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“In my case, silence is not absence of sound 
but of movement.”

—David Wright1

What would you do if the world suddenly went 
mute? Would you, like South African poet David 
Wright, who became deaf as a child, depend on 
the cues of movement to understand the sound 
associated with a bird’s wings, something poet 
William Wordsworth called “soft eye-music”? 2 
Or would you, like artist Joseph Grigely, dive 
into the inconsistencies of sound—its absence 
and presence—and unravel the absurdities of 
communication, both abling and disabling?

At ten years old, Grigely was playing with friends 
and fell down a hill, where a branch lodged into 
his ear, rendering him deaf. From this point 
forward, Grigely began to consider the material 
of sound rather than the act of hearing. He 
states: “when the words can no longer be heard, 
language is transformed into what is visible: 
glances, gestures, movements of the mouth...The 
beauty of being deaf is the privilege of watching 
the world with the sound turned off.”3 This world 
with the “sound turned” is a driving force in 
the artist’s life and art, where he delves into the 
mechanizations of communication and the seen 
rather than heard conversation. 

To communicate with most people, Grigely 
relies on handwritten notes. Initially he 
discarded these but soon saw them as an 
archive, occupying a space between speech and 
writing. Communicating through writing made 
Grigely aware of the materiality of language, 
how gestures and fragments are emphasized 
physically, not orally. He states, “Imagine if every  
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word we spoke became palpable and dropped 
from our lips...Think about 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. That is the one reason I find 
written conversations so compelling—they’re 
not so much writing as they are talking on paper. 
They could be described as drawings of speech.”4 
This recalls Wright or Wordsworth’s “eye music” 
as it highlights Grigely’s question of what  
a conversation looks rather than sounds like.

Peelings of words are found throughout the 
exhibition, including its title. In What Way 
Wham? comes from Blueberry Surprise (2003), 
a work of text, audio, and theater composed 
from thousands of utterances from Grigely’s 
archive. Like concrete poetry, he combined 
phrases such as “Beauty is difficult. Crunchy 
crispy with whispy fluffy inside,” and texts 
appear in red, black, and orange, each standing 
for a different speaker. Alongside Blueberry 
Surprise, works such as Fourteen Untitled 
Conversations (2001/2014), which contains 
slips of paper with texts and drawings, or 
Paula’s Birthday Party (1998/2016), where 
the text is jumbled together at the bottom of the 
paper, evidencing a lively conversation, speak  
to both the visual experience of conversation  
and also formalities that Grigely adheres to, 
much like artist Sol LeWitt’s use of geometry and 
color iteration, or Josef Albers’ studies on color 
adjacencies. In The Interaction of Color Albers 
writes: “We are able to hear a single tone. But 
we almost never (that is, without special devices) 

Soft Eye Music:  
Joseph Grigely's Visual Sound



see a single color unconnected or unrelated to 
other colors.”5 And while Grigely is interested in 
scale, material, and color, he is equally concerned 
with how setting one phrase next to another 
inherently alters the meaning of both.

The largest gathering of Grigely’s notes 
is presented in White Noise (2023),6 an 
installation consisting of two conjoined rooms, 
each approximately twenty-five feet across. The 
phrase “White Noise” is used by audiologists to 
describe a noise that occupies a wide bandwidth 
of random frequencies. Grigely’s version 
provides a visual equivalent of that experience. 
The work immerses the viewer in a floor-to-
ceiling array of thousands of notes: some can 
be read, others are out of eye range, and all 
function as remnants of past conversations, 
eavesdropping on private jokes, arguments, and 
discussions from thirty years of the artist’s life. 
The first room’s conversations are on various 
white papers, and the second is filled with 
colored papers. While the rooms are silent, the 
cacophony of visual sound chatters loudly.

In an adjacent gallery, Travels with Tess 
(2023) illustrates how technology has shifted 
communication. Each work contains a grid of 
black and white photographs of a hand7 holding 
an iPhone that displays typed conversations. 
Like Blueberry Surprise or White Noise, we 
create our own narratives: “I walked very 
confidently into the men’s washroom,” “Shit,” 

“I’m hiccupping,” and “I’m getting confused 
typing for so many voices haha.” This last text 
in particular is poignant because the screen 
does not provide the same visual of unique 
voices present in handwriting. Seeing these 
works alongside Grigely’s Portraits series 
(1995–1997) is particularly telling. These 
close-up photographs depict people’s hands 
writing, emphasizing activity over legibility.  
The intimacy in these images—hands cover 
words, lighting is dim—counters the open 
display of digital language in Travels with Tess.

Along with writing, silence is palpable in 
Grigely’s work. Songs Without Words (2012– 
ongoing) isolates images of singers and 
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musicians from The New York Times. He erases 
the captions, further rendering the singers mute. 
With a Sampler of What’s to Come features two 
formally dressed people hand in hand with 
their mouths open; Andrea Bocelli depicts the 
opera singer, who is blind, singing in front of a 
conductor/orchestra; and Eartha Kitt shows the 
singer, mouth open, hands gesturing. This series  
emphasizes “eye music,” asking us to imagine 
instead of listen. Grigely states: “Even without 
actually hearing an orchestra or a choir or a 
rock band, the visual nature of the performance 
permits one to ‘hear’ the sound as a fiction: 
when you watch the bows of the violins, or 
the conductor, or the faces of the choir, or the 
wrenched-up faces of rockers, implied sound 
comes together in an ineffable way.”8

Like visual language, Grigely takes miscommuni- 
cation to seriously comical ends in Remembering 
is a difficult job, but somebody has to do it (2005), 
Music from St. Cecilia (2012), and Craptions 
(2023). Grigely often cites music as a primary 
cultural experience growing up. When he 
became deaf, that changed, yet the importance  
of music remains a touchstone. Remembering  
is a difficult job, but somebody has to do it  

(2005) starts with a video projection of  
what appears to be a frothy ocean shore; it  
is flanked by potted palm trees on the floor,  
next to which is a monitor showing Grigely  
at a press conference. On the wall hang video  
stills of the landscape and a portrait of the  
Gilligan’s Island cast. These disparate elements  
start falling apart as they are examined—the 
palm trees are fake, and the waves are actually  
ice chunks—only to be united as Grigely  
speaks about his recollections of music, 
eventually singing from memory a rendition  
of the Gilligan’s Island theme song. Paired  
with Music from St. Cecilia (2012), the  
role that memory, absence, and music plays  
in Grigely’s work becomes clear. Named after  
the patron saint of music, the St. Cecilia  
project highlights lip-misreading. When 
lip-reading, it is common for similar mouth 
formations to correlate to different words/
phrases. For example, “vacuum” looks like  

“fuck you,” a mix-up best avoided. Grigely 
exposes inexactitude by creating versions  
of three popular songs—“Silent Night,”  

“My Favorite Things,” and “Jolly Old Saint 
Nicholas”—and based on lip-misreading.  
The new titles become “Cy Licks Light,”  
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“The Czar is Afraid of Everything,” and “Check 
Close Those Lucky Legs.” While these are funny, 
the intent is to create conditions for the hearing 
to experience linguistic misunderstandings 
prevalent for the deaf.

Grigely’s humor also has a dark side, which 
reveals the complications of disability, ability, 
and accessibility. He states: “Disability is not 
inherently the privilege of those who are 
physically impaired; rather, our presence 
disables those who interact with us.”9 Three  
of his newest works confront this head-on  
(in one case, quite literally). Craptions (2023) 
addresses the frustration of auto-captioning 
and how during the pandemic, while the 
world shifted to online content, many ignored 
accessibility. Grigely writes that captions “are 
about inclusion: not just for those who are deaf, 
but also for those who benefit from seeing what 
they are hearing. If art is going to be a critical 
part of our social and political moment, and 
if diversity is to encompass the intersectional 
enfolding of race and disability, it needs to be 
accessible for everybody.” 10 Via printed screen-
shots, Craptions documents failed attempts  
at captioning containing phrases as vague  
as “music” or “non-English,” both of which  
are deeply inaccessible. 

What the Stress Amounts To (2023) and 
Between the Walls and Me (2023) also 
address frustration. The former is a 35-foot 
column of wine capsules (foil covers over corks). 
Like White Noise, the accumulation and color 
adjacencies are beautiful and overwhelming.  
But unlike the stability of the former, the 
tower is tenuous. Between the Walls and Me is  
a replica of Grigely’s head that was smashed  
into the gallery wall, damaging both surfaces. 
It lays on the floor in defeat. Of these works 
Grigely writes: “As a disabled person, you 
spend a lot of time explaining, negotiating,  
and advocating, not just for access, but for  
a basic level of dignity. Moreover, advocacy 
is not just about accommodations requests; 
it's about facilitating them, explaining them, 
shepherding them through a very long 

process…This kind of advocacy is essentially 
uncompensated labor…It’s stressful. It’s 
wearying. You Drink. You bang your head 
against the walls.” 11

Writing, head-banging, drinking, singing, humor, 
and pain are all soft eye music and peelings 
of language caught and examined by Grigely. 
Through humor, pointed commentary, and 
flipping the script on the ability of disability, 
Grigely asks us to join him in scrutinizing 
communication, with its noise and silence, 
asking us in what way we may wham.
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