LOOKING WITH YOUR WHOLE BODY

The Complete Interview: A Conversation with Acclaimed Artist Jane Rosen
with Richard Whittaker
Success in the art world is a wildly relative term. And no one would say that Jane Rosen has not been successful.
But something happened that took her away from the kind of success she might have found had she continued to
pursue her fast start in Manhattan.
She visited the Bay Area, where she lived on a horse ranch south of San Francisco. The exposure to the beauty of
the place—the coast, the hills, the redwoods—made a deep impression. One day, as she stepped out of her house,
she looked up and saw a red-tailed hawk soaring above her. “As I stood looking up at the hawk, in a voice as clear
as day, I heard these words: ‘Tell my story’.” Rosen’s drawings and sculptures are born from the perennial
questions: What can nature show us? And what is seeing? Her work shows us something about that. I met the artist
at her studio and ranch in San Gregorio, California to talk specifically about seeing…
—Richard Whittaker

Jane Rosen: It’s a hard word for me, “seeing,” because I’m firmly convinced that seeing has nothing to do with the
eyes in that way. I’m not saying it doesn’t include the eyes. An impression comes in. It may come in through the
eyes. When I’m looking at a bird or an animal, especially when I’m drawing it, the key is the shift in cognition
where—and I know when it happens, I can sense it.
Richard Whittaker: Are you talking about drawing?
JR: I’m talking about life. When we talk about taking in an impression, most of the time I’m not taking you in, I’m
trying to make an impression on you. I’m going out. And there’s a shift that happens when I’m drawing or when
I’m looking at the dog or a horse or looking at someone in my mind’s eye, there’s a shift where something in me
listens, but not with my ears. There’s another kind of listening. It’s kind of like from the knees up to the shoulders is
like a receiver or a satellite dish allowing something to come in almost through my middle. It could be seeing who
someone is. It could be seeing the dog in the gallery when the owner said, my dog doesn’t need water.
RW: Yes. I wanted to hear about that again. It’s an example of this kind of seeing you’re describing, right?

The first look is a word, a name.
To me anything that is attached to
words and names is a mental looking.
JR: Yes. So, I’m standing in the gallery when a woman walks in with a dog and the dog is saying to me, I want
water. It was a big Bernese mountain dog. I could see it in the dog’s posture, it’s presence—but it’s a double thing,
seeing the dog and also a listening in yourself. So I asked the woman, Would you mind if I gave your dog a bowl of
water? And she said, “Oh, my dog has had water and isn’t thirsty.” So I said to the girls at the gallery, do you have a
bowl? They gave me this big stainless steel bowl and I went to the bathroom and filled it with water and came back.
The woman says again, adamantly, “Trust me. It’s my dog and it’s not thirsty!” Well, as soon as I put the bowl
down, the dog started drinking and practically drank the entire huge bowl of water. Then it licked my hand. [laughs]
RW: That is really a seeing, but not what we think of.
JR: Right. But seeing isn’t what we think it is. What we
call seeing is “looking.” Looking is when you go out and
you look at something. You have a number of facts
about that thing and you put them together as a mental
construct. Okay? When students in my class look at the
model often they are not seeing it. Paul Klee said to his
students, “Yes. I want to draw what I see, but first you
must see what you draw.”
RW: I agree, we don’t see very much, but what is it
when someone stops and keeps looking and then starts to
see more, literally.
JR: But that means they kept looking. And that shifts
what I would call cognitive gears—so there comes a new
moment. The first look is a word, a name. To me
anything that is attached to words and names is a mental
looking. Then, I think there is a looking with your whole
body as if there were tentacles that sense and touch the
totality of the thing you’re looking at so that the tree
stops being leaves, branches, roots. It starts becoming a
clustering, a gathering, a drooping, a lifting, a turning.
RW: I wonder if there are levels of seeing. Because one day I was looking at a sky full of clouds and realized what
an overwhelming amount of complexity and detail I was taking in by looking, and how utterly impossible it would
be to capture it in words.
JR: What if the dialogue we’re having revolves around finding the right word so that we both know the experience
attached to that word? As a teacher, there’s a huge difference, for example, between a sketch and a study. They can
be called the same thing. A sketch is something that’s sketchy. Looking is sketchy. A study is where you’re studying
with your body, let’s say the dog [pointing to her dog]. You’re observing the various movements and states and
gesture, the presence of restfulness. You’re then translating what you see from this study to a piece of paper with the
physical marks you’re making. And you’re also mentally using the laws you understand about drawing to create an
illusion on that piece of paper. To me, seeing is having all of these things simultaneously in place, that open a
feeling for the life of the thing you’re observing.
RW: You say you’re “studying with your body.” Would you say more about that?
JR: Okay. A simple way to talk about it is, I have something called synesthesia. I hear form. So when I’m looking
at your shoulders, it could be a staccato note if you’re tense. It could be a rhythmic roll of a stone dropping into
water and the rippling out. When I look at it, I hear it. I hear the pieces in the studio. Like yesterday, that big bird on
the left. I could have done that carving with my eyes closed. I can see with my eyes closed.

RW: Do you use your hands for that?
JR: Yes. I use my hands to see.
RW: So the sensation through your hands?
JR: I don’t know the name of it except I hear it as a vibration.
RW: Do you touch?
JR: Yes. But I don’t have to physically touch you to touch you. Literally,
if I was going to draw you, I’d [she starts moving her hand and making
sounds that go with the different lines she’s tracing in the air] So I hear it.
Which is probably why I became an artist.
RW: Earlier you used the word listening. I mean this whole word
“seeing” is—what is it?
JR: You say, “I see what you mean.” So that’s not a visual thing.
RW: No, not at all.
JR: It’s an understanding.
RW: Right.
JR: To me, the act of seeing is coming into an understanding of the whole of what’s occurring. Like when I’m
struggling, for instance, with that drawing of the coyote I did. First, I saw a lone coyote on the hill and the coyote is
standing next to a young deer.
RW: Really?
JR: Yes. I have a photograph. The young deer is hanging out with the coyote and I become very interested. The
coyote is there day after day on the hill at about 2pm. So now, I’m looking until I can see what is happening.
The only way I can come to an understanding is by drawing it. See those two drawings? [we walk over to the
drawings] I figured it out. I took the photograph, which is as abstract as this drawing, the silhouette of a coyote and
the bambi! So then I start to draw the coyote and I start to understand that he’s an older coyote. He’s alone and not
interested in the deer. He’s more interested in eating gophers. There’s a little bit of his former life, but he’s been
rejected from the pack. He’s quite beautiful and he has more of the presence of a dog. So now I begin to see who the
coyote is and I’m looking to try to do a drawing of the essence of that coyote. So learning to see is learning to put
together my sight with my sensation, which can take in a much larger view.
RW: So this is a seeing that is really coming into contact with what’s there and “looking” isn’t really connecting
with what’s there.
JR: No. And what’s there is never what you think is there. It just never is that. One of the things I find remarkable
happened from that amber drawing I did of a hawk—the falcon is Horus in Egyptian art. The falcon was considered
to be the highest energy because it is that which see in and out simultaneously, which was the energy of the sun. So I
thought, okay, I’m going to learn about the hawk, and I’ve been drawing hawks a long time. So that amber drawing
of the hawk, Dave Nelson, the hay farmer…
RW: This is your neighbor. He’s not an artist.

JR: Right. He grew up on this land. He goes to pick up
his mail at the post office where Leana had put up a little
announcement of my show with the hawk on it. Dave
calls me up and says, “That’s a damn good drawing of a
hawk! If you don’t mind, if I could get me one of them
announcements I’d like to take it to Kinko’s. I’m going
to blow it up and make me a poster of that hawk. I spend
all day with those hawks cause I’m on my tractor and
those hawks follow my tractor to eat the mice that get
pulled from the haying.” He said, “I know hawks.” And
he did. “Damn good hawk!”
I said, “Dave, I’ll give you a drawing of a hawk.”
He said, “I don’t have any money, Jane.”
I said, “Well, you’ve got hay. I’ve got horses. I’ll trade
you a hawk for the hay.”
He said, “Okay. That’s a good deal! I’ll take that deal.”
So I’m drawing this hawk for Dave, and Gus
Gutierrez—who takes care of the property—comes into
the drawing room and looks at the hawk. He doesn’t
know anything about this deal. He says, “Jane, if you
don’t mind me saying, if you put glasses on that hawk
it’ll look just like Dave Nelson!” [laughs] So without me
knowing it, my seeing of Dave on the tractor and just
knowing Dave, somehow it got into the drawing of the
hawk and damned if it didn’t look just like Dave Nelson!
RW: Well, I wanted to go back to where you mentioned earlier something about this bar of light that falls into your
studio. Now you said that this bar of light has…
JR: It changed my life. I always had studios where there were no bars of light coming in because that kind of light
changes everything, completely washing out the pieces. And at first, I was very upset with the lighting.
RW: Right. There’s a huge contrast between the shadow and the direct sunlight.
JR: All day from dawn until dusk you get extremes of light
bouncing all over and it was interfering. Then, just sitting in this
chair day after day, week after week—I never did free-standing,
vertical pieces like this before; my hawks were all low to the
ground, like the Egyptian wing piece—but what started to happen
was I started to listen to the light. I started to catch the light at
various moments where the light would inform what the height of
the piece needed to be, or the turn of the head. I started seeing the
light as a help rather than trying to control it. Being in relation to
the light was a big thing!
The other thing is that I’m very involved with vertical and
horizontal movement, a movement in and out and a movement up
and down. An inner emotional stance is an outer visual one. If
you get nervous, for example, all the energy seems to go up. Your
jaw tightens and your eyes scrunch and you hold your breath up
high.

So there’s this movement of going out to the piece, like if you shot an arrow out to the piece. You’re looking at it,
but there is also a filtering back so that you’re also aware of yourself and the piece. So that’s a movement in and out.
And the movement up and down, I start to wonder, isn’t this a cross? These pieces become representations of a
seeing both in and out. And the light, which I resisted enormously, became the teacher.
RW: Right off you said that “seeing has nothing to do with the eyes.” I looked up the etymology of perceive: to
obtain, to gather. Apprehend: to grasp. Here we are in the world, so what are the modalities of knowing or receiving
the world?
JR: A couple of things. One is the word to attend, attendez, to wait. Attention is to wait.
RW: If you are waiting with attention, there is an openness, right?
JR: Right. So when you talk about seeing what is
real, to me, there is an invisible reality behind the
visible reality. What I think it’s supposed to look
like, I have to let go of, in order to see what it is.
That demands attending to it—in other words,
waiting—allowing the impression of the bird to
come in, rather than going out to it. It’s a really
subtle shift.
I keep thinking of working yesterday on that big
bird and just seeing myself, literally, start chiseling
away at something that looked right, like it was
supposed to be there. But I was listening and it’s as
if the stone started to speak to me rather than me
imposing on it—even to a point where under the
chin, unhh, get this off! Then it just started
chiseling while I’m thinking, “What the hell are
you doing, Rosen? I started using the tooth chisel,
and I saw Alex hold his breath—because, with the
beak, one mistake and it’s over. And sure enough,
a piece of the beak came off. All the Provencal
limestone has lots of fossils and shells in it. So it’s
inconsistent to carve.
RW: So you can’t count on how each piece will break off.
JR: You don’t know what part is attached to what part. And it came off and I looked at it. It was exactly what was
needed, and I never would have figured it out.
RW: Can we say there was a seeing there?
JR: You’re serving something else. You’re not in charge. In fact, if I can be so bold—[laughs] best case scenario—
you’re an objective bystander. You’re just there and it’s moving through you, and you’re not in the way. ‘
RW: I’ve sometimes wondered, in terms of being in the world, what is the deepest way of being here? It has
occurred to me that, when one has gotten down to the almost metaphysical place of our being here, that this is a
place simply of witnessing.
JR: Okay. The practice in the studio is a practice of seeing. If you are speaking of how to be in the world, I don’t
know how to say it. We almost always have a vested interest in the outcome of a sculpture or an idea, or an idea
about how we want the world to be or how we want ourselves to be and, as a result, we don’t see the sculpture, the
coyote, the world or ourselves. So if you let go, which is what happened to me yesterday, and you follow it, there is
a moment where this other kind of reality becomes visible. That’s what I think seeing is.

RW: Beautifully put. Our thoughts and desires are always interfering—but not always. Because something can
happen, an opening. I’m just sort of riffing on that because another thing about the moment…
JR: Great word, by the way. I don’t mean to interrupt, but “riffing”… When you said, “I’m just riffing on this,” I
understood what you were doing. It’s like jazz. You were looking to find the chord of it. There’s an example of
seeing what you were looking for—in a word.
RW: [laughs] Language is another subject, language and seeing, that I thought we might touch on, but just to finish
this thought, which is that in that moment when something really does quiet down, it’s a moment of silence.
JR: But not always. Because here’s the most shocking thing. Often the largest silence I experience is in the midst of
noise. All my ideas and the cacophony actually pulls something out of my belly because of the absurdity of it, and
there’s a double experience. This is where the quote from the Mundaka Upanishads is appropriate: “Like two golden
birds in the self-same tree, intimate friends, the ego and the Self dwell in the same body. While the former eats the
sweet and bitter fruits of the tree of life, the latter looks on in detachment.”
It relates to this because sometimes—I’ve seen this with students. If I can keep them mentally occupied by giving
them three conflicting directions of what to do with their drawing tools, their minds are so busy trying to figure it
out, that something more essential can come out and it goes I’ll try. It’s like our personalities can blow up so much,
sometimes like a balloon, that they burst and the little impartial guy living in the belly, who hardly ever gets a
chance to come out goes “I’ll draw that. I’ll try.”
RW: [laughs] I wondered about seeing and presence. That’s not a word we’ve used yet, but I have a feeling there’s
a connection between presence and seeing.
JR: I agree. If you talk about being present, I would say that in order to see anything you have to be in play rather in
fast forward or instant rewind. You have to be present.
RW: I almost want to ask how can one see without being present?
JR: You can—on the rare occasion, as I was saying. If there’s so much cacophony, it brings up something so fierce
in terms of a desire be free, it can give rise to a presence to the cacophony. And the cacophony, like any good
mouse, when you turn the light on, it disappears!
RW: So here’s another big question. When are we simply dreaming, or in the grip of an illusion? This is tricky,
because I can imagine something and maybe it is a kind of seeing, or I can imagine something and it’s just an
illusion.
JR: Right. So you’re up a creek, basically. There are rare moments in the studio where there’s an absolute authority.
Something is really there. By the time you’re figuring out what it is, it’s over. You are then going to talk about it.
But there are crystal clear moments. The rest of it is probably suspect.
RW: And that leads to this question. Who sees?
JR: Yeah. It’s a conference. It’s not a “who.” I think I said this to you in our first interview. We talked about Mark
Rothko. I don’t remember the words I used. But when I speak of seeing I feel that the mind is open and in a
relationship to the hands working, which opens a feeling of being more fully alive. That is what I call seeing.
RW: I wanted to ask you something about the sensitivity of animals. I used to throw a ball for this dog who would
fetch all day long. One day I was reaching my hand into the mailbox when I spotted the dog watching me at the foot
of the driveway over a hundred feet away and I got an idea. My hand was still in the mailbox and I thought, I’ll start
with the tiniest movement possible and slowly progress toward the gesture of throwing a ball and see at what point,
the dog recognizes that the game is on. So Kpoly had his eye on me. And at my tiniest first movement, as
insignificant as I was, he just shot into a state of total preparation, “Let’s go! I’m ready!” How could he have read
what seemed to me an imperceptible event? It almost scared me. I could not have conceived of this.

JR: Yes. Because he wasn’t reading your movement. He was reading your energy. So long before you even made
your first movement, he was listening to what you were conjuring up. If you watch animals here, you see an
absolute, attentive awareness with their whole being.
RW: In modern life, we have no idea of what that is.
JR: Yes we do.
RW: I don’t think so. I didn’t. I had no idea.
JR: I do. It’s called the instinctive life. When a mother runs out to grab her child without even seeing a car. Our
instincts take over. Mostly we’re in our heads. If you get down in your body, you have a chance of hearing that.
RW: Can we call that seeing?
JR: Yes. That’s another form of seeing. But when I talked about the conference, it’s that more than one part of you
needs to see. You can’t see with your head alone. You can’t see with your heart alone, because it’s very partial. You
can’t see with your body alone because basically, I don’t want to put down the cigarette or the cake.
The day I met that raven you were asking about, this is what happened. I heard the dogs barking in the living room.
Not a bark like “someone is here,” which is an announcement. Not a bark like “get away from my stuff.” That’s a
territorial thing. Not a bark of fear like, “Oh, my God there’s a bobcat on the deck!” It was a bark I wasn’t used to, a
kind of “What are you doing?”
I walked into the living room and there was the raven underneath the chair at the dining room table. I looked at this
big raven with huge claws and this huge Roman beak. The raven somehow had walked into the house before we had
become friends and had gotten stuck underneath the chair. I believe it was a mom and she was coming in looking for
food.
I looked at the raven and the raven looked at me. She had these beautiful eyes and she blinked at me. It was clear she
said to me, “I’m stuck. I don’t know how I got under this chair. I can’t get out and you’ve got two pretty big dogs.
I’m in a situation here.”
So I looked at the raven and said, “Okay. Here’s the deal. You’re big. You have sharp claws and this beak. You
could hurt me. I’m going to pet your back and if you don’t try to peck me or claw me, I will get you out from under
the chair. If you try to peck me or claw me, you’re on your own.”
She looked at me, cocking her head like she was thinking about it. It wasn’t like she understood my words or I
understood hers. There was something in my tone that was explaining to her, in the same way there was something
in your inner tone explaining to the dog that you were about to make a move. He was watching in an instinctive way
what you were conjuring. And was just waiting for your signal. He had it worked out long before you did.
So I pet the back of the raven and not only does she not claw me, she pulls her claws into her belly and tucks her
beak into her chest. I pick her up and I hold her like this [cradled in her arms] and she is perfectly still. I put her out
on the picnic table figuring she would make a beeline out of there. She turned around, she looked at me and she
nodded.

