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A Museum oF AMBIENT DISORDERS
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Visual Fictions by Rosamond Casey
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Is it that Ros Casey is in thrall to marks, or is it rather they that are in thrall to
her? They certainly seem to concentrate about her, like moths to a flame, or,
maybe even more pertinently, like spermatozoa to an ovum. Who, one keeps
being given to wonder, is conceiving whom out there in the studio of Rosa-
mond Casey?

Take “The Museum of Ambient Disorders,” one of her latest works—or
rather, perhaps more accurately, several of somebody’s, or maybe even several
bodies’ latest works. A sense of slippage, at any rate, seems to run through
the entire enterprise, first displayed in its entirety, in March 2003, under the
wider rubric “Mapping the Dark,” at the McGuffey Art Center in Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, Ms. Casey'’s hometown for the past twenty-five years.

Although she is also an accomplished painter and illustrator, Casey’s life-
work seems rooted in calligraphy, broadly understood as a passion for mark-
rendering, "My father,” she explains, “always used to insist that he could sense
something viscerally compelling in music, though he could never locate any
similar urgency in visual art, whereas from the start [ felt something entirely
compelling in what is surely this ages-old human urge to make marks and to
wrest a balance of forms from those marks.”
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“Beyond that,” she continues, “I'm interested in systems of marks, and how
marks deviate from that system, in the erosion of forms as the hand gets stupid
or lazy or under the pressure of the need for quickness of rendering or speed
of communication—all the gorgeous alphabets across time, their push and pull,
the form revered and then falling away and then coming together again in a
new expression. That in turn being one of the central motifs of my own cre-
ative life: things falling apart like that to make way for new growth.”

Across the nineties, Casey’s interest in calligraphy increasingly turned to a
passion for making one-of-a-kind books, culminating in a show in 1996-7 which
featured a triptych of collaborations, one with a long-deceased music teacher
and bird lover from the 18gos (Symeon Pease Cheney), a second with a living
poet (George Bradley), and then a third with Raymond Swann, a cut-and-paste
Xerox-obsessed high school imp of, shall we say, indeterminate substance.

Casey didn’t seem able to shake the last of these, or, as she puts it, “the
desire to pursue a further investigation of that inborn need to express marks,
particularly as it gets refracted in regions or moments of psychic instability.”
Swann gave way to another, and then another, and presently a total of ten
such emanations, individuals variously consumed in variously tangential and
variously desperate mark-rendering passions, the ten passions which were to
comprise “The Museum of Ambient Disorders,” four of which get surveyed
across the pages that follow.

The question of authorship is, of course, very much in play across this
entire endeavor. (“Don’t ever ever use the word imaginary,” Casey’s fellow mu-
seum keeper David Wilson, of the Museum of Jurassic Technology, counseled
her at one point, after she'd had occasion to show him the fruit of her ongoing
labors; “This is all completely real.”)

For that matter, even the number of authors is open to question. That
the museum comprises the work of ten creators, there can be no doubt, but
there is an implicit eleventh figure at work as well, which is to say, the mu-
seum maker, who may or may not be Ms. Casey—though it’s worth noting the
person in question gets addressed as “Sir” in one of the vitrines. So then what
of the maker of that maker? Remember the legendary Insomniac King who
keeps summoning his Wise Man to assuage his anxiety about what the world
itself can possibly be resting upon such that it doesn’t fall hurtlingly through
space. Not to worry, the Wise Man explains, it nests securely on the back of an
elephant. But then what does that elephant rest upon? A giant egg. And what
that egg? A huge ostrich. And that ostrich? A giant turtle. Upon what does Ros
Casey’s world rest? Not to worry, not to worry, as the Wise Man finally assures
the Insomniac King, after that it is turtles all the way down.

— Lawrence Weschler
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