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Three thousand miles and two weeks later the sight of the East River surrounded
by a cascade of cement and metal meant a new home. Our deadpan attitude upon
arriving in Brooklyn may have been a result of highway hypnosis and pure exhaustion,
along with the realization that our American road trip had reached its destination. Our
feelings may have also meant the culmination of six months of obsessive research,
planning, and anxiety to hurtle from California to New York City while sitting on cotton
seats, surrounded by a box of metal and glass. As we left the West, Google Maps drew
a jittery line across the center of America. The networks of roads, highways and
freeways connected our various stops as if someone drew a line with a sharpie on a
map. Once the familiarity of my surrounding hometown faded away, the squiggly line on
my phone was my life line to make sense of the abstraction of my location. After a
certain point, maybe around Grand Junction Colorado, the yellow center divide, steering
wheel, and horizon all felt attached to a circular gear going around and around.
Sometimes my hands and arms would tingle. A lapse in attention at eighty miles an
hour might have easily resulted in a Looney Tunes explosion in the expansive desert.
Ten hours of looking through the windshield in my mechanical bubble had reduced the
vast American west to contoured shapes in my periphery. This head-on focus felt like
some type of mental imprisonment, with the distant horizon freezing my car into a fixed

position from point A to point B'. As the driver, my attention was consumed by this

' Robert Smisthson, Incidents of Mirror-Travel in the Yucatan (Los Angeles, University of California Press,
1996), pg. 119



circular gear, however my partner Akilah and | would periodically exchange roles of
driver and navigator. This exchange freed me from maintaining focus on the road.

Instead | found myself constantly looking down - checking my phone. The act of
checking is a proactive measure for me — an act of reassurance on a basic level.
Ideally it’'s simple, an answer to a question. Checking can be periodic. A quick update
on emails, the amount of coffee left in the cabinet, or reassurance that the front door is
locked. Checking can be obsessive — a lingering itch on the arch of my shoulder blade,
the lump under her scalp, the ache in my left chest. Checking implies that | don't have
the information that | should have, that | need to continue my search and keep updated
until the itch is satisfied. A problem occurs when there is too much information and
when the answer eventually leads me endlessly around the corner. This is an action to
satisfy that itch, regardless of the content or the outcome and the act of checking
becomes an action for its own sake. Backlit and full of information, it holds all the
answers and the source for my compulsions — a capsule to tell me that it's true or false.
Where is our destination? When do we leave? Where do we turn? Regardless of the
binary, the lingering ritual is always there and always available and availability quickly
mutates to dependence. This dependence becomes a new kind of imprisonment. One
that creates a psychological tether to the tools that connect us, bind us, drive us, and
remove us from the physical world. Had | missed the cliches of the American road trip?
Was there something blocking this impulse to connect with the natural world?

These questions continue to linger and prod me when thinking about my

paintings. This trip serves as a backdrop for how | view my own work and the direction it
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Grant Wells
Installation View.
Exhibition in the 205 Hudson Street gallery. 2020
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