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MEG LANGHORNE'S
GARDEN PARTY

For her installation of sculpture at
Women & Tlleir \vorl?, l\fILg Langllorne
has created a garclen party. Altlmugh
the four works have quite different
pcrsonali’cics, ’clley form an amiable
ensemble. Created from unusual art
materials using diverse strategies, tlxey
nonetheless ;-p(,ale Lloqugn’cly to each
otlu,r, and the mix of landuageh makes
for an engaging conversation.

Langlmrnc has a llistory of spinning
quiet mysteries when she gathers her
sculpturcs. Within her installations,
the parts never seem to fit too pcrfectly
’cogef:lwr. One senses onlv a truce of
{()d(_’{,l'lel'l'l@ﬁb, a co-existence in spite of
their di fferences. This i impression comes
from the way un(,xpu.tul methods and
media congregate within a singlc exhibi-
tion, and from L al'lgl]orlw'c. attraction
to the most unasaummg, inexpressive,
mute, ITlLlHTIO({ even “dumb” materials.
Cement, soap, dried moss, wax, rubber,
and felt are all matter that conceal
emotional expression. There's rarely
]n'igl'i’c color, seldom glossy surfaces, and
the shapes or forms she uses tend to be
familiar, not clever or invented, as if
the artist doesn’t ncccssari]}r want to
draw too much attention to them

For this exl1i])i’ci0n, La nglwrnc darkens
tlw room, sclects worles that seem so

dissimilar that one migllt mistake them
fora group show, and offers only cryptic
titles as clues to content. The artist has
titled this show Pz Pz Do. “I think of

the name Pa Pa Do as the ])eginning of
a question. [ like the play{u], musical

sound of it,” she states. The sparseness
and understated simplicity of this project
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certainly leads the visitor to questions—
not answers. While the works are diverse
and the rclationsllip between them is
left |argely unexplainecl l)y the brief
artist statement, there is nonetheless an
uncanny energy, an interconnectedness
at work in the room. The magic of
Langlmrne's installation l')appens not
as we consider each work, but as we
stand and look and think in the gaps
between the works. In this territory she’s
set up subtle implicatiuns, like traps for
our {hougllts and clceper ﬁ:cling& We
migli’t l‘:cgin l)y aslzing Ourselves, “wlly?”
but our slacpticism (lissipa’ccs, leacling
us to ask ourselves, “wlly not?” From
there, we must let our imaginations
tum]ale, r’\Jicc-lilze, toa lilwratiug sort

of freedom of association.

But you can't get to this state without
St‘u(lyillg the Sculpiures. [ first came into
the gauery from the ln’igl'l’c Sunlight, and
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it took a few seconds for my eyes to
adjust to the darkened space. But other
senses were immediately stimulated—a
faint scent of roses and the ambient
sound of frogs.“' My eyes were soon
drawn to Glade, a low- l\fing, forest
green Plexldlas pla’c£orm several inches
nff the ﬂoor, which bupportu] an array
of flower blossoms cast in soap. The
artist cxplainecl that the work was
inspire(l I':y a puml she had created a
few years ago in her gar{len, and by
some soap flowers she had created for
a tal:llt,twp suu[p’cmc in a San Antonio
exhibition earlier this year. By plaung
it on the glound, she ])J_mg:, it closer to
the actual Hoating‘ garf_[ens to which it
refers (I think of lotus pon(ls in Asia or
Monet's garclens in Giverny). But the
plastic plil“ltl‘l is more minimal, leading
us back as far as Donald Judd’s 1960s
Plcxiglas boxes p]acc{l directly onto the
Huor, or as near as Hills Sny(ler, the
artist’s ]msl)aml, who uses this material



almost exclusively in his installations.
For Langl]orne, the Sl‘liny, transparent
platform becomes a container for reflected
green lig‘llt, a IJrigl'lt visual foil for the
clry and clla“ey ﬂoating forms. A glade
is an open space surrounded l)y woods,
and Langhorne captures the special
nature of such oases. But Glade is also
the name of a p()pular home air fresh-
ener with artificial nature scents; and
with her sculpture’s p!astic plat&er and
soaps, she also allows us this reference
to commercial products which amplify
obsessions with sanitary cleanliness.

If Glade is placed to be seen first from
the entrance to the exhil)ition, FPa Pa Do
is meant to quietly dominate the room,
primarily by sheer scale, but also by its
elegant aloofness. Fabricated at the
maximum scale possi])le for this room,
the giant bear migl*lt have been made
more ferocious, but it is modeled after
the l)ear—sl]aped plastic jars that lmney
is sold in. Much taller than any human
and lit olvlique]y with one spot light, it
is given a mysterious mood, but any
sense of danger is defused ]:)y the soft
and JEuzzy texture of sp}wgnum moss,
which suggests the fur of a tcddy’ bear.
Actually, the clry planting material has
been stuffed into a chickenwire arma-
ture, Barely visible as sparlzles of metal.
Langhome has used the same type of
moss in an earlier instaﬂa’cion, Invitation,
at Sala Diaz in San Antonio. For that
work, she covered a 1(mg dining table
with the mMoss, anchored it with chicken
wire, and then suspencle(l two soap
app]es from the ceiling at each end.
The strategies for both of these works
suggest an interest in the earth’s
immense pro(luctive potential for
supporting growtln—and the way humans
harness it, sometimes squelching fertile
promise. Langlwmc adds the references
to h(mey and apples in these installations;

such seductive elements |3ring the tension
of a cleci(lccuy human drive: desire.

Just bare]y out of reach from the mossy
bear at Women & Their Work is the
gooey ()Hering that we know he is drawn
to. Lang}mrne appropriatecl the classic
cement birdbath from her own garden
and }Jrought it to the ga“ery, Ei“ing it
with honey that glints golden. That
viscous nectar is also a trap, a lure, not
only for any bear (w!‘lat about Winnie
the PO(’J}]?], but for the ligllt, and for
our own longing for a little more sweet-
ness in the world. (One wonders how
many gallery visitors have succumbed
to the temptation to (lip ina Finger for
a taste.) Lifted aloft in a chalice-like
bowl, the precious commo(lity seems at
first to be prcsentecl in an un precedcn’cecl
quantity, until we consider the scale of
the bear it migllt be meant to satis{:y
(or from the mammoth bottle out of
which it was poured).

The fourth element in the exhibition is
less a presence than an absence, a hand-
sized hole in the wall that has been filled
with a window. A {cw feet oﬂ‘ t}le ﬂoor,
perl-laps at the heig‘lﬂ of a tl'lree-year old
C}‘lild, the miniature fixture from a doll
house has been added, remin&ing us of
the liberating, playful, toy-lilee aspects
built into the artist’s other worles, as well
as her shi{ting of scale relations and
the addition of another layer of fa ntasy.
But ]Jeyond the world of child’s play, l)y
aclding this window Langhorne taps into
the late twentieth century practice of
sculptural intervention into the gallery
space. Bruce Nauman, Michael Asher,
Jaclzie Windsor, and Anish Kapoor,
among others, have cut into or otherwise
transformed the walls of the white cube.
Langhorne has lit the wall from within,
so when we bend over or kneel to look
tlu'ough her window, we see into the

structure of the space. There is little to
see there but studs and plywoocl: an
underwlwlming, nomlescript view.
Instead, perhaps we are intended to stop
loolaing at the window or t]1rougl1 it from
outside, but rather imagine sllrinleing
enougll to slip within the walls, into
this protectecl ol)servatory to look out
from the aperture. In discussing this
element, the artist links it to her
childhood memories of looleing out onto
the world from her upstairs bedroom
window, a privileged view of the world.

Langhorne’s installation celebrates the
sensual and cerebral wonders of the world
around us; Pa Pa Do is a l'10mophone
for Papa Dieux, French for “God,” an
indication of the spiritual inclination
of the work. Langhorne explains, “It

is about my love of the natural world,
that I feel accountable for how I am

in it and that [ want to do what I can to
make it a gentler place.” By inviting us
into the stimulating garden party that
this sculptural ensemble {nrms, Meg
Langhorne achieves her goal of build-
ing a tribute wm'thy of nature’s quietly
mysterious splendors.

Dana Friis-Hansen
Cf?fe][ Curator o}( the
Austin Museum ofArt
October 2000

1 Rose oil is added wcelz}y to the tiny window si“,
and the sounds of I:u]][rogs and crickets are playecl

on tape on a twelve-minute time cycle.
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Now celebrating its 22nd anniversary, Women
& Their Work presents over 50 events a
year in visual art, dance, theater, music,
literature, and film. The gallery features
on-going exhibitions of 'Texas women artists
and brings artists of national stature to Texas
audiences. Since its founding, Women & Their
Work has presented 1595 artists in 197 visual

art exhibitions, 100 music. dance, and theater
events, 19 literary readings, 12 film festivals,
and 159 workshops in programming that
reflects the ethnic and cultural diversity of
this region. Nationally recognized, Women &
Their Work has been featured in Art in
America, ArtForum and National Public
Radio and was the first organization in Texas

to receive a grant in visual art from the
National Endowment for the Arts. Women &

Their Work reaches over 5,000 school children and

teachers each year through gallery tours, gallery
talks with exhibiting artists, participatory
workshops. in-school performances,
dance master classes, and teacher workshops.
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