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his own organization, plus one private 
dealer. And he’s nurturing a new impulse: 
He wants to take the business models and 
organizational savvy that helped establish 
his place in Milwaukee’s art community 
and use that to help other artists do the 
same thing.
 Enter Plaid Tuba, the part of Baylor’s 
organization that aims to present these 
innovations to other artists, helping them 
contract, market and develop their work. 
While his eye is still tending to the intrica-
cies of his paintings, his mind is thinking 
big, developing Plaid Tuba and imagining 
how to transform the way creative work is 
supported in Milwaukee.
 And perhaps that’s the most remark-
able – yet obvious – thing of all: Reginald 
Baylor is here.
 “If you asked me five years ago if I could 
have a full-time career as a contemporary 
artist in Milwaukee, and have a buying 
market, I think everyone would say – I 
would say – ‘That’s not going to happen. 
That doesn’t happen here.’”
 But it did happen.
 Baylor doesn’t have a “day job.” He 
doesn’t supplement his income by teach-
ing at area schools. He is a full-time artist, 
and he became one by thinking differently 
about the practice of making art.

BAYLOR HAS DEEP ROOTS in Wis-
consin. As a student at Homestead High 
School, his interest in art developed. At 
the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh, 
that interest turned into a major. Encour-
aged to pursue art education as a way to 
carve out a career, he made plans for grad-
uate school at Virginia Commonwealth 
University but quickly realized teaching 
wasn’t for him.
 “My head told me I should be a teacher, 
but in my heart, I really just wanted to 
make art,” he says, which became clear 

during his first stint as a student teacher, 
where he was cautious about imposing his 
own ideas on the students. “I was thinking 
about art, and I had formulated some con-
crete ideas of what I thought art was, but 
teaching was about the students’ ideas, not 
mine.”
 Baylor left Oshkosh just shy of a degree, 
married and had a child with his longtime 
girlfriend. He worked a few odd jobs and 
moved to California, where he got back 
into the art game, installing exhibits at 
museums. He also circulated his work, 
and in 1995, connected with Suzanne 
Zada of Gallery Z. Through her, he made 
his first big sale – $5,500 for Van Gogh’s 
Bedroom with Television. Shortly before 
that, he had sold Milwaukee Housing, a 
piece that reflected his interest in the do-
mestic architecture of his hometown, for 
just $900.
 Eventually, Milwaukee called him back.
 His wife Jill’s job change brought the 
family to Chicago, where he started 
driving for Schneider National, a truck-
ing company. There were grueling, 
cross-country routes at first, but Baylor 
could manage his time away from the rig, 
using it to think and sketch. The family 
moved to Milwaukee in 1998, and Baylor 
became an owner-operator for Mason and 
Dixon Lines and eventually found a way 
to limit his duties to a Milwaukee-Detroit 
route, which allowed him more time with 
his family and more time to paint. His 
work evolved.
 Mrs. Rhodes Favorite Chair (1999) 
shows a continued interest in domes-
tic spaces, depicting a simple, middle-
class living room rendered in industri-
al-smooth, Fauvist blocks of color. The 
perspective is realistic, and the composi-
tion is geometric, the only visible curves 
being a few furniture filigrees and some 
bold polka-dots in the upholstery. It re-
flects Baylor’s early interest in sculpting, 
the painting seemingly assembled like 
a puzzle from existing pieces. But it also 
suggests a starting point that would evolve 
and grow more complex as technique and 
technology allowed.
 One of Baylor’s defining ideas came 
from a philosophy class he took at 
UW-Oshkosh. Because there are infinite 
variations of colors, there are infinite ways 
to render a real object. So his idea is to 
mark a hard line dividing one shade from 
the other. Instead of a seamless blending of 

pigments that suggests shading, texture 
and volume, the artist marks a line and 
decides where one color becomes another.
 It’s also called “hard-edge” painting – in 
which masking tape is used to create clean 
edges between smooth blocks of color – a 
technique that dates from abstract art of 
the early 20th century (all those Russian 
constructivists). It became more defined 
in the 1950s as a reaction to the free-flow-
ing, painterly gestures of abstract expres-
sionism and eventually came into its own 
during the 1960s.
 “Reggie takes the hard-edge idea to a 
whole new level,” says Milwaukee Art Mu-
seum’s chief curator, Brady Roberts, who 
oversaw the museum’s purchase of Bay-
lor’s On Duty, Not Driving (2010). Here, 
you can see a decade of Baylor’s evolution 
as a painter – his interest in 1970s nostal-
gia (Pac-Man amoebas and funk musician 
silhouettes), autobiography (a Peterbilt 
truck logo from his days on the road) 
and, most of all, his dizzying, blindingly 
colorful sense of composition. The simple, 
geometric blocks of those living rooms 
have morphed into swirling tangles of 
lines, juxtapositions of bold, flat color, and 
overlapping images of everyday life and 
eye-popping cultural iconography.
 The innovation that allowed Baylor to 
bring such levels of complexity to his work 
is actually quite simple, as Baylor demon-
strates one afternoon in his studio. He 
points to a sweeping curved pencil line on 
his swimming pool canvas and explains 
the process. “First, we’ll paint that black 
line in with a very thin brush,” he explains. 

“Probably give it three coats.” Next, he turns 
to a contraption beside the canvas, an ar-
chitect’s T-square and a sheet of Plexiglas 
covered with a few strips of masking tape. 
He positions the straight-edge, swipes an 
X-Acto knife down the length of the tape, 
then slowly pulls off a strip that’s no wider 
than a fine-point magic marker line. He 
turns to the canvas and, after a methodi-
cal sweep of his hands, the tape covers the 
arch of the pencil line exactly. “So that will 
mark the edge of two colors,” he continues. 

“And after it dries, we’ll pull the tape off 
and touch up the black line if we need to.”
 It’s all nearly microscopic when consid-
ered against the scale of a near-room-sized 
canvas, which explains why these large 
paintings take months to complete. And it 
explains how Baylor’s method has evolved 
to resemble the “studio” process used by 

artists from Old Masters to post-Warhol 
painters like Jeff Koons and Damien Hirst. 
The artist plans, conceptualizes and imag-
ines work that is executed by a team of 
craftspeople.
 The journey from Reginald Baylor to 
Baylor Studios started with the hiring of 
a studio assistant. Baylor was still driv-
ing a truck to make a living and knew he 
could be more productive if he had help 
with parts of the process. “At some point, 
I realized that I now had a method,” Bay-
lor says, “and I could translate that into 
instructions for someone else to execute.” 
His wife mentioned Heidi Witz, a woman 
from their church with a background in 
visual art. Baylor met and gave her a test: 

“Here’s the tape. Put it on that curved line.” 
She passed.
 Hiring Witz was the first step in the evo-
lution that would transform Baylor’s art 
practice. He continued to work at home, 
moving canvases between his house and 
Witz’s as they went through stages of 
sketching, taping and painting. Eventually, 

the duo was producing enough to warrant 
a studio space, so they made the move to 
the Third Ward, becoming one of the few 
artists who created work in an area where 
galleries and shops cater to public brows-
ing and visits.
 “Being in the Third Ward helped us 
decide where we wanted to go with this,” 
Baylor says. “We got great exposure 
through Gallery Night and the rest of the 
scene here. We got used to the idea of be-
ing an open studio. And it prepared us for 
the Pfister.”
 In 2009, Marcus Hotels and Resorts  
announced they would create an artist in  
residence program at the Pfister Hotel, 
selecting someone each year to work and 
exhibit in a small studio space off the ho-
tel lobby. Baylor was the inaugural artist, 
and it further defined his journey to a 
unique place in the Milwaukee art world. 

“To this day, it’s what we hear about,” he 
says. “‘Oh, I saw you at the Pfister. You 
were at the Pfister.’ Pfister, Pfister, Pfister. 
It turned everything around.”
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Plaid Tuba, the part of Baylor’s organization 
aims to help other artists to contract, market 
and develop their work.
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 And it helped launch the open-studio 
concept. “When I was driving a truck,” 
Baylor says, “I’d travel the country and 
have the chance to visit factories and see 
things made: bed springs, erasers, gas caps, 
yarn. People have no idea what it takes to 
make bed springs. I’ve never looked at a 
mattress in the same way since.”
 In the same vein, Baylor saw the open 
studio as a way to change the way people 
look at paintings. “It adds value to the 
work,” he explains, using analogies from 
baseball games to Starbucks coffee shops 
to emphasize the value of seeing the 
process, not just the final piece. “People 
mostly see visual art as a finished product, 
but what if they experienced the factory 
that made it? That’s why our space has big 
glass fronts, an open studio where people 
can stop in any time.”
 The Pfister confirmed the idea. If done 
right, the open studio could offer rewards 
to all involved.
 “It also makes artists responsible for 
articulating what they are doing. Working 
at the Pfister, I found a divide – my lan-
guage and the audience’s language weren’t 
the same. It becomes intimidating be-
cause the conversation – to the audience 

– sounds like gibberish. For someone in a 
new experience, that doesn’t help. We can’t 
go back and forth all day unless we learn 
each other’s language.”
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