EMILY ROZ, ARTIST

by Richard Toth

[ meet the artist [’,‘.rm'i"_u Roz outstde ber studio in Long
loland {b.t'x"u. She tells me that vbe F'('t'-t'f.’l'l{l,.l' bad lo gel
this ;u";;('r. a sublet, becawse vhe was obut out of ber
former studio when the ('('{_1\.-' closed it down. She abares
this new one, which s Jf!d{'.r" the dpace and more rent.
She's completely pleasant, polite, bas an easy laugh,
and even meels me near the subway to belp me find my
way, yet I get a glimpse of what might be bebind the
rage tn ber work, a rage I can relate to, of trying to do
art in a town that can often _.";'g'.f‘ mdifferent or bootile
to dls inbabitanty.

RT: So you I‘L'cunl]_\' |1£u] a solo show at The
Front Room in \\-"i“i;unsim:'g. Was that your

first solo show?

ER: It was. | was in a two person show there
a L‘uupk‘ of years ago but with a L'{)IHP]L'I('!_\'
different body of work. And I was involved in

a t‘{_’lllpl(_' ()I‘ 1‘1&,‘5]' gl'()l]p S}I(}\\'S.

RT: You studied art history at first? Did that

lead you to wanting to become an artist?

ER: It was a very sul'pcnlitle pulh. | \\'unlv:| to
be an artist or run an art gallery when I was
younger, but I was also I‘Cﬁ”_\‘ inl&:l‘cstt'(' in art
history. I grew up in Chapel Hill, NC, and so |
would go to the university and sit in on classes
which were I'l._‘it”‘\' L‘lllti\'&lting. .\‘n_\' parents
wanted me to gotoa |.i|}('r\'l[ Arts Sm‘|nm|. I went
to Hampshire College and ended up studying
art hislm“\'. “Icl'alul'('. (\I'lli \\'(mwn's Sludius. |
was I‘L'ii.”‘\-’ inlc»rc::lcd in hn\\' art ;1|1(| literature
|'|_-l;tlu_‘(|. but at a certain p()inl I il'il like I had
to make stuft — L‘\'L‘I‘_\'I'\ing was so lh(.’(:l‘uli(';ﬂ. I
was on a bit of a feminist ki('k. so | went into it
by knitting and weaving and spinning. 1 took
some time off and went to The Penland School
of Crafts in NC. 1 f.‘m'c‘ci up tluing my thesis

project in weaving.
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HYENA WITH CROCUS, 2008 colored pencil on paper, 30"x40"
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RT: What kind of materials did you use?

ER: Natural fibers. I would hand spin and
hand dye everything. It was all done on hand
looms. It was very labor intensive, which is
probably why I do what I do now. My thesis
was 12 pattern woven scarves that took forever.
I moved to Arizona for a little while and worked
for a woman who had a custom design textile
studio. She went nuts, and I was also living
with her. She kicked me out; it got bad. 1
didn’t know anyone, so | got this job ironing in
a party rental company. My grandparents were
immigrants who were constantly telling me to
educate mysell, not to work with my back, and
there [ was ironing.

RT: Like in a sweat shop.

ER: In a sweat shop, yes. My boss had a sweat
shop in her garage! But 1 wanted to go to grad
school, so | took a couple of classes at ASU
and then went to Cranbrook Academy of Art
in Michigan to study in the fiber department.
It was a pretty loose program, and I eventually
gravitated to photography. After | got my
degree, | came to New York. 1 started doing
these pieces that involved Polaroid images from
films. That was the stuff that got me involved
with The Front Room.

RT: The Polaroid pieces are all centered around
violent film images.

ER: Violence and sex in the media and how
we're really drawn to it. My thought behind
it was to show how unrealistic it was and that
it never happens to us. Ol course then 9/11
happened and blew my theory.

RT: Whoa. So that made you think in a different
direction?

ER: Yeah. 1 started doing more political work
with images of the Capitol building. The
last piece 1 did in that series was the Death
by Jel piece, which was made of Polaroids
of all the people he killed in all his movies in
chronological order. It was a great coincidence
that when I showed that, he came out with all
his anti-Semitic ravings. It was around that
time | started drawing again.

RT: And when was that?
ER: Maybe about four years ago.
RT: Just four years ago?

ER: [ hadn't picked up a pencil in I don't know
how long. 1T didn't know how to draw.

RT: But you drew when you were a kid?

ER: Yeah, a little bit. I took art classes in high
school, but other than that, no.

RT: Did you feel like you were good at it?
ER: No, I thought I was terrible.
RT: Really?

ER: Oh yeah. I had a whole confidence issue. 1
sat next to the boys in class that had that natural
ability, as il they were born drawing. When |
was studying art history, there was a certain
concept of the artist as having natural, god-
given instinet to do all these things, and 1 felt
like OK, I just don't have that. It's not going to
happen. It's not going to be me.

RT: Did people discourage you from drawing?

ER: Not really, but I think I had enough interest
in the more intellectual side of things - the art
history, the literature, the theory - that was seen
as just as legitimate, | think people were just as
excited to see me doing that, and | was content
to go on that path. But I always felt like I was
never going to know how to draw.

RT: That's shocking, obviously. Your work is so
precise.

ER: It wasn't until about four years ago. My

son was 2 or 3 at the time, and we had some of

those DK books. You know, the ones with the
sharp photographs on the white backgrounds,
and he would ask me to draw something, and 1
would say I can't do that. There I was, an artist,
and I didn’t know how to draw. It seemed
absurd. And I said to myself, OK, enough with
this worrying about being good at it, I'm going
to learn how to draw.

RT: And how did you do that?
ER: 1 just forced mysell to do it. [ think I
started using crayons.

RT: They just happened to be lying around.

ER: And I would draw kids’ toys and images
from those DK books. And just by being around
a child a lot, I started thinking about why I'm
interested in all this violence and where the hell
does it all come [rom. | watched him and saw
that everything goes in the mouth, and every
toy needs to be eating the other toy. And then
there's the biting. My son was in day care, and
there’s always a biter. My son was a bitee. It
was [ascinating to me to watch these kids. They
hit and bite.
verbal way of communicating, and, of course,

It seemed to be a natural, non-
we have to teach them to stop.

RT: But that’s what they instinctively want to
do.

ER: Right. And so [ started with these

drawings of toys eating each other, and from
there, it started becoming more than that. It
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was more about the violence and the anger and
the aggression and the teeth. The stuff that gets
pushed down. We're not supposed to be that
way. But...I think we are.

RT: So when you started drawing [rom your
kid’s books, did you feel you had a knack for it
right away? Did it come easy to you?

ER: Not at all. [ read some article alter 1
had my son that said it's important not to tell
children that they're smart or doing something
good, but to recognize the job they are doing,
the work they're doing. At the same time (I
work at The Cooper Union at the Herb Lubalin
Study Center) 1 noticed that those students
work their asses off. It dawned on me that this
isn't about talent, this is about working hard.
It's about putting your mind to it and telling
yoursell to keep trying. | realized it was going
to be a long time that I was going to be failing
atit. | just decided I'm going to make shitty art
work for a year. I'm not going to sell it, [I'm not
even going to show it to anyone. | just have to
make the bad stull, and the good stuff will come
eventually.

RT: And it did. The detail is incredible. They're
ultra-super-hyper realistic.

ER: The first piece | made that 1 was willing to
show was about early 2006. 1 still see it as just a
lot of hard work. The patterning of the fur goes
back to the textile background.

RT: When you want to start something, does it
come from a particular feeling of anger? Do
you have to be pissed ol at something?

ER: No. I look at pictures. I go to the Strand,
and I look at nature books. My in-laws went
on a salari recently and brought me back a
book on predators that has been very useful as
aresource. It's a very intuitive process. | never
say, I'm going to make a piece about such and
such. Now I'm still working on the monkeys.
I have a thing about the teeth. I'm not done
with them.

RT: Where do the llowers come from?

ER: There was a lot of negative space | wanted
to do something with, and the intensity of the
animals needed something to balance off of.
The flowers were an interesting juxtaposition.
A lot of them are from where | grew up in
Chapel Hill.
state lower of North Carolina.

The dogwood is actually the
I grew up in
the woods, and we would eat honeysuckle. 1
started thinking along the lines of the contrast
between the harshness of the animal images
and ones of gentleness, [ragility and beauty. All
these things co-exist, and one is not necessarily
more dominant than the other.

RT: When 1 was looking at your work, 1 was
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thinking, chimps don't get that angry. Their

mouths don't open that big, or their teeth aren't

that sharp. When we focus in on them, in the
way you present them to us, they seem over the
top in a way. But looking at the photographs
vou use for inspiration, they really don't seem
to be embellished.

ER: | vsually make them more angry in the

eyes, a crazier expression. | don't know if

its aggression or fear or rage. We tend to
anthropomorphize animal behavior. 1 don't
know what it is exactly. Is it emotion? It's just
the way they operate. But, obviously they're

stand-ins.

RT: What are you working on now?

ER: I'm working on a piece that may become
two pieces. One is a chimp eating cake, and the
other is a group of chimps eating another one.
RT: Does that happen?

ER: It does.

RT: Because II'I{;“\.”I‘L‘ hungl‘_\'?

ER: | think it's a dominance issue. The chimps
\\.i” ]inl" ll}-) “I(L' S()I(li(_‘l‘s i'ln(l su I‘I'()Ull(l l'.\[\(_’lh(.'"
chimp,

RT: So everyone knows what's going on.

ER: ]{ighl. and ll'nc_\"|] beat l}w t.‘}limp and t|1|.‘n
eat it. It's bullying.

RT: It's not enough to beat him to death; they

t'lil\'L‘ to eat l'lill‘l [Oo0.

ER: This is what's fascinating, the dynamics
and power struggles. And not just animals, but
children, the art world, New York, and any
field in life. Who's in control?

RT: And how do you get it?
ER: Power, dominance, establishing control.

RT: You seem like a very nice person? Do you

feel like you have a lot of rage inside you?
ER: Oh, of course.

RT: Yet the painting is so detailed and precise.
You have a craftsman attitude toward your
work. You're not splashing paint on the canvas.
Do you feel your painting is an outlet for any
anger you feel?

ER: It's an interesting point because you see a
lot of angry art work that's physical. You can
see the material was handled in a certain way.
This is very controlled, but I think that speaks
more to my personality. | have a lot of rage and
a terrible temper that no one sees except my

poor family.

RT: The people we're closest to always see the

worst of us.

ER: Yes, I've always had a real intensity of

emotion.
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BABOON SCREAMING, 2008 colored pencil on paper, 16"x20"

RT: You've used the word stand-in to describe
the animals. Do you see a lot of anger in the

\\'()I'I(] current I._\',

ER: Well, [ started this series before the whole
economic crisis, when everyone was still feeling
whoo-hoo. What was frustrating was | had a lot
of anger, a lot of stuff | was pissed ofl about
in my life. With raising a kid, I just became
more aware of how it's not OK to express that
in our culture. What [ think happened when I
was \\'()l‘king on Ihi:«: series was lhilt lhc bmmm
IL'” out, alm_| now |‘l(,‘()p|{.‘ are idm‘llif_'\'ing \\'ith
it cause they're all pissed off too. The show
that happened at the Front Room was perfect
timing. I felt like now, finally, everyone can see

what 1 live with on a daily bas Now more

people are in tune to a lot of unfairness, a lot of
anger at things we can't control. Some people
are failing and getting eaten alive, and some

people are doing the eating.

RT: So you did all the Polaroid uxpk)siuns, and
9/11 happened. When you did your Mel Gibson
piL‘L‘e. he started guing Clll..‘}{{)(). Now _\f(lu'l‘l.‘
(|ni|‘|g lhis. and a lot more pcuplu are III.PL‘Ing
rage. You'll have to be careful about what you

do next.

ER: Well, let’s hope eve
cake.

one will be eating

Richard Toth w a writer and performer living n
Brooklyn with bis wife and son.



