abode

Sculpture Beckons the Curious to Mesopotamian-inspired Labyrinth

BY MIRIAM SILVER

or more than a year, a grassy and fur-
rowed labyrinth lay somewhar secretive-
|f-' ar the side of the Museum of
Contemporary Art at the Luther
Burbank Center. Hundreds of people
drove by the spiritual arca now known as the
North Sculprure Gallery. Some even walked. But
few apparently noticed the painstaking work,
the meandering, geometric paths designed by
Mendocino County labyrinth maker Alex
Champion and Sonoma Academy students.
MNow, Penny Michel’s three-part ceramic
sculprure—rwo tall, earth-colored vertical
columns, random balls on the ground and
muted, cascading spheres that paradoxically
reach skyward—draws in the passing crowd,
making them participants in the landscape.
“When I first saw this site, I wanted to bring
attention to the area, so [ built gates, which are
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hung so that you go through. It invites people o
go into the labyrinth,” said Michel.

For the site, called the Meander Wand
i.-li‘l}'ril'lti:. Michel called on her interest in the
ancient, a synchronistic
touch.

"My world has
always been abour the
past, a look from
another era. I've always
been drawn to
Mesopotamian art
forms and prehistoric
art,” said Michel, who
calls the work “Convolution™—the act of rolling
or winding twogether,

Santa Rosa arnist Michel was born in
Carthage in North Africa. After moving (o
America, she rcmrn-;d to visit her g|‘;1|:1.;']|;‘.|;1n_-|‘||:~.

who were constantly remodeling their homes,
often unearthing ancient things that caught their
granddaughrer’s eye.
Michel’s sculpted ceramic gares and skyward
spheres achieve their
of-another-time look
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from the hieroglyphic
—

letrering that runs

around the circumfer-
ence of the spheres
and down the twin,
reddish gates. The 26
symbols—created
trom rubber blocks
and wrapped around her work—are Michel's
own LI\'."'-ig!‘.l. with each nevertheless correspond-
ing to a letter in the English alphabet. Inside
Michel has written messages.
One says Mesopotamia. Others have the
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names of her sons: Same express Michel’s our-

vage, fot instance, over of the destruction of
ancient Iragl museums.

It patt because Michel works primarily in
clay and the labyrinth was carved from the
earth, museum director Gay Dawson invited
Michel ro create the first piece for the area,

“The ideas she was exploring in her art
played nicely on some of the underlying aesther-
ic currents of the labyrinth: form as a healing

foree, wisdom thar s hidden in code,” said

Dawson. “There is 4 nice rie-in with marerials as
well.”

Lately Michel has mrned o other large
works and recently completed an exhibir called
“The Tiibe™—10, eight-foor-tall nale and
female figures thar hovered over Paradise Ridge
Winery and now line the wooded perimeter of
her properoy,

While her work is fired, stained and glazed
several rimes, the sculptures appear as traces, -
hines of the past.

“I donT wane this to lock brand new. I wane
this to look like someone dug this our from
somewhere.” .

A plague invites visicors to walk the ;
labj.—-rimh, meditate, dance or chant. To visitors,
it ENSLrcks: "T‘.-'Ia}; the Path Give you Peace.” [l

Coniohition wifl be on view i the Worth Sculpture
Gallery at the Musewn of Contemporary Ave throwgh

ey of 2005, Penay Michols work can alie be seon

at the New Leaf Gallery in Berkeley and wieh Virghiia

o Brier n San Franciseo,

For inforasion o the Museum of Contemponiry
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