de la Ville de Paris in 2000,
and loter af the Whithey Museum of American Art in New York. Here, the
artist constructed an oval space that completely surrounded the viewer with
fragments of conversations on white paper. like the phenomenon s title
references, the work had the curious effect of simultaneously evoking Zenike
absence and cacophonous sensory overlood.

We're Drunken Bantering About What's Imporiant in Life is the latest
permulation in this series of carefully arranged selections from his archive
of conversations, which opened this year at the Contemporary Museum,
Baltimore, as part of a travelling exhibition. The work consists of a large
horizontal rectangle made from scraps of conversations, written on various
types of paper and pinned to the wall with map tacks. A similer shape — a
rainbow of coloured conversations — mirrors the first, forming @ mult-hued
shadow. Whet story is being told2 Where do the threads lead?

Imagine if every word we
spoke became palpable and
dropped from our lips as we
spoke

When installed in a corner the two halves resemble an open book, with
its spine at the junciure of two gallery walls. This potent spatial play allows
us to see the walls as pages, ripe with possible associalions. In this way
Grigely's art funcfions as @ provecation, a calalys! for imagining other words.
As artworks are hung and teken down, and a constant stream of viewers
strolls through, an evershifting history of texis is added to the space. It is here,
where we are frained by history and convention to lower our voices, acting
as passive receptors rather than aclive parficipants, that he asks us to swilch
on and think.
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