
BACKGROUND                                   

Ed Ruscha was born in 1937 in Omaha, Nebraska. When Ed was five, his family moved to Oklahoma City, 

where his first exposure to art was through a neighbor who happened to be a cartoonist. He later attributed 

the tactile quality of materials such as paper and India ink as the catalyst for his early interest in art, adding 

that he wasn't so much interested in drawing cartoons as he was attracted to the smell of turpentine, oil paint 

and linseed oil.  

At the age of twelve, Ruscha worked as a gofer for the Spike Jones Band.  He credits Jones' madcap humor as 

being the musical equivalent of his own burgeoning interest in art.  In high school he enrolled in art classes 

where he became particularly interested in typography and printing. 

Upon graduation from high school, he entered Chouinard Art Institute, where he was taught abstract expres-

sionism, the prevalent style taught in art schools in the 1950s.  After brief stints as a graphic artist in both ad-

vertising and magazine layout, he committed himself to painting while in his early twenties. 

He became associated with Ferus Gallery in Venice CA and became part a group of avant-garde artists that lat-

er referred to itself as "The Cool School."  This gallery was among the very first to show the early west coast 

art that came to be known as Pop Art, in which paintings show everyday consumer products and subject mat-

ter in a straightforwardly representational and often deadpan style.  For example, this gallery was the first to 

show all 32 of Andy Warhol's Campbell soup cans in one exhibit. 

Ruscha's early work combined abstract expressionism with traditional lettering. Then he encountered the 

work of Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg, and was particularly inspired by John's use of targets and flags 

(Target with Four Faces), and Rauschenberg's juxtaposition of seemingly unrelated images in a single piece. 

Ruscha gradually developed an independent interest in found imagery, mass produced typography and col-

lage, often using images drawn from the communication network and physical environment of LA and South-

ern California.  Ruscha often begins with a found word as opposed to a found object, and is widely recognized 

for paintings which incorporate words and phrases.  He believes this subject matter provides a common 

ground, either for intimacy or dissent, which is not achieved in abstract or realist painting.  Asked where he 

gets the inspiration for these word paintings, Ruscha responds, "Well, they just occur to me.  Sometimes peo-

ple say them and I write them down and then I paint them.  Sometimes I use a dictionary." 

His drawings and photographs have been combined in books (Twenty Six Gasoline Stations, Los Angeles 

Apartments, and Every Building on Sunset Strip), he's worked with Dennis Hopper in films (Miracle, Premium), 

and his work is thought by some to reflect influences of surrealism and conceptual Art.  Ruscha continues to 

experiment with new subjects and materials.  Not totally satisfied with graphite and oil paint, he "just hap-

pened to have some gun powder handy" and found that he liked its color and the ability to correct mistakes.  



He's also experimented making "organic screenprints " using  Vaseline, vinyl, blood, red wine, fruit and vege-

table juices, axle grease, chocolate syrup, tomato paste, Bolognese sauce, cherry pie, coffee, caviar, daffodils, 

tulips, raw eggs and grass stains.  Some of the word paintings using food products were printed on fabrics such 

as moire and silk since they are more stain-absorbent. 

RUSCHA PRINTS IN KIA COLLECTION  

EXCUSE ME, is from the City Lights series done in 1985.  Many works in this series appear to be from a vantage 

point looking down at the city of LA at night, showing lighted streets and buildings.  This one appears to be 

looking upward at the night sky, where words appear in the midst of the stars.  Look closely and you'll see that 

these works are composed of bright spots on dark backgrounds and appear as though done by pencil in the 

stippling technique. 

Brews, 1966, is one of a group of "liquid word paintings" which appear to be written using liquid spilled, drib-

bled or sprayed over a flat monochromatic surface.  Experimenting with humorous sounds and word plays, he 

named them News, Mews, Pews, Brews, Stews, Dues. You will note that KIA's piece is very much trompe l'oeil; 

it appears that beer foam was actually used to form the image.  

1984, made in 1967, references the popular novel by George Orwell using the digital numerals commonly 

found on bank checks.  Also visible on the border of this piece is a small, very realistic fly, another example of 

his experimentation with the trompe l'oeil technique.    

              
QUOTES 

Good art should elicit a response of "Huh? Wow!" as opposed to "Wow! Huh?"   
"Art has to be something that makes you scratch your head." 
 
COMMENT   

Adding words and lettering to art is not a new idea.  Many artists have done this in various ways. You may 

even want to compare Ruscha's work with the prevalence of calligraphy in Asian art. 

Business card at top was designed by his friend Billy Al Bengston for their collaborative book Business Cards. 

Ruscha used this card for next ten years.                                                             Information gathered by Jan Wolf, 11/1/2013 

 

http://collection.kiarts.org/view/objects/asitem/People@3359/1/primaryMaker-asc?t:state:flow=6bd01b6d-dbad-431f-8ed0-d6e5877ef382
http://collection.kiarts.org/view/objects/asitem/People@3359/0/primaryMaker-asc?t:state:flow=6bd01b6d-dbad-431f-8ed0-d6e5877ef382
http://collection.kiarts.org/view/objects/asitem/People@3359/2/primaryMaker-asc?t:state:flow=6bd01b6d-dbad-431f-8ed0-d6e5877ef382

