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Samuel Roy-Bois
Let us, then, be up and doing, With a heart  
for any fate; Still achieving, still pursuing, 
Learn to labor and to wait.
june 13 to august 24, 2008

new piece, the journey is more articulated and filled with romantic 

notions of mystery and discovery. With a precision of means, a slight 

incline, a few turns, low lighting and a series of irregular triangles, in a 

small space, Roy-Bois has created a tangible journey that has many 

of the clichéd characteristics of a fantastic adventure. The combined 

elements create a narrative that is familiar to childhood fairytales, 

which are repeatedly played out into adulthood through an endless 

array of popular adventure films and video games. The basic plot 

sends the hero on a quest into the unknown far from home in search 

of a talisman that saves lives, maybe the world, or more greedily 

brings personal riches. No matter how divergent the details are within 

each story, a mystery always needs to be maintained in the true spirit 

of discovery. 

Roy-Bois has built a trek into the unknown in search of the unknown. 

But of course, like the immeasurable number of popular adventure 

stories, it is just a representation. In taking this passage, the risks are 

limited and don’t go beyond the regular perils of venturing into most 

contemporary art galleries. Yet the pleasure of suspense is still an 

important factor. So here, in this text, I feel I shouldn’t tell you more 

than there is a treasure at the end of the path. But how long can this 

mystery be upheld? Have I already revealed too much? And how 

integral is maintaining an element of the unknown to understanding 

the work? Is this desire for sustaining some level of suspense a 

metaphor for experiencing art? 

It is the experience of seeing that is privileged in this work, in all of 

Roy-Bois’ works. Roy-Bois rarely gives the viewer a whole image 

to rest on or in. There is no sweet spot from which to experience 

the work. As in Satellites (2006), where two built rectangular rooms, 

each with two large plate glass windows, rotate clockwise so the 

viewer can never simultaneously see inside both forms or view the 

structures as static wholes. As each room spins, they block parts of 

the other from view. The sculpture Shallow Island (2005), functions 

similarly. It has a defined outside and inside which look and feel 

The lyrical title of Samuel Roy-Bois’ new installation for the Contem-

porary Art Gallery comes from the last refrain of the American poet 

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s sonnet, A Psalm of Life: What The 

Heart Of The Young Man Said To The Psalmist (1838). The inspirational 

tone of the poem is summed up in these last lines, which urge 

the reader to literally “be up and doing.” Like the meaning of most 

of Longfellow’s poems, the gist of A Psalm of Life is immediately 

accessible and fairly direct: people must strive to move forward, “to 

act, that each to-morrow / Find us farther than to-day.” The poem 

celebrates working, in particular, the work of artists. Life is not for 

dying, but to pursue art, which can transcend time: “Art is long, and 

Time is fleeting.” 

Longfellow was one of the most popular poets of his time with his work 

being widely disseminated through magazines and in newspapers; he 

was a populist, which lead to his unprecedented success and was 

also used as a criticism against him. He was commonly considered a 

sentimental writer, and there is no doubt that his singsong writing style 

blended with his inspirational topics made Longfellow a romantic. 

This inspirational romanticism is essential to Roy-Bois’ new work. In 

particular, it is Longfellow’s idealized notion of art and his use of the 

journey as a metaphor for how life should be lived that makes his 

writing pertinent to Roy-Bois’ new work. 

The poetic title also functions as a distraction. It has kept me from 

describing Roy-Bois’ new installation. In fact, I feel that to describe 

it would take away from the experience of the piece. I can say that 

like many of his large installation works, it sets the viewer in motion, 

or more accurately, makes the viewer aware of their movements. In 

the past he has asked art audiences to crawl, climb or squeeze in, or 

has simply guided them to walk across a raised floor that in response 

amplifies the sound of one’s footsteps, or to walk in circles to look into 

the window of a rotating room. The artist’s simple directions ground 

the body of the viewer in space and in relation to material reality, and 

keeps them moving down a path on a scripted journey. But for this 
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very different. The inside is a highly finished room with whitewash 

walls, wall to wall carpeting and track lighting, while the outside form 

remains unfinished, with the framing exposed, the walls unpainted 

and the entire room hoisted up on pieces of miscellaneous furniture. 

In Let us, then, be up and doing… Roy-Bois again creates a severe 

divide between inside and outside. Even though they are part of the 

same experience, they read more as separate pieces, or distinct 

events along the journey, rather than a unified whole. 

For this new work, Roy-Bois takes this division of sum and parts 

further by fragmenting the structural plane. The inside is built as an 

uneven surface that bends into pocks and folds to form slight turns. 

The uniform structure sharply shifts in direction, size and pitch. It can 

never be seen from any one point in its entirety, and its outside is 

completely concealed from view. This fragmented plane is echoed in 

another sculptural element, which glows, luminous, at the end of the 

journey, but here the form is laid visible as a whole.

Many of the elements in the exhibition are hidden or obscured, but 

this visibly handmade sculpture is displayed to be found and offered 

as a reward for taking the journey, and for striving forward toward 

something. It registers like Longfellow’s inspirational urging, “We can 

make our lives sublime.” It is the goal of the quest laid bare, signaling 

a tangible end. The goal has been reached and in finding this last 

element a sense of absolute achievement for the viewer and finitude 

in the object. The object will always sit at the end of the journey and it 

will always be its goal. I feel I must remind you that, like the numerous 

popular adventure tales and treasure hunts, Roy-Bois’ journey is a 

representation and as such, the ending can last forever.

Jenifer Papararo
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