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Painter José Parlá is a storyteller. His voice is emphatic, jumping 

from syllable to syllable with an energy only matched by his signature 

kinetic script. Lines and notations play layered loops and what 

might be taken for the arching and spiraling residual markings of 

smashed subatomic particles revealing their inner secrets. 

Emanating from the artist’s subconscious thoughts through his 

fingertips, his stories are written with paint pen, layered onto wooden 

canvas, dug into Japanese Bizen Yaki clay, and hammered into 

plaster of Paris. They are at the while legible with distinct letterforms 

and scavenged ephemera. Yet they are also filled with erasure, 

layered text, and covered with an occluding whitewash.  

 

In the tradition of post-war abstract painters, as in Jackson Pollock’s 

gestural line and Brice Marden’s calligraphic forms, Parlá plays into 

the realm of both the indistinct and malleable, where only the energy 

of his lines can be distinctly discernable through translation. 

 

In his latest exhibition “Reading through Seeing” at Ooi Botos Gallery 

in Hong Kong, he asks the viewer to respond to his works, each piece 

playing the Derridian wandering signifier, each painting or ceramic 

tablet providing possibilities for the viewer’s attention to be 



distracted, to be engaged, to produce altering effects — never twice 

the same. The passage and sediments of time are vital to Parlá’s 

works: the time it takes for Parlá to gather materials for the piece, 

the time the piece takes to accumulate its layers of collage, plaster 

and paint, the time for the viewer to see the painting, and review it 

again —now catching one thing, now catching another upon revisiting 

the work. 

 

Through his paintings, Parlá searches for a past — one that may or 

may not have ever existed. He has titled and likened his work to 

journals, memories, and repuzzled cityscapes from pieces and bits of 

newspapers and segments of posters torn from walls in the many 

cities that he has traveled. The artwork themselves, often large-scale 

canvases, consume the viewer with a wall-like quality that has been 

written on and rewritten upon. In his works, the writing has built and 

caked over, preserving in its purposeful fossil-like sedimentation and 

erosion like the rings of a tree. And as with a history or a memory, 

where thoughts become blurred, reshaped, and influenced by the 

more recent past, so too is the reading of the artist’s work. His 

painting process plays into a similar scenario. Upon viewing Parlá’s 

works mid-creation, and then upon completion, after several months, 

they become so altered that the first layers can prove nearly 

obliterated save for some possible edge or semi-recognizable 

element here or there.  

 



The painting collects as the artist paints and adds scraps of found 

materials, sometimes part of a wall brought back and scattered 

across the artist’s Brooklyn studio floor, carried home from his 

travels and along scavenging walks in different cities. He alternately 

fills one area or the next with a scrap of paper, a calligraphic gesture 

of a name, or the layered writings of memory narratives.  

 

He notes: “I look at the paintings like some kind of riddle or puzzle 

that needs to be solved.” The works are in constant transformation 

and evolution, taking on a new visuality and temporal quality within 

the collecting strata. These pieces give the effect of a portion of a 

preserved wall, or what Parlá terms “segmented realities.” 

However, it is not the wall he hopes to replicate, but the histories and 

emotion written upon them. They are imbued with the intimacy and 

feeling of personal journals. Other pieces such as the formidable 48-

foot wide, 11-canvas mural Autonomous Paths (2005) or the 32- 

foot wide piece World Destiny Written (2005) impart the absorbing 

quality of a large-format traditional Chinese calligraphic scroll or 

landscape screen painting. Black and gray with the artist’s iconic flow 

of letterscapes, the words upon the wood canvas travel horizontally.  

 

The universe of text hovers like a thought or chaotic moment of 

narration in the shape of a nebulous amassing of calligraphic lines on 

the horizon.  

 



Another such work includes International Hermetic Celestial System 

(2007), which weaves flowing text, asking the viewer to chance and 

interpret the busy atmospheric formations. Passing its earlier stages, 

Parlá’s work transforms into a final form — its resulting reality. Like 

a photograph usurps and shapes the memory, his works evolve into 

lasting memories, also segmented and cut off from the narrative, a 

framed moment that stays with the viewer.  

 

Yet the canvas, with paint peeling from its chipped surface, asks of 

the viewer to strain and discover the hidden histories of what lies 

beneath, and what is attempting a protrusion from its rough surface 

or through the very naming of the piece. With the artist’s final titling 

of the work, glimpses of the artist’s intent become admixed with the 

viewer’s own relationship to the titles — the places mentioned, the 

concepts perceived.  

 

This “reading between” is where Parlá’s skill resides, this ambiguity, 

this active involvement of seeing by the artist and viewer, establishing 

a participatory relationship and fluid power function in his work. 

The titles of Parlá’s paintings often refer to a place or a 

contemplation of a cityscape in which the artist has traveled and 

collected his found objects imbedded into the paint of his work.  

 

 

 



 

Titles come to mind from his most recent exhibition: Phoenix Street, 

a byway in London; Westchester Plaza, a shopping strip in Miami that 

served as the neighborhood hangout for a teenage Parlá, and the 

temporal and physical of The Night of Saint-Germain du Prés. The 

idea of establishing and defining an indefinable “place” through 

memories and journal writings drifts along the surface of Parlá’s 

consciousness, enmeshed with a passion for travel in active 

combination with a demanding international work schedule requiring 

the artist’s presence in one city or another. 

 

Starting from age 19 upon his first trip outside of the U.S. to Central 

America, the artist has continued to cultivate an international 

everyday existence and has taken part in international collectives 

including the New York-Tokyo artist collective the Barnstormers. 

Just returning from working on his Bizen Yaki pieces in Japan, 

exhausted, yet exhilarated by his travels, in the past two months 

Parlá has also sped into and out of Paris, London, San Francisco, 

Puerto Rico, Miami, and Los Angeles. 

 

In 2007 and 2008, Parlá and his brother Rey engendered a 

collaborative art exchange titled “The New Grand Tour,” referencing 

the Grand Tours taken by wealthy European families at the turn of the 

last century.  

 



 

The Parlá brothers recognized the internet generation’s relative ease 

and low cost of travel and the emergence of a new class of world 

traveler for which travel has become commonplace in everyday 

life. The two brothers along with fellow instigator, the artist Suitman 

(aka Young Kim) from Hong Kong, invited a handful of artists 

including Deanne Cheuk, Davi Russo and Romon Kimin Yang (aka 

Rostarr) to establish a series of exchange “tours” of their own, in 

which they would spend time in different countries, seeking also to 

give back to the communities in which they stayed.  

 

 

The artists visited China and Tibet, stopping at a monastery for an 

artistic exchange with monks practicing Thangka painting. They also 

brought art supplies to donate to a rural school in which they 

interacted with the schoolchildren. The artists also created works 

along the duration of the trip, which were exhibited in a specially built 

pop-up gallery in the middle of the Da Shan Zhi art district in Beijing. 

As expounded by the scholar and critic Hugh Kenner in his series of 

lectures and book titled “The Elsewhere Community,” for both 

Kenner and Parlá, it is through travel and coming face to face with 

the unknown, or “elsewhere,” that the evolution of art and the self is 

enabled.  

 

 



Attempting to conceptualize his patchwork world of segmented 

communities, which he dips into and out of at any moment, Parlá has 

expanded Kenner’s idea of the Elsewhere Community. While artists 

have also been influenced in the past by interactions with other 

cultures, for Parlá, the difference with such interactions today is the 

ubiquity of travel as well as the technologies that allow for the 

ongoing connectivity of dialogue to continue, where the artist can 

serve as nexus.  

 

For him, not only is influence, thought, and artistic exchange enabled 

and brought back to one’s own community through interactions with 

an “elsewhere,” but rather than such a static form in terms of 

circumscribed memories, an active sustainable community is 

created—investigating this idea of a maintained borderless 

connection now possible through the internet and frequency of travel. 

Parlá maintains these perceptions of community through bringing 

back and reconstructing this connection or feeling of sustained 

imagined community and imagined place in his mind and work, but 

also replenishes it with active connection. 

 

Traveling through one city to the next, Parlá explores its “nooks and 

crannies” with his camera in tow. He agily lunges toward and hunts 

down images on long walks in the streets — images of a decayed tile 

wall; of a poster, half ripped or covered up; or of the peeling paint 

from an exterior wall. He explains: 



I set up this system years ago walking in Tokyo, I said I’m going to 

start walking in a direction and every time I hit a corner, I make a left 

and then next corner, I make a right and then the next one, I make a 

left until I get lost. That’s my point of departure and I always end up in 

the craziest places like nooks and crannies. I like homeless people, 

talking with homeless people.  

 

 

I like to see what the environment is like. If I end up in an 

area that’s really pristine and clean, and rich, then I’m still like: 

“What around this area is broken down?” And I’ll start to search for 

that also in the area that is super clean. What are they trying to hide? 

I’m looking for things in humanity that are deteriorating and 

broken down and for some reason, I’m drawn to that. 

 

What the artist refers to as the “griminess” of his work, and interest 

in sourcing the decay and grit of a city, comes from his impressed 

memories of the crime and deterioration of the aged pastel-washed 

walls of the place of his youth in Miami. 

 

My neighborhood alone, there must have been over 30 gangs that 

kind of roamed around looking for trouble and if you were an artist, 

you kind of had a pass. If they knew that you were a painter and you 

were a dancer or something, they left you alone. So you were left to 

see a lot of it without being really hurt…I saw people get shot, 



stabbed, there was crime…And I didn’t live in a particularly bad 

neighborhood, but I think even the best neighborhoods were touched 

by the ’80s crime wave in Miami. So that was the experience and 

that’s how it made me see the city as a hectic place. So I try to place 

myself in it. 

 

A Home Between: Parlá’s family history of exile predates and 

backgrounds his own experiences of living between cities. His 

paternal grandfather, Agustin Parlá’s parents had been exiled to Key 

West from Cuba during the Cuban Independence War (aka the 

Spanish, American War). Agustin himself was also Cuba’s first 

aviator, and helped fund José Martí to fight against Spain.  

 

Upon the ascent of Fidel Castro, Parlá’s father, José Agustin Parlá, 

moved into exile and taught Spanish in the small town of Douglas, 

Georgia. He returned to Cuba in the interval and married and 

resettled in Miami, where brothers Rey and José were born 

in 1971 and 1973 respectively. In 1974 the family moved to Puerto Rico, 

where their father accepted a job as an interpreter to the Puerto 

Rican government, living there between 1974 and 1983 before moving 

once again back to Miami. It was only in January 

2003 that the artist would visit Cuba for the first time, staying in 

Havana and his mother’s hometown of Aguada de Pasajeros for 21 

days, the maximum stay allowed at the time on a family visa. 

Experiencing culture shock upon his family’s move to Miami in 1983, 



the young artist fell into a clique of friends who were passionate 

about art.  

 

Following the lead of his brother, with whom he remains close, Parlá 

began hanging out with friends studying letterforms and Wild Style at 

the age of 10. Obsessed with an idea of New York from books and 

films, and with the hip hop culture coming out of the Bronx in the 

’80s, the young artist also began what he calls his addiction to 

writing.  

 

His group of friends would sneak out at night to write on walls, and 

gathered at each other’s homes to draw, and practice letterforms. 

While in high school, Parlá was greatly influenced by an art history 

book given to him by his father that introduced him to traditional 

Chinese calligraphy.  

 

Viewing an image of a calligraphic scroll on its side, Parlá identified 

forms similar to those he created. 

 

I saw a letter “E,” I saw a letter “A,” I saw letters exactly like what I 

would have done it, but looking at the calligraphy sideways. I was 

really drawn to these powerful strokes that they were doing and how 

complex and beautiful and just strong [they were]. Beyond 

penmanship, it was the massive strokes of the brush.  

 



And I thought,“How can I achieve that?” However, Parlá was struck 

and weighted by the negativity and stigma surrounding the artwork 

that he and his circle of friends were creating. He explained: “It was 

like everyone, teachers and adults mainly, were telling you that what 

you are doing is not art— this is scribbling, this is junk, this is 

vandalism. And I was thinking, no, this is calligraphy. This is like what 

the Chinese are doing.” 

 

Parlá studied traditional letter styles that came from New York and 

Philadelphia and other cities from the ’60s and ’70s that were passed 

down through an ad hoc system — “a passage of rights.” Citing years 

of practice and the study of Wild Style letterform development under 

other artists, and acquiring a mastery of brushstroke and form, the 

artist felt validated in his own work through his identification with 

Chinese and later Arabic calligraphy. Along with his friends, Parlá 

sought to create their own art history, with documentation as key. 

Because we were doing it on walls, we always found these 

connections to cave paintings, Egyptian hieroglyphics, Mesopotamian, 

Persian.  We were always searching for that too. We were like: “Wow, 

we’re making our own history.” And in a way, I think we needed that, 

because we felt like society would say: “You’re disenfranchised 

people, you’re no one, you’re from these neighborhoods.” So we were 

searching to be someone. To document ourselves — to exist. 

Initially armed with his 110 camera, then his 35mm camera, Parlá’s 

brother Rey photographed the works of the artists, waking at 



daybreak to photograph what could be buffed away by early morning. 

A high school teacher recognized the talent of the young artist and 

created an afterschool art program around him and a few other 

students.  

 

Parlá was entered into a student competition, which earned him a 

scholarship to the Savannah College of Art and Design 

in Georgia. He returned to Miami after college and studied at the New 

World School of the Arts. In 1992, José and Rey formed the artist 

collective the Inkheads Crew, with the brothers introducing the idea 

of showing the collective’s works in galleries. 

 

During this time, Parlá identified a need to evolve his work and 

sought to extricate himself from under the generalized categorization 

of “street art” that subsumed many artists’ individual artwork. By 

1997, he had been living in Savannah for two years, developing a 

career with gallery representation. However, Parlá recognized the 

limitations of the market and desired to break out into a larger art 

market. It was his father’s sudden death from a heart attack that 

served as a wake up call for the young artist to move to New York 

City. He recalled: I knew that there was much more for me to explore 

if I came to New York City and I just packed up all my stuff in a U-Haul 

and drove to New York and stayed at a friend’s until I found a little 

studio in New Rochelle near the Bronx. I just moved up, little by little 

trying to make a life here for myself. Losing my father made me think 



“OK, realize your dream, do something.” 

 

While in New York City, Parlá expanded his acquaintances to include 

a Lower East Side shop owner in possession of an abandoned 

toyshop, which Parlá and his friends were able to convert into a 

gallery space. The gallery was called 113 Ludlow, after its address 

between Rivington and Delancey streets, where at the time, the 

Lower East Side overflowed with artists and musicians. The result 

included two exhibitions featuring the paintings, films and 

photography of the Inkheads, with the work of the Parlá brothers, 

Ivan Moreno, Chris Mendoza, DJ Cer, Rage Johnson, Pablo Power and 

Gina Osterloh.  

 

The first exhibition at 113 Ludlow opened in 1993 and was titled 

“Sporadic Germination,” derived from the title of a scratch animation 

film by Rey Parlá; and the following show was titled “Personal 

Alphabet,” which came from José Parlá’s work of the same title. 

Created in 1995, while Parlá was still in Georgia, Personal Alphabet 

(1995) would prove a decisive departure in the artist’s work that 

would alter his subsequent style, theory, and process. He noted: 

It was a statement, a breaking away from the expected normal style 

coming out of the “street art arena.” I was after making my work an 

example of experimentation, somewhere between new and old 

influences, life, the city, and walls.  

 



Looking at old deterioration on walls gave me most of the inspiration, 

as I was looking to keep a connection to the environment that fueled 

my art making already. The work consists of layered paints of deep 

burnt orange on black, with drips and patches of whitewash and 

collaged elements that seem almost plastered to the canvas. A 

column of bold black lettering works its way down the right side of 

the canvas. While the painting is less delicately nuanced than some of 

his current work, the elements of flowing letterforms and a decayed 

palimpsest-like surface is already evident, which can be seen in 

later works including Marked by Ink Stains (2000).  

 

Parlá also began relating his connection to the environment around 

him in his work with Personal Alphabet, which was inspired by a 

neighborhood in Atlanta called Cabbage Town. For the artist, the 

evolution of his work was pronounced, yet remained true to his roots 

and the energy of his previous work.  

 

 

Extremely self aware of his decision to move beyond his previous 

work that was based more in the letterform tradition, his work 

continues to recognize the roots of his art career and training. Such 

references are seen in his flowing calligraphic writing, as well as 

pieces such as his 2008 Sketch series, in which he utilizes black 

books.  

The exhibition “Personal Alphabet” traveled to Japan 



immediately after the 113 Ludlow exhibition, launching the artist’s 

activities there, which has since developed into a thriving parallel 

career. 

 

Put simply, Parlá wished to be recognized as a painter above all else. 

Enrapt in the experimental quality of working in his studio, from 

chipping away from plaster with a hammer, to investigating the 

combination of painting on vinyl and sandpapering, to his watercolor 

“fusions,” where he employs brushstrokes of water sprinkled with 

natural powdered dyes to create multicolored strokes on paper, 

developing different painting techniques is a the heart of Parlá’s 

work.  

 

In his most recent watercolor pieces, including 

the works A Storm of Broken Syntax, Memory Arrangement of Word 

Symmetry, and Noise, he utilizes his trademark Posca Japanese 

markers to layer thin lettering details, which float and mingle with 

the larger curving calligraphic strokes of deep orange, green, 

brown, and black.  

 

The composition of the works seem framed off toward the top and to 

the side of the paper, where the main calligraphic forms of the large 

watercolored brushstrokes look as if they are falling off the page, 

giving an effect that the work is just a segment of a larger text. 

Like the watercolors, his Bizen Yaki ceramics also play with the 



notion of fragmentation, resembling excavated ancient tabular stone 

fragments. In 2002, the artist met Hajime Kimura and began working 

with the Kimura family of 13 generations of ceramicists dating back to 

the Edo period. The family collects its clay as chunks of earth from 

their mountain.  

 

The earth is crushed by hammers and placed in large square wells of 

water to mix into different grades of clay. The clay is then pulled from 

the wells and folded and shaped. There are two firings a year, lasting 

ten days of baking and ten days of cooling. 

 

It’s during the firing that the minerals lying deep within the clay come 

to its surface and bring out richly earthy red, gray, brown and orange 

hues, along with shiny glaze-like effects, determining the final 

coloration and look of the pieces. From the latest firing in April 2009, 

the piece Reading Through Seeing Feeling (2009) exhibits a coloration 

that gradually moves from a darker blue gray at one bottom corner 

up to a deep brown-red shading at the top.  

 

The whole of the Bizen Yaki ceramic gives an appearance of having a 

glaze applied to it, although no glaze or paint has ever touched the 

clay. In turn, the Bizen Yaki work Feeling of Abstraction, Realistic 

Interpretation, Anything Specific (2009) displays a bright orange 

terracotta base color and appears as if it were burned in areas 

with gray soot. Only one corner has produced the glossy effect.  



While imparting a varying organic look to each piece with similar 

patchwork effects and hues as Parlá’s paintings, each separate Bizen 

Yaki ceramic offers its own secrets within the history of the 

composition of the mountain and are the final collaborators with 

Parlá in the work’s 

creation. On one tablet, he has transcribed the names of all the 

artists he grew up with, documenting them in the clay that when 

baked, becomes iron-like in hardness.  

 

The process of gaining the trust of the Kimura family after a year of 

training, of carving into the soft clay, and the strict baking cycle is 

told by Parlá with an intense reverence and respect of tradition and 

artistry. At times Parlá intensity of process, documentation, and free 

flow of stream of consciousness writing becomes mantra-like and 

therapeutic, such as with his recent painting The Legacy of Sar-One 

(2009). The painting references the name of a close friend and artist 

who greatly influenced him from his youth in Miami until his recent 

passing.  

 

According to Parlá, the letters “S,” “A,” and “R” flowed automatically 

from his hand, drawing out and documenting memories and stories in 

white, black and bright blue flowing line on a distressed green, 

orange and white layered and peeling background. 

 

 



 

For Parlá, such feelings and memories that come to him, his 

everyday interactions and flow of life, and the environment in which 

he finds himself has become a part of his process and work. In his 

most recent works, elements of newspapers have become more 

prominent. Students VS The Fuzz (2009) includes a newspaper 

clipping about a student protest arguing for a better educational 

system in Paris. The piece was also inspired from his personal 

experience just weeks before of another protest, but this time in 

Tokyo. By documenting the history and emotion of the everyday that 

surrounds him, including the stories of his friends, family and 

personal acquaintances he meets along the way from 

around the world, the materials accumulate into a universal hidden 

narrative of experience and emotion. 

 

With “Reading Through Seeing,” Parlá investigates his artwork as a 

form of communication between the artist and viewer and explores 

the notion of finding meaning through both the abstract and more 

tangible object-elements in his work. He explained: 

“I’m trying to create a language of feeling like many painters before 

me, but now in this generation using specific gestures and language, 

handwriting, textures, collage, and seeing what the viewer’s going to 

perceive or what will I communicate or what will they 

say back. That is the test for this show.” 


