ART ON PAPER / JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2009

A retrospective reveals a new side
of this enigmatic artist

by Lyle Rexer

“These signs must be thoughr of as the letters of a new alphaber.”
—Marcel Duechrannp

James Castle fashioned rhe leers of a new alphaber throughous all of his arristic
ereation. And yer despite the presence today of a vase revrospective, a Glm docu
mentary (hy Jeffrey Woll), and a caralog (replere with hagiographical instruments
and an analysis of saliva and sear)—all courtesy of the Philadelphia Museum of
Ar—Lastle himself remains a magnificent cipher, an abecedarium withour a dic-
tionary, an open book that cannor be read.

O Duchamp, thou should'st be living ac this heur! The arch-Dadaist would be
ecsratic to convemplare this work, espedally Castle’s boaks, and fn the same muse-
um housing his The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Fven. He would surely
say that here was a pure manifestation of one of Dada’s most cherished goals, 1o
FCCOmvene |-I|:IHI.I.1HL' uneler a visual and et it |11;|n|{.|r..-. 0 apen i Up 10 ASS0CE-
tior anel liberare it from the chains of significatian. Castle’s book works reveal o
master of recombinarary games; he regarded all of visual realicy as a found object
And as for the relationship of the arist o his work, Marcel Duchamp would have

celebrived the exposure of the bographical fallacy, the rendency o interpret the
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art from the life and vice versa. For this artist neither wrote nor
spoke,
By virrue of his deafmess and mureness on the one hand and his

autodidactic production on the ocher, Jamies Castle (1899-1977) has
been inducted as the newest member into the pantheon of outsider arrisrs
that includes Martin Ramirez. Henry Darger, and Adolf Walfli. Never
mind that these artists share only one arrribute—they mught themselves
how 1o make art. Castle lived his entire life in rural Idaho, near Boise,
His family moved several times and with cach relocation consigned 4 mass
of his work to oblivion. Nevertheless. a grear deal suill exists, under the contral
of the family and dealer Jacqueline Crist, who has released it 1o the marker very
slowly and has never organired o comprehensive exhibition unril now.

The controversy abour Castle, if there s one, centers around selFawarencss and
intentionality. He attended a school for the deaf for several years but either could
nor learn to sign or chose aot o, Did he know enough about language 1o recognize

thar his recombinatory text pieces look like plays an the codes of communicadon?
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Or was he an anthropologist on Mars, in Oliver Sacks’ famous phrase, immersed
in 2 compelling but utterly mysterious phenomenon. Did he understand o
greater degree what was at stake when peaple exchangal their strange glyphs? Was
he, in spirit, a Dadaise?

In their different ways, the authors of the rerospective’s camalog argue strenu-
ously for Castle’s full intentionality and more than limired awareness. In the
keynore essay, Brendan Greaves comes dose 1o enfranchising Castle as 2 modern
artist, discussing him in relationship to the ulamare linguistic game plaver,
Argentine fictionist Jorge Luis Borges. But Groaves’ wriring is alternately illuminar-
ing, misleading, and tendentious. Like so many who seek to grant such artises their
due and rendition them from the oussider art gheto. Greaves attemprs 1o assimilare
Castle’s work 1o academic are-historical discourse, situating it within a lineape thar
includes Raoul Hausmann and the Russian Futarists, Castle's work does not belong
there. Mot that it is beyond analysis—as we will see—bur the only productive way
of thinking about Castle in relation 10 modern and contemporary ar is to use the
insights of Duchamp, the concrers poets of the 19605, and others ro sensitize us to
his work, not to embed it in concepts with which it daes nor engage,

We need to table the issue of Castle’s self-consciousness and look instead ar
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what he made, especially ar his books. When we do, we sec thar
the language-based work thar ix usually rreared a3 2 world unto
itsell looks much [ike the representational drawings and paper con-
structions; | do not believe they can be separated. Castle apparent-
Iy began drawing ar a young age, and righr from the st he had,
as they say, mad skills. His memory was vivid and his mastery of
perspecrive impressive. He created a visual caalog of the rural
world around him, a world that included places, objecrs, and rep
resentations (custoons, ads, phatagraphs, and the graphic design
on cigarerre packs and commercial products). He worked primarily
in black “ink,” which he made by mixing saliva, soor, and warer,

Most importantdy, his Family ran the local post office our of their

home. Verbalfvisualcommunication—in the form of catalogs,
manuals, advertisements, newspapers, and handwritten lerers—
was all around him, and he gathered, sorred, and bundled his vise-

al reference marersal, engaging the essentially archival nature of the book. His book e oo white keod

ijalgd cardoos
it weith L Blue steimg

albums, and learn-to-draw manuals wich cheir repetitions templates. The design of e wash. black was crayne

works mimic not only calendars and comic books bur also alphaber books, photo
7 P ul
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the Philadelphia museum exhibition underscored this. The first thing on
view was a video in which several of the books are paged through
revealing the inspirations and boundaries of Castle's investigarions. He

often reassembled fragments of pages from found books into new
hooks. In the “photo albums™ as in the asvonishing “calendars®™—
with their uniting of dare grids and glyphlike picrures—he seems
involved with the paradox of same-but-different. Baok formars
are a source of his fascination, | believe, because they foster
expectation through repetirion, spread to spread, image o
image, letter to letter, The manuals contain pages of postage-
stamp-size Fces, all mdistinet, all the same. none identical.
The imagery of the so-called Man of Signs book clearly has
anrecedent sources, bur as with the crearion of his fux
Greek and Roman alphaber boaks, Castle was not con-

tent to copy. He transposed and rransformed. His work
gives the deeply unsertling feeling thar the whole universe

) spove; Rolly Derres wrapping Japer. Dook cove irelle
Eelow 3:--?'.-.- --l_.r_-- saa!l Bnd il & Mattenad paper. @ane illy propted weapping paper with
melopes 10 W 28 17 ) 2ud Crizt Gallery, Exae L=
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Azove: Modified alpt of human signification is arbitrary:

. piR Castle wreated language combinatorially. More intensely than any other arvist |
can think of, including the Dadaists, Castle analyzed the minute variations of let-
ters, especially printed letters—cheir structures, serifs, line weights, and thicknesses,
He tried them our in combinations and repeated them with slight variations. His

letter books are loaded with paired combinations—I1S, IE, 1A, EO, Perhaps these

works contained messages; that is, they were symbolic, hermeric. 1 wend 1o doubs it
just as | doubr any of the books told stories, The visual play is oo compulsive, roo
free, Unlike the Dadaists, Castle’s language was never burdened by the inevitable
gap berween reality and representation. Language was never a prison, it was a car-
nival.

Most commentators eend to view Castle's drawings as if they were memorial—
like photagraphs—uned o the passing reality of an solated American place, but the
books warn us that his works have no parhos. Their evocations are utterly fibricated
out of a sensibilicy thar treared memories, funny papers, and photographs all the

sime. In many of his celebrated rurdl landscapes, Castle imports preposterous cle.

PG.56




ART ON PAPER [ JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2009

ments from postcards, such as a giant sequoia with
a carved tunnel. His interior architectures are
brilliant geomerrical suites, reprised. He was
fascinated with doorways, probably
because they framed space and compli-
cated perspective, and he played with
every conceivable combinarion of
rwo-dimensional and theee-dimensional
representation, from Richard Tuedetike
constructions o double-sided drawings thar carey
you in on one side and out on the ather. Or vice versa.
They culminare for me in a single image, a view through a
series of doarways, all the doors standing open, each one seen ac
a different angle.

It is 3 viruose turn, a construction uncechered from its sources,
ereated not to fix a memory or express nostalgia bur to push a personal visual
limir. In crediting that, we acknowledge nor simply thar Castle was a cermain kind of
artist bur thac life and are are two compleely different things; thar life—deafiness,

isolation, words without meaning—-is always confining, and imagination—words and

picrures in their silent splendor—is always sovercign.
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