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Exhibition Review – Ed Ruscha 

 The first time I came into contact with Ed Ruscha’s work, in an A.P. Art History 

class in high school, I was not immediately impressed. Looking at works like Standard 

Station, Back of Hollywood, and some of Ruscha’s earlier word paintings, I was unable 

to glean deeper meaning from them. I didn’t see much more than Pop-y plays on 

advertising and consumer culture, a worn-out subject. Sure, the paintings themselves 

had a sentimental feel to them and the sharp, angular rendering of Standard definitely 

appealed to my tastes aesthetically, but in terms of finding deep meaning in the pieces, I 

was totally lost. It was my opinion in those days, and still is to a point now, that words 

are for writers, and when incorporated into art may hint at shortcomings in the artist’s 

visual vocabulary. In short, I was of the opinion that words in art were actually just 

shortcuts taken by artists who were incapable of expressing meaning visually. However, 

these were the days before I had come into contact with artists like Robert Nauman, and 

with Semiotics and Structuralism, which clearly change the way one interprets and gives 

meaning to pictures and language. Looking at Ruscha’s work as situational, and in a 

post-modern perspective has allowed me to appreciate the thought behind its creation, 

and understand its meaning in a new light. 

Even though writing, like painting, is an inherently visual form of communication, 

it operates on a different level of language than painting does, and therefore images 

with words can pack a greater diversity in meaning, even if image-word combinations 

are usually meant to reinforce one-another. According to Semiotic theory, language 

derives meaning through the combination of signifier and signified, whose union leads to 

the formation of the sign, which is arbitrary as well as different from its component parts. 

When Ruscha juxtaposes words and images in the same composition, he essentially 

speaks two different languages simultaneously. Both langues operate within the same 

signifier, signified, sign system, but while words are mostly reliant on signs for 

conveyance of meaning, images can take the form of signifier, signified, sign, or all 

three simultaneously. While I don’t find this form of artistic expression as true and 



	  

visceral as that which is purely visual, I certainly have come to appreciate the 

cleverness and intellectual depth behind Ruscha’s work, elements that I think are 

essential to any successful work.  

The first thing I noticed upon entering the Denver Art Museum and finding Ed 

Ruscha’s exhibit, was that it was not on the floors normally reserved for Modern and 

contemporary art: it was in the Western art wing; certainly odd, but coincidence? I think 

not. Making my way into Ruscha’s On the Road exhibit, one of the themes that I picked 

up on almost immediately was the inclusion of snow-capped mountains as a backdrop 

to text from Kerouac’s On the Road. At first, such subject matter seems perfectly 

natural, as the mountain ranges of Colorado and California formed the setting in which 

Kerouac was inspired to write many of his manuscripts, including On the Road, and The 

Dharma Bums (the follow up to On the Road). After perusing the exhibit for a while, 

using the mountainous background imagery to try and place Jack Kerouac in the setting 

in which he was writing back in the 1950’s, I slowly became aware of an alternate 

meaning that the mountains might convey. I remembered another Ruscha painting: 

Large Trademark with Eight Spotlights from 1961, a rendering of the Fox logo, and 

some of his earlier mountain paintings, which are all actually plays on the Paramount 

Pictures logo. It is interesting then, to consider Kerouac’s “Beat Generation” words 

overlain on images that might signify corporate America and industry, a world from 

which Kerouac obviously had felt alienated. When taken in this sense, the hulking, 

massive mountains seem to allude to the corporate giants of a rapidly industrializing and 

gentrifying post-war America; omnipresent in the back of Kerouac’s mind on his journey, 

yet unmoved by the author’s striking analysis of a young country and its people. The 

opposition is striking: the young and fragile mind, trying to make sense of an 

increasingly complex world, against the seemingly omniscient giants, immovable, 

unburdened, and perhaps even ignorant of the struggle to reconcile the changes they 

have brought about. 

Another interesting paradox in Ruscha’s work is the divorce of the subject matter 

of the writing from the subject matter of the painting. This technique is wittily echoed in 

the second part of the show, where Ruscha exhibits paper cutouts of subject matter 



	  

from On the Road, along with the negatives from which the cutouts came. To me, this is 

Ruscha’s way of alluding to conflict. If viewed through the lens I attempted to describe in 

the previous paragraph, this would be the conflict between Kerouac, representing the 

beat culture, and the mainstream culture of 1950’s era America, which emphasized the 

“American Dream”. Perhaps a simpler analysis of this divorce of subject matters would 

relate to Kerouac’s ego: Left without interpretation, Ruscha’s images of mountains 

simply represent the American West, while Kerouac’s words are those of a young city 

boy, inexperienced and looking for deeper meaning in a harsh environment where 

relatively little “meaning” existed. The fact that Kerouac’s words are divorced from their 

home, the rest of the text of On the Road, and instead are embossed over vast scenes 

of lonely mountaintops only intensifies the juxtaposition of two very different worlds. 

The theme of divorce as it relates to Kerouac’s ego also carries over to the 

second part of the show, with the cutouts and negatives. By separating the subject 

matter from its original surrounding paper, Ruscha essentially mirrors what is happening 

in his word paintings for the show, and what was happening to Kerouac as he gained 

the experiences that led to his novel: Kerouac divorced himself from the setting of New 

York, and was attempting to answer questions that were founded there, but in a new 

setting, that of the West. Although he was searching for answers in the places and 

people of the West, Kerouac only succeeded in answering questions about himself, with 

little lasting effect on the people and places that led him to such ends. The West, in 

effect, didn’t, and doesn’t care about issues of human existentialism. 

Granting perhaps another level of meaning to Ruscha’s picture / word 

combinations, is the visual makeup of the text itself, the typeset. Although it appeared 

arbitrary while perusing the exhibition, Ruscha’s choice of font actually reflects the 

typeset on Kerouac’s original manuscript for On the Road. The Gothic sans-serif 

typeface used by Kerouac’s typewriter was originally set in the 1950’s; it was young, just 

as Kerouac was when he started using it to record his thoughts. The combination of a 

young font, a young writer, and a new style of prose continues to project an image of 

freshness and relevancy. However, I believe there to be more meaning behind Ruscha’s 

incorporation of the Gothic typeface originally favored by Kerouac than to just capture 



	  

the mood or essence of the time in which the words were originally penned. Consider 

the type itself: originating in the mid 50’s, the Gothic sans-serif style and its immediate 

derivatives became relatively ubiquitous in a short amount of time, from typewriters, to 

computers, to the U.S. State Department (whose official font was Courier, until 2004). 

Gothic definitely was, and continues to be, mainstream. Just like Kerouac, the Gothic 

font rose from obscurity to ubiquity in mid-century America. But there is more to the text 

than just the font itself: the color Ruscha chose for Kerouac’s words (white) holds yet 

another level of meaning. The white text is both indicative and representative of 

Kerouac: The young, naïve, untarnished city boy. When embossed over the 

backgrounds of looming mountains, the effect is of difference, essentially an outsider’s 

perspective on a place that never asked for one. The color of the text across the 

different paintings never alters either, as this would be indicative of Kerouac integrating 

into his surroundings, which never really happened. 

Also of interest is how the type got onto the canvas: it was painted by hand, letter 

by letter. Ruscha obviously had many different methods available to him for transferring 

the type to the canvas; he could have used stencils, lithography, dye transfer, or any 

number of electronic techniques, but instead he chose to paint each individual letter by 

hand, a tedious task to say the least. This choice was intentional; perhaps it was 

Ruscha’s attempt to mirror Kerouac’s original effort put in to writing On the Road, to 

elucidate the detail and craftsmanship with which such prose was constructed. 

In a sense, Kerouac and others of the Beat Generation can be seen as 

precursors of post-modernism, as they struggled to integrate into an increasingly 

rational society in which they saw so many absurd contradictions. Kerouac’s quest for 

deeper meaning led him to question the strict rationality by which most people function, 

and thus led him to the West where these things were largely absent. If one thing is 

clear in Kerouac’s writing, it is this constant struggle with what might be called “normal” 

society, and the feeling that something greater exists, and might be discovered outside 

the bounds of what society considers normal. It is fitting then, that an artist from 

California who was roughly contemporary to Kerouac would chose to remember and 

give new life and meaning to the work of the great author, and in doing so would open 



	  

up his work to a wider audience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
	  

	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

	  

	  	  

	  

	   	   	  

	  


