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The title of Taylor Davis’s exhibition, taken from a short story by author William Gass,1
points to a restless desire for orientation—and return—qualities inherent in both the
conceptual and physical aspects of her work. The desire for orientation has led Davis to make
art that frequently accentuates or comments on spatial perception, creating situations where
the viewer’s bearings become either heightened or unsettled. But Davis’s work goes beyond
dealing purely with orientation in space by drawing content from both high and low culture.
The artist’s persistent engagement with the issue of orientation utilizes form, space, subject,
identity, place, material, and language to make art that consistently—and often vexingly—
calls what is known into question.

Tbox 1, 2012
Collection of Kristen Dodge

This exhibition presents four separate, but interrelated, groups of objects: text cylinders, built
forms, collages, and the most recent shaped canvas pieces that combine drawing, painting,
and collage. It should be noted that Davis is a consummate craftsperson, fabricating all of the
work in her studio, but that the sense of making in her objects is always reserved and usually
drops into the background, allowing content to rise to the surface. For instance, the cherry
boards resembling wainscoting that comprise Fingers & Thumbs #3 have been painstakingly
milled on woodworking equipment in her studio, yet on encountering the sculpture the
primary experience is of spatial mystery. The piece is strangely animated, like a puzzle that is
in the process of completion, with the detail of each board’s complex cross-section subtly
acting to reinforce the physical associations raised by the work’s title. Fingers & Thumbs #3
communicates with its own version of sign language, by rotating space like hands that are
forming a snowball. The piece is a box of sorts, yet one can circumnavigate it numerous times
and still not have a clear understanding of its logic. Its movement is restless, and “up” and
“down” seem like meaningless concepts in its presence. It is architectural, but intimate like a
piece of furniture, and defies easy categorization.
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Situated in the same gallery is Tbox 1, a small construction made of birch plywood. At first
glance its form is reminiscent of an upside down cardboard box, with its top flaps folded out
on the floor. On its surfaces are markings that look like casually torn and placed pieces of blue
painter’s tape, but are actually trompe l’oeil painted renderings of tape. The majority of the
symbols are arrows, and their orientation follows the grain of the wood. On one level they
are clearly directing us to a fact about the object’s construction, but their false “fool the eye”
nature acts to negate any trust we might put in them. Davis has taken an icon of orientation,
the arrow, and by her use of it has destabilized a box, a shape that is typically one of the most
understood of three-dimensional forms. An arrow on a box usually means “this side up,” but
in this case following the artist’s arrows leads to an interior spiral, like a vertiginous ramp in
a parking garage. Unlike the minimal, box-like forms of Donald Judd that strove for clarity
by rallying against falsity and illusion, Davis’s Tboxes offer the clarity of knowing that
everything is potentially uncertain and one shouldn’t necessarily trust even familiar symbols.
Davis’s practice has consistently involved collage, but her work in this medium has until
recently been modest in scale. This exhibition offers several of the artist’s paper collaged
works, but also one of the new, large, hybrid drawing/collages done on sized canvas.
Unlike Davis’s three-dimensional works that are primarily non-representational, the artist’s
collages utilize familiar imagery, but exhibit an ambiguity between being formal and
content-driven. Her work in this medium never presents images in a hierarchical format: no
one picture is more important, there is a sense of democracy, where all images command
more or less equal attention. Davis chooses her images and arranges them in a seemingly
casual manner, without clever artifice, which suggests that meaning is not preordained, but
rather is to be found in the act of looking. The source materials for these works speak of
the artist’s interest in identity through material culture, and how the sociology of objects

helps to define individuality. Take, for instance, the collage Frogs and Hats. A series of cutout
images—the majority of them pictures of frog tchotchkes and an assortment of hats—are
arranged on a piece of paper on which two crisscrossing grids are drawn. The rectilinear shapes
of the pictures are not aligned with the rows of the grids, as would be expected, resulting in the
undermining of its ordered, Cartesian nature. The images’ relationship with the grid, however,
has been generally determined by their content—for example, the directional gaze of a frog or
the shape of a hat—in an unusual and relativistic approach to assinging orientation. Hats and
small sculptures of frogs are objects that many people collect, and here Davis has gathered their
pictures together with what seems like a random selection of representations of other items.
The multiple frog and hat depictions act to unify the collage by suggesting a theme, yet the unity
is interrupted by their unsettling relationship with the gridded lines, the visual noise created by
the surrounding images, the majority of which have come from product catalogues produced by
FarmTek, a company that supplies equipment and materials related to agriculture. Davis spent
her grade school years living on farms in Washington state and Minnesota, and her interest in
the FarmTek product images is based in both a love for the rural landscape and their practical,
but oddly poetic nature. Frogs and Hats is an uneasy alignment between two systems of
sentiment: the world of collectibles and the artist’s memories of her childhood. The pictures
jostle each other and there is a sense that the work is caught in the midst of a process of
organization. Can passion be organized? A grid, like a calendar, attempts to guarantee certainty,
but ultimately it can’t keep its promise when it comes to matters of the heart.
Cardinal Grid No.1 and Untitled (Diamond) are shaped canvases that play with the viewer’s
perception of space by hypnotically overlapping multiple grids and by alternately moving, and
then holding, the viewer’s eye with bits of colored “tape,” which, as in Tbox 1, are painted
trompe l’oeil artifacts. Growing out of the artist’s interest in the way certain cultures ascribe
specific colors to the cardinal points of the compass,2 the two works combine a Minimalist
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reserve with restless Op art-like visual activity. Cardinal Grid No.1 has six overlapping
grids, each rendered in a different color, with none of their orientations being either parallel
or perpendicular to the edges of the canvas or aligning with either true horizontal or
vertical. Further, the orientation of the top edge of the shaped canvas is not horizontal, as
would be expected, but rather slopes up to the right. This slightly uncomfortable
particularity creates an impulse in the viewer that is rather like the urge to straighten a
picture that is hung out of plumb, but the fact is that its orientation has been determined
by gravity—that usually most-reliable force in determining what is up or down—together
with the grid that is closest to being vertical. The work is hung from a point near the 90°
corner formed by the intersection of the work’s two “legs” and its subtle asymmetrical
shape naturally causes it to list to port. So, two facts combine to determine the orientation
of Cardinal Grid No.1, echoing the relativistic alignment of Frogs and Hats. If these
unsettling features aren’t enough, the multicolored, overlapping grids go in and out of synch
with themselves, causing the optical illusion of concentric circles resembling the patterns
formed by raindrops on the surface of water. Cardinal Grid No.1 defies comfortable
assurance, following its own restless rules of organization and adjustment to the
environment.
Davis is a dedicated reader of prose and poetry, a fact that has led to the creation of works
that use literary quotations as both form and content. To paraphrase an old truism, we are
what we read, and Davis’s interest in writing, text, and typography speaks to the importance
of the written word in both forming a sense of self and aligning that self to the culture
at large. This exhibition contains five freestanding, bent-wood cylinders, each with a handpainted sentence or phrase wrapped around its exterior surface. Words are an invitation to
read, but the tightly wrapped text precludes immediate comprehension, and the viewer
is forced into a dance of circumnavigation in order to successfully translate what has

been written. To make matters more complex, each text is rendered in four different colors,
relating to the notion of the four cardinal compass directions, which acts to accentuate the rotary
nature of the typography. Sculpture, by definition, is a three-dimensional experience, but
typically we determine the nature of most objects by putting together the information offered by
only one or two vantage points. Davis’s cylinders demand the viewer’s consideration from
multiple directions, and a work such as SOME HAE, which uses a version of the Selkirk Grace,
a traditional Scottish prayer from the seventeenth century that is often attributed to poet Robert
Burns, requires at least six orbital journeys for complete comprehension:
SOME HAE MEAT AND CANNAE EAT, AND SOME HAE NANE THAT WANT IT. BUT WE HAE
MEAT AND WE CAN EAT. SO LET THE LORD BE THANK IT.
The texts that Davis appropriates are from sources as varied as writer Herman Wouk, author of
The Winds of War, and Japanese cartoonist and Manga writer/artist Osamu Tezuka, best known
as the creator of Astro Boy. Davis’s motivation in choosing texts is ultimately political, however,
and she is attracted to historical figures or literary characters that are often categorized by a loss
or lack of power. The need to orient oneself is made more urgent—and identity becomes most
stark—when defined by opposition. For instance, the work Horses, mules takes its text from a
ceramic vessel made by David Drake, also known as “Dave the Slave” or “Dave the Potter,” an
enslaved African-American potter who lived in South Carolina in the nineteenth century and
wrote short sentences and couplets on his vessels. Historians look at his pottery as an act of
defiance, as it was generally forbidden for slaves to either read or write. The phrases on Drake’s
vessels often mourn the loss of family members, and the text of Horses, mules can be looked at
as a coded lament:
Horses, mules and hogs—all our cows is in the bogs—there they shall stay till the
buzzards take them away
Davis is clearly interested in the power of language (the text on the cylinders demands action
from the viewer in a way that mere form could never achieve), but she is also aware of both its
awkwardness and potential grace, and the texts she chooses frequently resemble incantations or
chants, which when repeated match the circularity of the cylinders. The act of circumambulating
a cylinder such as If you steal a horse suggests the ecstatic dance of the Dervish, the pilgrim’s
course around the Kaaba in Mecca, or the maypole dance that marks the cycling of the seasons.
When the viewer slowly circles and reads If you steal a horse, and let him go, he’ll take you to
the barn you stole him from, the motion, like everything that orbits, is defined by a center point
as well as the inevitability of return:
Except for the point, the still point,
There would be no dance, and there is only the dance.
I can only say, there we have been: but I cannot say where.
And I cannot say, how long, for that is to place it in time.3
As suggested by these lines written by T. S. Eliot, one’s movement through the world is uncertain,
yet it is defined by an intangible point that describes who we are and where we have been.
Similarly, the restless character of Taylor Davis’s work clearly presents the fugitive nature of
knowing, while simultaneously providing pieces that intimate the possibility of resolution.
Richard Klein, exhibitions director
Taylor Davis was born in 1959 in Palm Springs, California, and lives and works in Boston, Massachusetts

Works in the Exhibition
All dimensions h x w x d in inches
Because I, 2011
Wacky Wood, oil paint
45 x 27 x 27

Zippo, 2013
Collage, colored pencil on black paper
22 x 30

SOME HAE, 2011
Wacky Wood, oil paint
46 x 25 x 21

Birds, 2014
Collage, watercolor
11 ½ x 23 ½

Horses, mules, 2012
Wacky Wood, oil paint
46 ½ x 28 ½ x 24 ½

Cardinal Grid No.1, 2014
Copic marker, oil paint on sized canvas
52 x 106

Men of Honor, 2012
Wacky Wood, oil paint
46 ½ x 27 x 21 inches

Fingers and Thumbs #3, 2014
Cherry wood
39 x 39 x 39

Tbox 1, 2012
Birch plywood, oil paint
14 x 16 ½ x 16 ½
Collection of Kristen Dodge

If you steal a horse, 2014
Wacky Wood, oil paint
47 ½ x 29 x 27

Coffee and Clouds Plus, 2013
Collage, watercolor
11 ½ x 23 ½
deep collective lore, 2013
Leather paint on black suede
Installed dimensions variable
Frogs and Hats, 2013
Collage, watercolor
18 x 24

Untitled (Diamond), 2014
Copic marker, oil paint on sized canvas
76 ½ x 75 ½
Untitled (Farm Tek #2), 2014
Copic marker, collage on sized canvas
75 ½ x 60 ½
All works courtesy of the artist, except where noted
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