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works, the central figures are surrounded 
by or placed upon layered strata built of 
scraps of printed-paper, cutout stencils, 
appliqués, puffy paint, and poured plastic. 
While these may be considered paintings 
in the conventional sense that they are two-
dimensional framed canvases, they are 
also tapestries in that subjects have been 
embroidered rather than drawn or painted. 
This distinctly feminine tradition of hand 
embellishing with thread alludes to both 
aspects of what has often been considered 

“women’s work” and/or craft. The obsessive 
compulsiveness of the work recalls the early 
installations of American artist Liza Lou, 
who used the craft material of glass seed 
beads to encrust an entire room (Kitchen 
(1991–96)) in sparkling splendor, a dazzling 
homage to domesticity. While Wood’s nod 
to feminism doesn’t go quite as far, one 
should note that the female character in 
all of her work is typically denoted by a 
flower placed behind the ear (a feature often 
identifying the artist herself).

Wood credits her childhood spent amidst 
the rich outdoors of California as the basis 
for her adult obsession with nature and the 
way it is depicted in art, especially the tra-
ditions of Dutch, Flemish and Spanish 
still life paintings of the 17th and 18th 
Centuries. Decorative portrayals of baskets 
of fruit or vases of flowers eventually led 
to compositions featuring the spoils of the 
hunt, flayed carcasses waiting further 
butchering, or lavish feasts of glistening 
meats. These paintings served as both lit-
eral illustrations of the luxuries afforded 
the upper class while also being thinly veiled 
reminders of the consequences of gluttony. 
Wood equates the genre with darkness and 
masculinity and says that her work is an 
attempt to make something that is initially 
very feminine in appearance, while con-
tinuing to explore morose subjects such as 
death and decay. In Still Life with Love 
Birds, a fattened sow hangs upside down, 
suspended by a polka-dotted bow (another  
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Violently Delightful

Encountering Ann Wood’s work is akin to 
being enveloped by a modern-day Grimm’s 
Fairy Tale: the work seduces you with its 
loveliness and charm, and then just like 
Hansel and Gretel, you find yourself under 
its saccharine spell and you realize too late 
that things might be just a bit more omi-
nous than at first glance. The power of 
Wood’s work hinges on the tension created 
by combining opposition and contradiction 
into a single, mutually exclusive set. A 
relatively short list of disparate descriptors 
would include: love and hate; life and death; 
nature and artifice; attraction and repulsion; 
whimsy and apprehension; fine art and craft; 
male and female; desire and obsession; 
ridicule and reverence. As evidenced by 
the installation’s title Violent Delights, 
Wood’s work straddles the metaphorically 
thin line that separates these notions.

Like Wood’s previous installations, the entire 
tableau is composed of both wall-dependant 
works and three-dimensional sculptures, and 
is thoroughly entrenched in the Rococo tra-
dition with its emphasis on decoration and 
extravagant use of ornament. Wood’s work 
provides no place for the viewer’s eyes to rest. 
There is a distinct sense of horror vacui 
wherein the work’s entire surface is deco-
ratively adorned. In the four wall-mounted 

nod to the still life tradition where animals 
were often tacked to a wall), which simul-
taneously serves as a fashion accessory. 
Glittered flies buzz about and a pair of 
black birds talk of love (suggested by the 
tiny hearts around them), seemingly obliv-
ious to the victim hovering above. These 
birds, symbols of menace and omens of a 
darker presence, could also be harbingers 
of death, and are frequent characters in 
Wood’s work. 

The birds, as well as the bow, reappear in 
‘Til Death, wherein two wild dogs are teth-
ered together in a show of teeth-barring 
mutual aggression, prepared to fight until 
death. Their ferocity is offset by the sweet, 
meadowy green background, pink garland 
and pastel blossoms. Tacked on the wall in 
the artist’s studio adjacent to the work, a scrap 
of paper offered a biblical verse warning of 
the danger of malicious thoughts or words 
that may be conveyed by a bird whispering in 
your ear. In this case, whatever account was 
proffered has led to the bloody demise of 
one bird, while the tattletale continues to 
provoke with an inflammatory rumor secret-
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ly whispered into the female dog’s ear. We 
find a similar canine couple in The Kill 
who have presumably worked together to 
take down their prey rather than turning 
on one another. Blood oozes from the ill-
fated elk, but all is well in the world where 
the grass is green, food is abundant, and 
butterflies soar. The golden sky conjures 
Byzantine religious icons and is yet another 
foil to captivate the viewer with splendor only 
to repel with gore and guts. In Ann Wood’s 
world, the grotesque is tempered with glitter; 
the hideous is festooned in flowers.

In the most overtly paradoxical piece in the 
exhibition, two young deer lay with their 
heads in a pool of blood, their bodies twist-
ed in agony, having met an unspecified end. 
Like Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, the 
doomed cervine lovers of Triumph are 
immortalized at the exact moment where-
in passion has proven to be deadly. The 
proof of their love—tiny red glittered 
hearts—is congealed in the ooze of blood. 
Wood plays upon the idea of deer as the 
huntsman’s trophy and of love being the 
ultimate reward. The title of the exhibition 
itself alludes to a verse from Romeo and 
Juliet, “These violent delights have violent 
ends and in their triumph die, like fire and 
powder, which as they kiss consume.”  Here 
Romeo is warned that love, like fireworks, 
leaves nothing behind once the ecstasies 
have faded. While Triumph illustrates this 
notion of living fast and dying young, the 
viewer is left with a powerful memory of 
love’s lost labor. 

The pinnacle in Wood’s investigation of 
the natural world is the large, yellow sculp-
ture in the center of the gallery. As much 
wedding cake as equestrian monument, 
Cluster is the three-dimensional embodi-
ment of the characters and themes of 
Wood’s paintings—on a grandiose scale. 
Using bare taxidermy forms, Wood cloaks 
her surreally feminine version of nature in 
synthetic flowers, poured plastic and foam, 

and candy colored quilter’s pins. Unlike the 
work of Houston-based artist Elaine 
Bradford, who uses crochet to create new 
creatures from mounted animals (like Long-
neck, a monster-sized python-cum-antelope 
wearing a striped cardigan sweater), Wood’s 
animals retain their essential nature as 
horses, or coyotes, or stags. However, they 
now look like they’ve been frosted in lemon 
butter cream icing and decorated with fon-
dant roses and sugar sprinkles.

Like the proverbial “deer caught in the 
headlights,” the moment is frozen in time. 

Two coyotes have momentarily ceased their 
feast to examine the intruding viewer, 
giving the large stag just the moment needed 
to craft an escape. The mare (note the roses 
behind the ear) lies on the ground, having 
already been killed by her predator, her 
essential fluids pooling beneath her. 
Oblivious to the adjacent turmoil, a graceful 
swan cranes its neck as it glides over a pond 
of glittered cerulean water. No military 
dignitary sits proudly astride the confec-
tionary stud; no lost German children 
shove fistfuls of cake into their mouths. Yet an 
underlying sense of menace is clearly there.

Wood’s wonderfully paradoxical journey 
introduces the viewer to an ominous yet 
saccharine reality where death smells like 
a bakery and carrion sparkles like dia-
monds. Her contemporary take on death 
and decay has a decidedly feminine sen-
sibility, yet does not back away from the 
violent delights or their inevitable violent 
ends. If a cake melts in the forest, does 
anyone hear it? 

Alex Irvine is the former Executive 
Director of the Galveston Arts Center.
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Women & Their Work
Known for its pioneering spirit, embrace  
of artistic innovation, and commitment to 
Texas audiences and artists, Women & 
Their Work is now celebrating its 34th  
anniversary. Presenting 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 1,865 artists 
in 277 visual art exhibitions, 119 music, 
dance and theater events, 14 film festivals, 
23 literary readings and 481 workshops in 
programming that reflects the broad diver-
sity of this region. Nationally recognized, 
Women & Their Work has been featured in 
Art in America, ArtForum and on National 
Public Radio and was the first organization 
in Texas to receive a grant in visual art from 
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