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Come to Find Out

INFUSING THE CITY WITH
THE COUNTRY

For her installation Come to Find Out
Allison Wiese has filled the starchy con-
fines of an urban art ga“ery with the
dis]ocating aroma of the countrysidc.
Entering the space flush from the noise
and fumes of the city, visitors are con-
fronted lay bales of llay nestled against walls
and staggered atop one another, creating
an impromptu theater for sitting, we.tchjng,
interacting, and perrorming. The Sigllt is

uncanny familiar to Ci’ty-dwe]lers in that
it is a p]aza for pul)[ic interaction, but
cliscuncer['ing because the arena is made
out of straw rather than brick. In this
work, as in others, Wiese draws out the
similarities and tension between the

urban aml tlle rural.

\Worlaing with a wide range of me(].ia, Wiese
has made a practice of inserting elements
traditionall_v associated with country iiving
into mctropo]iLan art spaces. For Porch
(2003) she built a temporary, old-fash-
ioned wood and fi])erg]ass portico onto the
fagacle of the Glassell School of Art in
Houston, Texas. Those entering the g!assy
modernist ])uil(!ing first had to pass
tl-nrougll the ]wmey space Wiese superim-
posec] over a concrete slab that usually
Welconu:(l [)L‘,‘()pl('_‘. Tllis layering (){
an up(lal.ecl version of the old
onto the (It:citlcdly new l)roug}l’c
the two types of entryways into
stark contrast, l]igh!igllting their
similarities and differences. Both
structures serve as portals—the
one a rustic placc encouraging
pause and interaction, the other
designe(] to harmonize with the
l)ujl(ling and to be passecl t]u-ough.

Initially this insertion, like Wiese's others,
seems rife with a nostalg‘ia that privﬂcges
the old (nlra]) over the new (url)an). Yet
Wiese's gestures are impermanent. Rather
than |1eLLering existing structures (plazas,
porclws) [ln‘m.lgla endu ring countrifica-
tion, her temporary insertions ampli{:y
difference. Tllcy imply I:llat, while the
essence of our needs stays the same, the
specifics are mutable. How we build struc-
tures to salisfy our desires changes
accordiug to placc and over time. Rather
than simply reversing the prevailing para-
c].igm that p!accs city life at the center and
country living in the margins, Wiese's
installations cumplicate the equation and

romanticize neither.

In Still No. 1 (2002), a home-made worl?ing
WI’]iSlQ}’ sti“, Wiese reminds us that two
realms often seen as opposing in fact have
common (lenominators, and lie much
closer than we lead ourselves to believe.
In the wnrlz, a sexy copper tube runs from
clean white buckets into a galvanize&
croc]e-pot t11mug]1 a modern camping
cooler, Fina”y resting in a mant]e-perfect
g]ass jug. This is not your gmnclpa's hooch.
Absent are the ancient wooden barrels and
rusty pipes one miglﬂ; expect. Still No.1
is a 2lst century, Home Depot version.

This I1ip, urban twist on the old stanclby

Porch. 2003, Construction at Glassell
Scllnn] ur .'\rl, ”ouslon, TX.

suggests tllal, no matter WllCl‘C, \vl'len, or
what is pm!lil)il.e(l, pcople innovate in
Order to SUlVC l"ll'()])!cnlﬁ. Tl]is occurs in
contemporary cities just as it did when
alcohol was forbidden. Today’s lmotlcggers
are skateboarders who fashion provisiona[
practice rinks in lmclzyar(l swimming pools
and gra[fiti artists who jump tracks and
scale walls to practice their craft.

Wiese's recent work with hay palpably
connects country with city, but late]y she
has further amplified this relationship
l)y infusing city-site(l art ga]leries with the
ultimate signi[icr of cou ntry life: farm
animals. For Ffocic, her contri})ution to
a 2004 sculpturc exhibition at JO}IIIS
Hopleins University's Evergreen House in
urban Baltinmrc, Marylaml, the artist
arrange(l to have a small herd of sheep
graze on the institution’s grouncls for the
duration of the show. Wiese's bold gesture
insists that the contemporary art space’s
visitors and cmployccs confront the sigh’c,
smell, sound, and feel of the agrarian life
that exists for most pcople in the world,

even while municipal streets and su]:)Ways
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bhecome more crowded for the proportion-
aﬂy few. The piece proposes that the green
spaces we do have left in cities are preg-

nant with possihilities.

While Wiese's works spotlig}ﬁ, the agri-
cultural present, tl'tey also ljring forth
apparitions from the past. The wood beams
of Porch conjure up visions of the type of
}Jui]ding that occupie(l the plot of the
G]aSSeH SChUOl ad hu]ldred years l')efore
artists walked '&hrouglﬁ its doors. The
re—fashioning of Still No. 1 stimulates
images of what a nigl'lt on the town
tasted like hefore the choice was between
an iCG—COl(J. ]J(Jt'ﬂ(} D{ ]:)e(—:r ﬂ.]ld one [L‘om
the tap. Flock’s live animals stir up ideas
about who tended what on this Baltimore
street hefore the urhanization and specia]-
ization of labor banished the need for
each of us to raise our own food. Like
palimpsosts, Wiese's installations evoke
what once was, and has since vanished.

Wiese sees such imprints all over the city.
Her initial proposal for Women & Their

w o

Work dcvclopcd out of ghosts she en-
countered near her home in downtown
Houston. Not long ago she noticed the
incongruous sight of a flock of chickens
ciucleing around in a parlzing lot. With no
roost or even I:vacleyard in sight, Wiese was
perplexe& })y their insistent appearance.
She asked around, and found out that
several years prcviously houses had heen
razed from a nearby property that was
their home. The chicks were the stubborn
leftovers of history; tlley Stayecl around
after the bui]&ings and people had van-

ished, acting as an index of the past.

Instead of chicks in the gallery, for Come
to Find Out, Wiese has populatecl Women
& Their Work in Austin, Texas with the
kind of galclen straw that would make
such farm animals feel rigllt at home.
S'I:rauge]y, we, the urban gaHery-goers, feel
rig'}lt at home too. Despite the initiaﬂy
jarring sigh‘t and smell of }]ay })ales, the
tiered set-up 1is familiar as the basic con-
{iguration of pul)lic squares in small towns
and l)ig cities all over the world.

F]()Ck, Evergreen HO-USQ. 2004‘, Bﬂ]li'ﬂll’rc, i\/lary]a.ru]

Come to Find Qut, like Wiese's other
works, questions the assumed dicllotomy
between country and city, and suggests
that essential requirements are the same in
rural communities, (which Austin used Lo
}Je,) as tlley are in urban ones. The struc-
tural strategies that evolve to satis[y these
requirements (to have public social space,
to find ways around restrictions) are the
variables. Public squares, like the one
Wiese has constructed, are places to sit,
eat, and talk, but perhaps most impor-
tantly, to watch. Occasiona]ly such central
spaces are used for formal pex£orma11ces,
but more often we use them to examine
the drama of everyclay life —to watch
people in our city or town or village or
neigllljorlloo(l doi_ng the same things we
are: sitting, eating, I.'a“eing, and Watcljing
others go loy.

Kate Green
Associate Educational and
Curatorial Associate

Artpace
San Antonio, TX. 2004
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This Panel: Still No. 1. 2002, Mixed Media
Cover Panel: Hay Bales. 2004, Hay Installation



Hray Bales. 2004, Hay Installation
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Now celebrating ils 26th 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 arlists of national stature
to Texas audiences. Since its founding,
Women & Their Work has presented 1,735
artists in 225 visual art exhibitions, 102
music, dance, and theater events, 12 film
festivals, 19 literary readings, and 274 work-
shops 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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