
Highway Evangel 

 
It is dusk. The fields are still visible, though softening into blue. Fence posts and barns have 
become silhouettes. The shoulder of the road holds the last light, and overhead, the moon has 
risen. For a few minutes, the landscape seems to belong equally to the earth and to whatever waits 
beyond it. 

I ride home on a Tennessee state highway, looking out the passenger window. At fifty-five miles an 
hour, everything falls into a blur. Almost before I can register it, GET RIGHT WITH GOD appears 
across the side of a barn. It is a Harrison Mayes sign I have never seen before. By the time I reach 
for my phone, we are already passing it. I take a picture anyway. In the photograph, I find the sign 
without its hard edges: white letters dissolving into the evening light, almost indistinguishable 
from the field behind it. 

I think the picture is perfect. As documentation, it fails. As a way of thinking about Harrison Mayes, 
it holds something essential. He made his work for people in motion. His signs were meant to 
arrive suddenly, at the edge of vision, before the body had time to prepare for them. Born in East 
Tennessee and raised in Kentucky, Mayes became known by many names: God’s ad man, the cross 
builder, the sign man. Each name carries some part of his calling, practical and expansive at once. 
 
Harrison Mayes could not drive. He spent much of his life in the passenger seat, hiring friends and 
neighbors to take him where he wanted to go, and where he wanted to go was boundless. Once he 
reached a site, he could do the rest himself. He had worked out a system of weight and leverage, 
using the truck bed to tilt each marker down, roll it off, and guide it into a hand-dug hole. A typical 
cross weighed about 1,400 pounds. The messages carried their own weight too. Even glimpsed 
from the side of the road, they hit with urgency and devotion. Mayes made them from concrete 
because he wanted that force to last. As Mayes put it, they would still be standing after he was 
“dead and gone.” 

I return to my side-of-the-road photograph because it changes the way I understand his work. 
Drivers keep their eyes on the road. The passenger studies everything at its edges, gathering 
meaning from what passes too quickly to hold. That way of seeing carried Mayes remarkably far. 
Over the course of his life, he made thousands of concrete signs that were erected across the 
country. Toward the end of his life, he painted signs on paper, sealed them in bottles, and released 
them into the ocean, trusting they would reach places he never could. “I’ve got 56,000 bottles 
spread throughout the world,” he told writers from Foxfire. “There are twenty languages in the 
bottles.” He dreamed of placing markers on every planet in the solar system and prepared signs 
for celestial bodies that had yet to be discovered. To Mayes, the roadside and the cosmos 
occupied the same line of sight. 
 
Mayes called it no-man’s-land: the sliver of earth between the road and private property, a space 
that belonged neither fully to the state nor fully to the adjacent landowner. He recognized its 



peculiar freedom. “Asking for permission doesn’t get you very far,” he once said. In that gap, his 
messages could remain because no one could quite claim the authority to remove them. Vision 
took root where ownership gave way. Mayes’s signs did more than direct travelers from one place 
to another. They became acts of faith in worlds still coming into being. 

A bicycle, for Mayes, could carry that faith too. Across its frame he painted, “This bike is dedicated 
to outer space. I hope to ride it on the moon and many of the planets erecting sacred signs.” The 
sentence is funny, direct, and completely serious. A bicycle belongs to the road, and Mayes gives it 
another purpose. He turns it toward the moon, the planets, and the sacred work of marking them. 
The bike remains earthbound, yet its intended route is cosmic. 

No-Man’s-Land begins with the idea that orientation is something we continually make. To orient 
oneself means more than knowing where to stand. It means learning how to move through uncertain 
ground, how to read signs, how to follow forces that may not yet have names. Maps, borders, 
constellations, rituals, and roads all promise direction, yet each arranges the world according to its 
own logic. The artists gathered here begin where those inherited systems start to loosen. They work 
from the threshold, using it as material, method, and ground. 

Some works move through landscape as if place itself were still in motion. In Joseph E. Yoakum’s 
drawings, roads bend around mountains and vanish behind slopes. Rivers press through valleys. 
Ridges rise in long, rolling bands. The drawings carry the names of real places, yet their 
geographies follow a more private logic, shaped by where Yoakum had been and by what those 
places became in memory. Guillermo Galindo also begins with passage, though his materials 
come from the charged terrain of the U.S.–Mexico border. Discarded belongings become 
instruments, giving sound to movement, loss, and survival. In Seba Calfuqueo’s video, Calfuqueo 
moves with and against water, pulling blue fabric through forest, stream, and waterfall until fabric, 
river, and body seem bound to the same living system. 

Other works turn toward systems large enough to hold what ordinary maps cannot. In Suzanne 
Treister’s paintings, the Tree of Life becomes a structure for imagining future architectures, from 
museums of cosmic dust to technologies for communication across planetary distance. Her work 
gives speculative thought a place to live, turning mystical diagrams, scientific inquiry, and cosmic 
scale into fields of color and form. Saya Woolfalk also builds worlds beyond fixed categories. Her 
Empathics, a fictional race of women who can alter their genetic makeup and fuse with plants, 
imagine hybridity as a form of transformation rather than a problem to be resolved. 

For Eddie Owens Martin and Erin Jane Nelson, site is never only backdrop. It presses into the 
figure, alters it, protects it, and opens a future for beings still taking form. At Pasaquan, Martin built 
a world capable of containing the expanse of his visions. Walls, pathways, garments, symbols, and 
painted figures became part of a future society he had already begun to inhabit. As St. EOM, he 
turned self-fashioning into cosmology, making the body another surface through which Pasaquan 
could extend. Nelson’s pieces are built from another kind of ground: photographs gathered from 
her own archive, printed onto fabric, and pieced together. Her work moves through mythology, 



site, and ecological unease, allowing figures to emerge as guardians, omens, or companions for an 
ever-shifting landscape. They hover between image and object, creature and spirit, wound and 
shelter.  

Ada Friedman and Sarah M. Rodriguez treat place as a record of contact. Friedman’s paintings are 
shaped by repeated movement through the studio. A surface may begin overhead, move 
underfoot, return to the wall, and carry the memory of each position it has occupied. Pacing, 
counting, rotating, and returning become ways of measuring time through the body. Rodriguez’s 
sculptures begin with organic forms pressed into sand and burned away, leaving cavities for 
molten aluminum to fill. The finished works hold the memory of living matter while becoming 
harder to name. A branch becomes a limb, a support, a path. Form is made through contact, 
pressure and change.  

Across the exhibition, no-man’s-land becomes more than the strip of ground beside the road. It 
names places where ordinary direction loosens and other forms of relation begin to appear. 
Knowledge rarely moves in straight lines here. It travels through detours, visions, accidents, 
rituals, and encounters that resist easy explanation. 

Harrison Mayes remains at the center of this exhibition because he offers a method. Look to the 
side of the road. Look to the margins. Look to the object someone else might pass without seeing. 
A marker can do more than point from one place to another. It can gather belief around itself and 
turn a strip of unclaimed ground into a place charged with meaning. This is where visionary 
thinking takes root: in the gaps between territories and in bodies and landscapes still becoming. 
No-Man’s-Land moves across these thresholds and asks what might become visible when we allow 
ourselves to remain, however briefly, between worlds. 

 

Kelsie Conley 
KMA Assistant Curator 

 


