
David Thorpe: We have come to display but may come back to destroy
September 8 - October 22, 2022

Casey Kaplan is pleased to present David Thorpe’s solo exhibition, We have come to display but may come back to destroy, 
a collection of watercolors on paper rooted in organic forms, which the artist meticulously usurps and transforms. Leveraging 
natural matter as a point of inspiration, Thorpe creates fantastical vegetations, fashioning imagined worlds and meticulously 
transcending the limitations of natural and built environments.

Three primary elements dominate this body of work: Characters, Barriers, and Walls. Characters serve as opulent protago-
nists. Culled from the artist’s imagination, these forms may appear realistic, yet closer inspection reveals a myriad of alien, 
unclassifiable elements. In A Rare Beast in Full Display (2021) matter that mirrors a peach, maple leaf, and legume exists 
harmonically. A fruit akin to a kumquat blossoms from foliage, as an olive dangles from its vine. The painstaking naturalism of 
these biomorphic watercolors is reminiscent of botanical diagrams dating back centuries. “De Materia Medica” a five-volume 
manuscript created between 50 and 70 CE surveys medically utilitarian plants and serve as a reference for the artist. Leverag-
ing technical imagery, Thorpe commandeers floral depictions and engineers anthropomorphized creatures with bold inac-
curacies that quietly defy the scientific gaze. The resulting watercolors concurrently wield and debunk naturalism, establishing 
space for fiction. 

Barriers depict extraterrestrial plants; biodynamic fences that both invite and dispel. Four leaves reminiscent of endives are 
decorated with cylindrical balls that are linked together through a white root in Emphatic Display Ready to Hold (2022). A vi-
brant green outline hugs the leaves whose central root casts a shadow on unfolding veins. The artist’s creations are so acutely 
scrupulous that they echo the photography of Karl Blossfeldt, whose botanical documentation underscores the architectural 
qualities of nature. The fixed position of Thorpe’s Barriers is captivating and foreboding, natural and urban. Their visual pres-
ence suggests a fictitious collapse, as their ornamentation is simultaneously inviting and disarming. For the artist, the water-
colors are fragile and propositional in sympathy with the delicate nature of the world depicted. Thorpe forsakes the recording 
of botany in favor of breeding humanity’s vulnerabilities. 

A series of Walls reminiscent of endpapers with undulating vines and closely placed leaves establish a scape in which an 
orchestra of fantastical organic matter exist. The hue and redundancy of Quiet Now, Hush…waiting, watching (2022) is 
reminiscent of William Morris’s Pimpernel (1876). With a forest palette and curving ornamentality, the work offers an illusion 
of endlessness, an impenetrable space to hide in. For Thorpe, this continuity is linked to naturalism: just as organic matter 
recycles itself, the intertwined patterning is ceaseless. Morris and the vernacular of the 19th century Arts and Craft Movement 
are central to Thorpe’s practice. The artist’s commitment to materiality and the diligence of his hand is an extension of the 
movement’s ethos and essays. Whereas the Arts and Crafts Movement possessed a focus on functionality, in these watercol-
ors and beyond, Thorpe’s embellishments are in opposition to and divorced from the everyday object.

Thorpe’s biomorphic forms reflect the fecundity of organic worlds, and the quality of his craft reveals a reverence for the arti-
sanal. Through scientific precision and the concurrent re-imagining of natural forms, Thorpe collapses the boundary between 
real and mystical to embrace an elusive future.

David Thorpe (b. 1972) was born in the United Kingdom and is based in Berlin, Germany. He has presented several solo institutional exhibi-
tions including Camden Arts Centre, London, England; Museum Kurhaus Kleve, Germany; and Kunsthaus Glarus, Switzerland—each of 
which was accompanied by an organizational publication. Solo shows have also taken place at Worcester Art Museum, Massachusetts and 
Tate Britain, London, England. Thorpe has also been included in group exhibitions locally and internationally, including Aldrich Contemporary 
Art Museum, Ridgefield, Connecticut; Art Museum of Estonia, Tallinn, Estonia; Bergen Centre for Contemporary Art, Norway; Brno House of 
Arts, Czech Republic; Museum of Contemporary Art, California; Museum of Modern Art, New York; Santa Barbara Museum of Art, Califor-
nia; Stedelijk Museum Schiedam, Netherlands; Tate St. Ives, St. Ives, England; Whitechapel Art Gallery, London, United Kingdom; and Turku 
Art Museum, Finland. The artists hold a BA (Hons) from Humberside University and an MA from Goldsmiths University.
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