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In the early 1990s Joseph Grigely gave up working essential-
ly with painting and photography and began developing his 
Conversations with the Hearing in the form of compositions 
or assemblages of bits of paper of different types, sizes and 
colours, all bearing words, phrases or drawings, sometimes 
with crossings-out, and all recording snatches of conversa-
tion. Grigely, who became irremediably deaf as a child, had 
adopted writing as his main means of communication, for 
both its convenience and effectiveness, a long time ago. He 
now began collecting the handwritten traces of these mute 
but graphically expansive conversations as the raw material 
for artistic work underpinned by theoretical research into 
language and textuality.

But while the practical consequences of deafness define 
the starting point of the artist’s visual work, this handicap is 
not its subject. It simply defines the recording instrument. 
Grigely’s pieces are mainly about those who can hear, and 
whom the need to communicate on paper turns fortuitously 
into writers. The artist thereby explores the complex mecha-
nisms of inter-human communication in general. For, sur-
prisingly enough, these handwritten Conversation Pieces have 
all the essential characteristics of oral conversation: conci-
sion, hesitation, superimposition, sudden breaks, digression. 
Graphic brouhaha. White noise (2001) is emblematic of the 
possibilities of an isomorphic relation between written and 
oral forms in Grigely’s work: the multitude of papers cov-
ering the four walls of a closed room express the vertigo of 
the world’s general murmur, a background noise, an infinite 
hum now become visual.

The direct inscription of a real conversation on paper also 
provides a rare opportunity to gather the “foam of conversa-
tion”, those apparently banal expressions that usually aren’t 
kept in transcriptions of montages: hints, errors, questions, 
and incomprehension. Graphic stammering. By decontex-
tualising some of these snatches, extracting them from the 
context in which they appeared, Grigely plays with the 
polysemy of deictics, those short linguistic particles whose 
meaning varies according to context. An infinite number of 
potential meanings residing in the most banal expressions.

To transform speech into writing basically means going from 
one mode of transmission to another. It is, then, not surpris-
ing that Grigely, as visiting artist at a workshop for young art-
ists at the Laboratoires d’Aubervilliers in August 2003, should 
have chosen to organise his intervention around theoretical 
and practical work on transmodality, which is the “transla-
tion of one technique of representation into another”. In 
particular, this means examining the way the projection 
from one mode into another questions the possibilities of 
substitution and the limits of deception. For these perceptual 
transfers are never insignificant. Listening to space (moving 
without seeing), seeing language (through the language of 

signs) or feeling it (the vibration of music through balloons) 
leads to sensorial and conceptual transfers that can have a 
profound impact, creating new fields of analysis and percep-
tion that are rich in creative potential.

In keeping with this logic of translation, this working pro-
gramme defined by the artist was notably modified during 
the workshop. Right from the first days, communication 
problems between the artist and participants, which occurred 
despite the best efforts of Kevin Cikatricis, an American sign 
language interpreter, prompted Grigely to change his meth-
od and to do without the interpreter most of the time. It is 
always necessary to find new strategies for communication, 
whether one on one or one to all: actively working out trans-
modality. The fourth day, for example, was “No Voice Day”. A 
general prohibition on talking, so that everyone had to deal 
with the same impediment, and thus experience a genuine 
transfer of medium. Everyone had to set about adapting their 
work to this constraint and experience new relations to the 
other, from incomprehension to the necessary closeness to 
written communication. However, the work continued, lead-
ing, for example, to a shared staging of a situation without 
sound (a mute chorale) or video tests. The pages that follow 
are taken from written conversations between the artists 
and participants and between the participants themselves, 
as well as working notes made during the workshop, and es-
pecially on “No Voice Day”.

As in Grigely’s Conversation Pieces, these documents call for 
a twofold reading. The first, which decontextualises, treats 
each proposition as autonomous: imagining and subjective-
ly interpreting these written snatches, making connections 
between neighbouring propositions or surfing on the invol-
untary humour and poetry of certain fractions. The second 
consists in recontextualising the statements in terms of illus-
tration and documentation, following the traces of the work 
done together. However, this second reading will remain 
incomplete. These traces of dialogues propose a global form 
that sits uncertainly between explanation and communica-
tion, confidence and skill: direct commentaries, reflections, 
quotations, discourse, projects and diagrams, whose initial 
meaning often seems to have been lost, but whose necessity, 
urgency and energy remain manifest.
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