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Jane Rosen
Seen and Heard

ane Rosen is preparing her own ark.  That is, she is carving and 
shaping a slew of animals from dogs to birds to horses that seem to 
be part of an enormous installation representing various species of 
animals that surround her in life and work.

From day to day Rosen’s studio is a buzz with activity, stone being 
cut and carved, assistants moving and placing works but also with her 
models: two big dogs, a pair of horses and the family of ravens, hawks, 
fox, deer and song birds that come daily for feeding and conversation.  
It is not that Rosen is the crazy cat lady next door, she is, in fact 
attached to and attracted by the character and personality of each of 
these creatures.  They are her muses, her models.  Each peculiar trait, 
every habit and their daily routines are a wonderful living sketchbook 
of what over time and constant observation becomes her sculpture.  
Rosen believes deeply that her art, along with its aesthetic quality, is a 
guide to understanding the important relationship we have with these 
creatures.  Therefore, that understanding can stand as a guide to the 
relationships we have with each other and a respect we must develop 
and maintain for nature in general.

Rosen discovered sculpture in 1975 with her first show in New York, 
at Ed Thorp Gallery, and she has never left it.  Like most significant 
artists, the evolution of her art over the past four decades has 
witnessed a refinement and maturing into this recent series of bird 
statuary.  Her early works relied on a relief format: smooth and elegant 
but still bound by the material with the wall as their support.  “I am 
invested in the relationship between the form, thought, and the wall,” 
she explained in our conversations about her developments for this 
essay.  Over the years Rosen mastered the same skills she has as 
a natural born draughtsman to the art of carving.  And while most 
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“Huginn and Muninn mean ‘thought’ and ‘memory.’  Those are the names 
of the two ravens of Odin.  Every day he sends them flying over all the earth, 
and they come back and tell him everything they have seen and heard.”

—Nordic Legend



contemporary sculptors today are what is termed “post 
studio,” that is their production is taking place out side of 
the traditional studio setting either in an industrial shop or 
factory, Rosen cherishes working the materials directly in a 
studio lit by natural light and open to the elements.  For her, 
art is still an extremely personal means of expression and 
a way to communicate her sense of the world through her 
carved forms.  

In fact, Rosen relishes the process of bringing the sculpture 
into being; carving stone turns into a ritual of revelation 
by removing layers of rock to find the heart of the stone, 
its character if you will.  Rosen adds, “aspects of the stone 
direct you, guide you, suggest directions to take, remove 
here, follow a vein of color there.” She is a connoisseur of 
stone ever since her first visit to a stone yard in Portugal in 
1988 where a worker told her “the stone knows no master.”

Rosen is somewhat the stone whisperer—understanding 
both the substantial physical character of her materials but 
also sensing their internal unseen structure.  She will literally 
hear the stone as others may hear music, “synesthesia” she 

explained.  Rosen can hear what is happening in the stone.  
She can hear the form change, as it is being cut and carved.  
Those sounds translate in her mind into a picture of the 
form being shaped.

Remember too that this stone is a fragment of the earth; a 
fragment hardened over a millennium, extracted then from a 
quarry, then recycled from old buildings in Provence, France 
and now on the studio floor.  It contains within its core the 
history of its making, its own evolution, the history of its 
place.  Stone is also compressed time.  Time too is a key factor 
in Rosen’s vision.  Time as infinite; the bird is a symbol of the 
here and now and yet can disappear in a moment, fleeting like 
time: tempus fugit as the Roman’s would remind us.  

Rosen considers herself “pre modern.”  By this, she means 
that she is intuitive in her processes, exploring through a 
tried and true method of carving and extracting expression 
from the materials in her hands.  It relies less on theory and 
more on praxis; less relying on any diatribe to explain the 
work than the attainment of, and investment in hours of 
physical labor so that the aspects of the stone or blown glass 



are revealed, or the trace of a cut or mark are emphasized, 
or the surface of a cast glass form is polished.  That the 
details are as important as the overall structure; that there 
are corresponding visual elements in the bird as object and 
the base as object and that when brought together create 
an accomplished, connective whole, which is the subject.

Artists spend much of their down time trying to figure out 
where they are and where they are going and how they 
will get there.  There is doubt in any decision and at the 
same time a thrill to be able to create, as the great American 
sculptor Louise Nevelson called it, “your own character or 
being.” Each is his or her own invention of a self, an original, 
that tied together with the ambition to sustain a long career 
to succeed, as this invented self, and to find a place for it 
and the work, is certainly not an easy feat.  Rosen chose her 
open path decades ago and in recent years has fulfilled her 
dream of a life sustained by her art and her ideals.  While 
most sculptors today have turned to motley installations as 
the ‘lingua franca’ of their art, Rosen has stayed true to her 
passion for basic sculptural materials such as stone or glass 
or wood, and for her the craft of the sculptor to explore 
the way in which forms take shape and are born out of 
the process of working with those materials.  In the ‘90s 
Rosen moved west leaving her gritty urban New York roots 
for an almost idyllic setting in the rolling hills of Northern 
California.  The move was transformational for both herself 
and her aesthetics.  While the east is her mental home, the 
west is her sanctuary.

When it comes to animals in art, there is a long, significant and 
wonderful history from the ancient world’s representations 
in a colorful mosaic of bulls and dolphins to the heroic lions 
that appear in Greek and Roman art, and the countless 
representations of animals from medieval times through 
the Renaissance to our modern day painters, sculptors and 
photographers.  Who can forget Edward Hick’s Peaceable 
Kingdom or Manet’s great parrot or Henri Matisse’s white 
doves or Braque’s symbolic silhouette of a dark bird that 
sweeps across the surface of his late studio paintings and 
of course Brancusi’s revelatory sleek Bird In Space, a work 
he carved in marble and cast in bronze.  Joseph Cornell too 
was devoted to his aviary, so many of his anonymous bird 
cut-outs used as symbolic notes to his famous poetic and 
intimate box constructions.  In Rosen’s hands the bird is 
the perfect sitter: compact, pensive, iconic.  Almost a ready-
made model available in many sizes and colors.  There is 
great variety in Rosen’s repertoire of fauna.  This variety is 
underscored by her descriptive titles such as Pale Goshawk, 
Celadon Bird and Jewish Bride.  Each denotes something of 
the character of the sitter or materials used to represent 
this particular bird.  Nonetheless, in all of her work Rosen’s 
image of the bird is based on its shape, its posture, a gesture 

and the presence of the bird in space.  Similarly in all her 
work there is both brevity and assurance, the direct results 
of what she would call “an honest hard day’s work.” They are 
made, and are looking then, for a place to be set down or 
installed.  The base on which each sits is also an important 
feature of the work and requires equal work and attention 
to detail and to shape and scale.  Matching of bird and base 
are as integral to the process as is the carving itself.  

Like a beacon, the bird series begun around 2003, is a silent 
witness to our lives and our surroundings.  Their prophetic 
nature ensnares us and their heraldic stance captures us.  
They are set as either single works, or pairs or groupings.  
Some look young, others old and wise.  Different kinds of 
birds, different species of raptors abound, yet the artist stays 
focused on surface, color, pattern and a singular amphora-
like form.  Some birds appear sightless, so that the shape of 
the head and body remain somewhat streamlined, because 
any intrusion of details would deter Rosen from creating 
a truly emotive abstract shape.  In other instances, there 
are subtle twists and turns of the body as if the bird had 
awakened to a sound or a sight.   Again, it is the subtle gesture 
or posture of the bird that Rosen is aiming for because in 
the end, there are hundreds of possibilities and each one 
represents a moment in time and a feeling for that moment.  
For example, Celadon Bird, 2011, is a subtle compilation 
of glass and different stones: a kind of aesthetic formula of 
elemental materials.  Here Rosen is both carver and painter; 
the subtle shaping of the green glass and delicate striations 
of lines on the bird’s form are juxtaposed to the white and 
gray stone on which the bird sits.  In various views of her 
studio one finds a varied collection of carvings and castings 
as well as works in glass that have been laboriously cast 
or blown.  The studio houses a very extraordinary life-size 
aviary and the feeling is of a museum gallery.  Rosen sees 
these spaces as a grand installation of her ideas in which the 
light and tone have been specifically designed to articulate 
the individual character of each bird, while at the same time 
presenting this extraordinary body of work as a unified 
theme.  She imagines a room in a museum in which such a 
collection of birds could remain on permanent view.

Rosen’s birds, each a subtle portrait of some aspect of what it is 
to be a bird, the shape and weight of each carefully considered 
and established as key to their carving.  Each is perched on his 
or her pedestal, poised, awaiting their creator’s instructions or 
plan.  Fossil Bird, 2009, is photographed in a warm sunlight that 
casts a shadow on the far wall.  The great bird is perched on 
a stone block sitting atop a wood pedestal.  It has uncovered 
a shell shaped fossil and its function is guarding that relic 
which has been placed on a small ledge below it.  On the one 
hand the sculpture is a perfect visual balance between the 
limestone carving above and wooden plinth below.  On the 



other hand it is a minute tableau, a contemporary reliquary to 
the past.  Similarly, Lace Lola, made in 2011, combines layers of 
limestone blocks to create a structure upon which the glass 
bird is made to stand.  The layers of patinas across the glass 
bird mimic the patterns and hues of the limestone surface.  At 
the same time, there is a sharp contrast of materials in pairing 
the smoothed blown glass skin with the pitted and rougher 
stone texture.  Ironically, both come into being through 
extreme heat and pressure.

While some birds stand alone, others are paired as if sharing 
a dialogue or the job of watchman.  Rosen sent the following 
quote: “like two golden birds on the Self same tree, the ego 
and the Self dwell in the same body.  While the former eats 
the sweet and bitter fruit of the tree of life, the latter looks 
on in detachment,” The Mundaka Upanishads.

There is also series such as Wall Birds that are smaller, 
tubular in shape reliefs.  They are the most pictorial of 
Rosen’s works.  Each looks as if it has been modeled as 
three-dimensional tribute to the fantastic 17th century bird 
painting by Carl Fabritius, The Gold Finch in the collection 
of the Mauritshuis in Holland.  The Dutch painter’s study is a 
remarkable homage to his beautiful studio mate.  For Rosen 
the wall pieces are likewise posed, studies about her studio 
friends acknowledging their participation in her art and life.

Rosen’s drawings of animals are equally remarkable.  As 
testaments to her passion for animals they are less studies 
than tributes to their individual natures.  Classically drawn 
and representational in style detailed and refined, they are 
imbued with the same kind of spiritual feeling one finds 
in similar drawings of nature by Morris Graves, looking 
to the spirit of the thing not just the thing itself.  These 
works on paper are akin to the ink drawings on pieces of 
stone but they are generally larger, more exacting in their 
effort to bring the animal to life, or record some aspect of 
their physical appearance whether it is their color, pattern  
or structure.

When asked about her influences Rosen mentions that 
her inspirations are ancient and modern.  Not surprisingly 
she is drawn to the very formal and rigidly defined shapes 
of Egyptian tomb art.  Deities and Pharaohs sitting upright, 
erect and attentive imbued with the mysteries of the universe 
portrayed with heads in the shape of birds and the like.  It is 
both the simplicity of these forms as well as their evocative 
nature that so capture’s Rosen imagination.  Leonardo da Vinci 
is also a source for her ideas.  His own studies of nature and 
his exploration of anatomy are further background to Rosen’s 
efforts.  At the other end of the spectrum are Constantin 
Brancusi and Alberto Giacometti, two giants of the 20th 
century who set the bar for what sculpture could be.



Brancusi’s own bird sculptures begun a century ago were 
less about the particularities of any bird or species of bird 
than about the vision of the bird as pure form: exaggerated, 
smooth, wing-less.  These dramatic attenuated forms 
soon became icons of what we know now as modern; 
symbols of a virtuous simplicity, rigor and an avoidance of 
anything that would take the viewers eye or mind from 
the specifics of materials be it wood, metal or stone and 
the newly shaped form.  Brancusi challenged the viewer 
and his French peers to what we know and define as a 
sculpture of a bird.

Decades later Rosen takes from that modern idiom and 
methodology and now brings us back to think about and 
look at the distinctive character of birds.  While Rosen 
carves and builds with a modernist vocabulary and a 
spirit imbued with the modernist ethos, she adds to this 
spirit the post-modern words of name and place.  Rosen 
further explained her viewpoint about her influences, 
“Here is the Leonardo quote I mentioned to you in our 
conversation as well as two others I just love.  I adore Leo.”  
As Rosen explained outlining the results of his studies of 
what tools are necessary to create a painting the Italian 
master wrote to his 16th century audience, “Painting is 
concerned with the ten things you can see; these are: 
darkness and brightness, substance and color, form and 

place, remoteness and nearness, movement and rest.” Rosen 
adapted those same terms and principles to her own three  
dimensional concerns.  

Similarly the installation views of Rosen’s studio might 
remind the viewer of the now historic portraits of 
Giacometti’s studio in which tall plaster figures are 
clustered around the artist- not his Surrealist work- 
but those of the post war era when the figure became 
gaunt and elongated both as a subject and a symbol of 
the times.  His subjects could be animals too: dogs, a cat 
all denizens of his Paris neighborhood.  Rosen’s birds are 
neighbors too and like Giacometti they are characters of 
a much larger stage.  If the frail human form Giacometti 
imagined, then modeled in plaster, and cast in bronze as 
a player on a world stage then Rosen’s birds are players 
on a similar stage, and in an equally fragile world.  The 
question seemingly posed by both artists is will their 
characters survive? 

In the end for Rosen, the sculptor, her works are a power 
unlocked.  Each opens a dialogue through the process of 
carving, if you will, in stone or glass that draws the viewer in.  
Her cast of characters seduces us; speak to us with subtle 
nimble gestures.  They remind us of our humanity and their 
crucial part in our reality.

Ross Richmond and Kimberley Haugh at Public Glass working on “Lace Lola”.  
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Celadon Bird

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass and Limestone
63 x 8 x 14 inches





Celadon Bird detail

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass and Limestone
63 x 8 x 14 inches





Coopers

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass
16 x 5 x 3.5 inches

Japanese Bird 

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass and Limestone
14 x 4.5 x 3.25 inches



Long Bird

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass
18 x 5 x 3.5 inches

Egyptian Celadon

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass
16 x 5 x 4 inches



Dervish Bird

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass and Limestone
65 x 10 x 13 inches





Dervish Bird detail

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass and Limestone
65 x 10 x 13 inches





Lace Lola

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass and Limestone
78 x 10 x 24 inches





Lace Lola detail

Hand Blown Pigmented Glass and Limestone
78 x 10 x 24 inches





Fossil Bird

Limestone, Casein and Recycled Heart of Redwood
60 x 12 x 12 inches





Fossil Bird detail

Limestone, Casein and Recycled Heart of Redwood
60 x 12 x 12 inches





White Knight left    Jewish Bride right

Pigmented Limestone and Kiln Cast Glass





White Knight detail

Pigmented Limestone and Kiln Cast Glass
68 x 11 x 24 inches





Jewish Bride detail

Pigmented Limestone and Kiln Cast Glass
68 x 11 x 24 inches





Pale Goshawk Study

Korean Watercolor and Ink
22 x 30 inches





Pale Goshawk

Pigmented Limestone
74 x 20 x 12 inches





Pale Goshawk detail

Pigmented Limestone
74 x 20 x 12 inches





Bright Pale Male and Lola

Unique Hand Painting  
on Archival Pigment Print
20 x 31.5 inches
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