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What: "Words and
Symbols."
Locatlon: Artspace
Gallery, 21800 O:atard
St., Woodland Hills.
Hourg: Noon to 5 P.m.
Tuesdays through
Satutdays. En.l:s April
16. Also,
"Conversations With
the Artists" begin at
1'30 p.m. March 12.

Call: (818) 716-2786.
Pb@ by ITT.IE M^RKES /

ertspace Garery staffer'Norma squires rgoks at Barbara Romain s cacophanous "when the Music's ovea' at "words and symbors" exhibit'

MixingMedla
r'WordsandSYmbols sPotlights. 

-

aseold art elements-and the varied

lirguage of their combination' 
"

Bv NANCY KAPTTANOFF
sp-rctrl ro tHe ttMes

r r tffis#f"#'ffiHHil'H;

Wffiffi'fue*mi
ro ireu"tint ;tul tileJtv 4tb c€ntury' when collage

Yf;#ffi'*ords and svmhols," at Artspace callerf,

r'friiirliiiiiut].,*t"' s"itt c"ntv brinsE tosether th€

i""t-"lntn. 
"ontemporary 

srtists who u8e th6e element{ I

;.t+i;i*;r ;*',:lmffi0ff'"ulli5,; *ne.11i
.#;1i"",fr; *oti,'; c"ntv said' some of the svmbols

;'if"-u.ry persona, others uniYersd'"
l" iritt,tit"tt ttt@oent, he rellects on '"he progr€ss of

*d;li;"iril;;ts-in art tmm pretristoric times to present

il;;;^H;ii" thi" erhibiiwe ree bow words b€come

#trii"rt*ffi*ffiHf *,'::-lt'Hq11
#ffift;; 'i.Li"'i""d"o* 

{eelinss' thoughe and

One can ry 10 pick out indiYidual words in Barbara

Romain's large mired'media work, "Herstory and I{i-{'.0-

rv." and succ-eed but that would only suggest part of the

siorv. Ibe cacoohony of words in these life'size images-

"Historv'r done-in blue, "Hers[ory" m pink, he somewhat

bigSer 
-than 

she-creates a frenzied aura that com-

municat4s.the larger picture here.
Viuriui it"t work, Canty said: "I feel lile I'm in the

midst of-the busiest city tyith lights and neon, and

everyone wants your att€ntion. You are being so over-

sensiuzed with ail of this coming at you."

Nonc! Kopitrrnot! uritee tegtarty about arl lor Tfu
nflw.

-r.osall(FLEs TIM€I'
?r:1s r'r z-ri.,rdfu.l ' 'pr9e6 fflDA".-MT9t1 1, '.q iF



NeWSlettef On thg AftS by Diana Zlotnick artgal333@earthlink.net

Editor Rachael Steele
Fall 2003

Barbara Romain Depth Perception
- Rachael Steele

I frst encountered the work of Barbara Romain in
1991 when she was performing 'n Nigger Louers, rn
autobiographical two woman play. The title is
certainly audacious and provoking while curiously
funny. Her paintings are equally rebellious in spirit.
The in your face qualiry of her wricing scyle is more
subdy expressed in the visual language of her
canvases. Romain's paintings are ourstanding and
memorable, perhaps in part due to their great
accessibility and the skill of the anist to
communicate.

The employment of language is prominent in her
work. As a tool, it serves to activate the canvas,
demarcate abstracted landscape elements, and reveal
subject matter. The written word, as a visual element
in modern art, has a long tradition beginning with
the Dada and Cubist rnovemenrs, resurfacing mid
century in the works of Stuart Davies, and in the
contemporery eft of-Wallace Berman, Ed Rucha,
and Mark Tansey.

The role and use of text as a pictoral component and
the artist's gradual loss of vision are intrinsically
bound. Romain began her career as a figurative
anist. In 1984 she was diagnosed with retinal
degeneration and over the next 14 years had a slow
but progressive deterioration of sight rhar has left
her legally blind. Romain's painting was profoundly
affected led her to discover a new visual vocabulary
in which to express herself. The reduction of her
abiiity to render detail ultimately resulted in an
exciting activation of the pictoral space as she started
to incorporate text along the borders of her
paintings, as seen in the mid 1980's The BigApple
(in the Zlotnick collection).

By the early L990's, the scraps of language expanded
and, combined with an expressionistic use of color,
resulted in a transformation of the entire painting
surface into high energy, text based landscapes and
portraits. This is evidenced in several paintings that
speak to various concepts of female consciousness (a
repeated theme in Romain's work). This includes

the witty and rather rongue and cheek I Dreamed I
Ariued At My OpeningAt The Vhitney In My
Maidcffirm Bra and the more pensive and larer canvas
Herstory ( both in the Zlotnick collection).

There is an epic qualiry to Romain's work. This is
emphasized by the large scale of her canvases and
funher underscored by rhe use of repetirion ofphrase
and grand subject matter/sources of her poeric text.
Many ofher references are myrhological in nature -
from the ancient deities of Mesopotamia to Biblical
and Greek tragedy characters, from the American Pop
icons of Rock-n-Roll to the symbol ofJackie Kennedy,
from children's fairy tales to modern advertising
slogans. From literal myrh to rhe fantasies of pop
culture, Romain's work is imbued wirh a mysterious
narrative lore rhat paints evocative images without rhe
aid of figuration.

There is a vibrant energy to Romain's work. The text
is either stenciled or scrawled around the canyas in an
unruly, often upside-down, fashion reminiscenr of
Jean-Michel Basquiat and the NY graffiti artists of the
1980's. Underneath and at times overlapping her
words are thick splashes of bright color laid across rhe
fabric. Pictographs appear and reappear from one piece
to another. A lovely visual cacophony of (un)spoken
word. These are the images of an urban painter - the
clamorous sounds and dazzlng lights of the big city
(first Philly then LA) have been imprinted on the affist
and resonate through her work.

Many different elements - color, humor,language,
music, poetic convention, symbolism - cohese and are
expressed so simply. This work is immensely
approachable, each canvas unfurls multiple levels on
which to experience it.

Barban Romain is significant. Her canvases belong in
the company of contemporary greats (see anicles on
Ed Rucha and Bill Viola on the reverse). Romain's
work srays with you. Its brilliance is in making the
viewer feel the immediacy of being right there in the
moment with the painting. It is this very offerance of
vitaliry that makes one want ro see more. Much more.


