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The stereotypical image of the artist’s studio as a
paint-splattered, sparsely furnished garret where the lone
artist tolls away producing their brilliant works is in much
need of re-examination. Many artists’ studios are a far cry
from this description, and serve very different functions for
their inhabitants. This exhibition examines the relationship
between the studio and the work produced within it by two
contemporary artists who have recreated their studio
spaces within the Halsey Institute’s galleries.



Herb Parker is a sculptor and among the most
prominent site-specific landscape artists in the
southeastern US. The College of Charleston art
professor since 1991, a native of Elizabeth City,
NC, has participated in over fifty site-specific
interactions in the landscape since the early
1980s. Parker has created public works at
botanical gardens, a centuries old Japanese
temple, urban centers, universities, rural
landscapes, and museums throughout the world.

In 1999, Parker was included in 700 Years/100 Artists: Views of the 20th Century in South Carolina Art at the SC
State Museum. His work was also included in Threshold: Expressions of Art & Spiritual Life, an SC Arts Commission
exhibition of art from the Southeast that has been traveling since 2004. Parker has been represented in two SC
Triennials and in exhibitions in more than a dozen states. The former U.S. Marine and Peace Corps volunteer has a
BFA and a MFA from East Carolina University in North Carolina and has studied in ltaly through the University of Georgia.

INTERVIEW WITH HERB PARKER CONDUCTED BY LIZZ BISWELL,
HALSEY INSTITUTE CURATOR OF EDUCATION AND PUBLIC PROGRAMS.

Lizz Biswell: Is your studio within the Halsey Institute galleries a truthful reconstruction of your actual studio? How
strong was the urge to romanticize it? Does it feel like an art piece or are you more interested in sharing the “facts”
of your studio and working process? ]

Herb Parker: The space in the gallery is a good indication of what my studio looks like. A space like the gallery
would be an ideal studio space, maybe one day. It would be a hard thing to romanticize; the studio is a magic place.
| think it's more about sharing the idea of the studio practice. If | actually worked in the space throughout the
exhibit, then | would feel it become more a piece of work in and of itself because it is not so much a space as an
idea/action.

LB: Discuss how you create a piece, from conceptualization to final product.

HP: The process is different for the differing bodies of work. With the nature-based work | often start with a site visit,
or sometimes | just research. | try and arrive at what | hope will resonate with the audience. | do many drawings and
plans, work up budgets, and timelines. Most of the project's work is done at my drawing table and can take many
months. When | arrive on site, logistics are a major concern. | need materials there at very specific times in order to
complete the project on schedule. Often, | need help; usually volunteers. It is mostly long, hard days of physical
labor and overcoming obstacles. | try to let the work evolve during the process to become what it will be. [t usually
changes in subtle ways and is exciting to me and, I think, better than | had originally envisioned. You have to remain - |
flexible. For my object-based work, the impetus for an idea may come from any number of directions. It may be
some social or political inferaction that has caught my attention. It could be the shape or surface of an object that
stimulates an idea; it could be stimulated by the dialogue created with a previous work. You never know where an
idea may come from, so it's good to be sympathetic to any stimulus.




. LB: Can you highlight some of the recurring themes you wrestle with in your object-based works?

HP: These works are fueled by social and political ideas; as well as interpersonal and familial relationships with the

| expectations and antagonisms inherent in those associations. This work allows me to ruminate on an idea, exploring
" the ambiguities, which make differing perspectives possible. | use this activity as a means of understanding and
 working through the complexities of life. This work more accurately reflects the excitement and frustrations of

j day-to-day existence than my more ethereal interactions in the landscape.

LB: Why are found objects and remnants of animals your materials of choice?

HP: | suppose the objects | am drawn to are a stimulus for the ideas | chose to pursue. At an earlier time in my
career, | incorporated found objects as a regular component of the work. More recently, the things | find are more an
inspiration than an element in the composition. When | do use found objects now, they are incorporated into the
form without much reference to its origins. | am drawn to interesting shapes, surfaces or associations. It could be a
piéce of wood that suggests something to me or a rusty old scrap of metal or an element that survived a fire or a
recognizable form that has been altered with age and use. | have always been drawn to bones. Skeletal forms are

* very interesting constructions and offer a lot of possibilities for evolution of shape to create new realities.

' LB: How much of your work's concentration is personal thoughts, insights, and struggles and how much is an
" environmental or societal reflection? Are the figures in your work meant to be reflective on the viewer or pernaps portraiture?

' HP: What| hope to do is reach the universal through the intimate and personal. The objects allow me to examine an
idea, exploring the ambiguities that make differing perspectives possible. Often | will allow opposite viewpoints to
 exist simultaneously. | look at this work as visual poetry. | try to say as much as | can with as few elements as

. possible. | do not want to influence the audience with my personal perspective, but generate an internal dialogue

* that stimulates the viewer. | use what | am familiar with in my work. The figures | employ are often taken from.my

-~ family, but it is not meant as portraiture. | hope the figures stand as symbols for the human condition. | try to
suggest the universal. 1 feel like | get a more engaging figuration if | work from life as opposed to the imagination.

~ LB: What do you ike to do to clear your mind after spending time in the studio? Is your studio practice more of a
' personal struggle that you feel compelled to grapple with than a pleasurable pursuit? How important is it for an artist
'~ tohave a studio?

HP: Spending time in the studio is what | do'to clear my mind from e\)'erythirtg else. Studio time is the most exciting,
- frustrating, painful, enjoyable, spiritual activity | know. It is both a struggle and a pleasure at the same time. Struggle
 is what makes life exciting, without some struggle, life would be extremely boring. The beginning of a work can be

-~ exciting and the end is usually exciting — in between can be excruclatingly painful. For a sculptor, a place to work is
rather important. Many times | have had a very minimal space; sometimes just an office or a closet where | also

- slept. On another level a studio doesn’t have to be a physical space. A studio is a sanctuary; a space where you

' exist that helps you to reach a mystical place. It can be internal; it does not always have to have a physical location.

-~ LB: After 35 years of working with sculpture, how much of a factor is experimentation in your work? Is there
~ something about your work that still surprises you?

HP: | like to think that everything | do is experimental. | like to work with different materials and explore new
 directions. Doing the same thing over and over would be boring. | like not knowing what will happen, it keeps life
- exciting. Everything | do surprises me. That is what makes being an artist exciting. | never really know what will

. happen when | begin a project or an object. It is somathing of a negotiation with ideas, materials, and chance. It
- grows into what it wants to be and you just have to keep up and be there with an open mind when it becomes.

. Those eureka moments are what makes it all worthwhile.
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