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Report from New Orleans

You Can GoHome Again:
Five Irom Louisiana

ynda Benglis, Tina Girouard, Richard

Landry, Robert Rauschenberg and
Keith Sonnier were all born and/or
raised in Louisiana, and this show, or-
ganized by William Fagaly at the New
Orleans Museum of Art, was a festive
homecoming as well as an esthetic event.
New Orleans art critic Luba Glade saw it
as a “loud ‘Yes' to the ever-present
question of whether creative people
from the land of magnolias, red beans
and gumbo can make it to center stage in
the great big art world out there,” while
Vogue burbled that the **Cajun Crowd”
or the **Bayou Bunch'’ were the life of
the art-world party. Indeed, at the open-
torches in the night and a good old-fash-
ioned dancing party with a Cajun band
afterwards. The artists’ families and im-
mdfmnduaddedwthemdm
umphmremm{lowlueh!mpnmcu-
larly susceptible, I guess, since I too
lived part of my childhood in Louisiana).

In addition to the large room each art-

Author: Lucy R. Lippard is an art critic and
former Louisianian. Her most recent book is
amonograph on Eva Hesse (N.Y.U. Press).

Lynda Benglis in collaboration with ida Kohimeyer:

Louisiana Prop Piece, 1977, mixed mediums.

BY LUCY R. LIPPARD

If there's a common sensibility
among the artists in “Five from
Louisiana,"” it has something to
do with life style, plus a certain
flamboyance with the use of
multi-media, of performance,
of color, of light and fabric.

isthadforhisorherm;evetyb.odyex-

going on as well. Benglis collaborated
with her former art teacher at Newcomb
College, ldaKohheyet(oeeotNeWOr-
leans’ bewkmwnmmm).

“env;mmnald

A!ewdayshefmthemm
and three others performed her opulent,
relaxed, colorful piece called Pinwheel,

which was preserved in the exhibition as
acolorvﬁeompeandaclothcanopy

Iengths of patterned silk left in her moth-
er-in-law’s attic by a salesman relative)
was the quartered arena for Pinwheel's
series of allegorical activities involving
the categories of male and female; the
four directions; past, present and future;
different speeds; the elements; red,
M,bhckmdwhite;mdmimal,vex—
etable, mineral, along with a technologi-
cal, abstract *“‘other” petformedbythe
artist and upresentmg “disembodied
control.” The piece related to Gi-
rouard’s Costumed Portrait series; to her
concern with role-playing, transforma-
tion, and their relationship to place; and
to her interest in food as art—and as ad-
junct to art and life. Lnndry gave a
**Quadraphonic Sound Delay’” concert,
described as a “‘vortex of sound cir-
cling™ the performance space. Sonnier
had a double room with one of his ‘‘long
distance™ sound pieces operating in it;
his films were shown, and a changing
video program with work by all the art-
ists also ran cach day.

After all this, the art objects, clearly

Tina Girouard: Pinwheel, performed by Girouard,
Mercedes Deshotei, John Geidersma and Gerard Murrell.




Keith Sonnier: 8A-0-84 for New Orieans, 1977, glass, paint, neon tubes, etc.
Lynda Benglis: 7 Come 11 Series, 1976, copper over screening, cotton bunting and plaster.




and airily installed, seemed very much
museum pieces. Sonnier had made espe-
cially for the space a neon diptych which
was just plain beautiful; its reversals
and contrasts of light/dark, transparent/
opaque, up/down, soft/hard (all
achieved with just glass, black pam! and
neon bands) proved that he remains one
of the very few artists working with light
who can come up with results that are
emotionally and esthetically satisfying
rather than merely spectacular. Raus-
chenberg showed several pieces from
the sensuous and luxurious Hoarfrost
series, and two large combines—one,
Opal Reunion, made especially for the
show. It included reflective surfaces, a
winged disc, an oar, a spider web and
other images associated, I gather, with
his home state.

Landry’s contribution brought all of
his work together for the first time: mu-
sic, video and what he called **Video Fa-
cets"—drawing/photographs which in-
corporated all the permutational and per-
ceptual concerns in his use of the other
mediums. His major visual piece was a
huge photo-grid of hands performing a
1969 clapping piece called 1,2,3,4; you
can almost hear it while you look.
(*“When I was studying the flute, or clari-
net, or saxophone,” Landry told Philip
Glass in the catalogue, ‘“‘the teachers
would say, ‘Stand in front of the mirror
and look at your hands, or look at your

lips, because that’'s how you correct
yourself! If there are mistakes, you can
see them." **) Girouard showed colorful,
direct stencil prints (she recently exhibit-
ed them at Holly Solomon), as well as
the Pinwheel canopy sculpture that was
my favorite. Benglis’ room soared with
two series of “‘knots,"* which I have nev-
er seen look as good as they did here, in
a somewhat warmer space then usual,
spotlighted, with the labels way down
near the floor so the whole wall was free
for the pieces to move in. The copper
series, titled 7 Come 11, quite outshone
the cast aluminum one, making the latter
seem somewhat leaden. Metallized over
screening, cotton bunting and plaster,
the copper knots retain a grainy surface
that catches the light. The eleven forms
simply took off in a virtuosic perfor-
mance, each seeming to have a separate
“‘personality”* but working together like
a highly disciplined dance troupe.

The exhibition’s catalogue came in the
form of a newsprint rotogravure supple-
ment to the Sunday New Orleans Times
Picayune, which has an estimated read-
ership of almost a million, and it was
sold at the museum for a dime—surely
one of the great bargains of all time. It
included reproductions of the works and
interviews or brief essays on each artist
{among them an uncharacteristically va-
pid Tennessee Williams on Benglis). In
Sonnier's interview, Calvin Harlan,

mentor and teacher at the University of
Southern Louisiana (which Sonnier, Gi-
rouard and Landry attended), said that
his Cajun students were the most inter-
esting he’d had: “You had a Southern
upbringing but with a difference; yours is
a region within a region. You all had hu-
mor and a lot of confidence. . . . The
Cajuns have an unbelicvable amount of
sensitivity and skill in the kitchen, on the
farm, in the dance halls, but very little
visual culture to speak of. However,
once that artistic tendency is tapped, the
results are amazing . . . what I call the
‘Louis XIV umd:’—you know what I
mean: the ‘Grand Manner.” From the
very beginning you seem to have had this
ability to take almost anything lying
around and transform it effortlessly into
something worth looking at.™

Although Benglis and Rauschenberg
are not Cajuns, this is as good a place as
any to locate what does seem to be a
common sensibility among the five. I
realized in the back of my mind that it
had something to do with life style, a cer-
tain flamboyance, with the use of mul-
ti-media, of performance, color, light
and fabric. Maybe, as Girouard says of
her own piece, it is “‘somehow connect-
ed with Mardi Gras, where people mas-
querade.” In any case, all these artists
are able to use their own pasts and those
of others without self-conscious nos-

“AT THE GHIORDIAN KNOT
BARBARA SEDLIN —

not your typical rug dealer—
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