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SUSAN CHEAL
WILD POODLES ROAM THE EARTH

The weird and waclzy exhibition title, Wild
Poodles Roam the Eart/1, hints at the surreal
strangeness of Susan Cheal'’s latest sculptural
offerings. Borrowed from the title of one of
humorist David Feldman's wil(“y popular
Impona’erab/es volumes, it suggests the artist’s
fascination with pop cultural idioms and her
wry observations about consumer lifestyles
issues in the }:)urgeoning 21st century. As
Cheal is the first to aclmit, Chapman’s text is

“a real fun book,” and part of her preferrecl
bedside reacling.

And while no wild pooclles put in an appearance
in this exllil)it, there are other animals, in a kind
of stand-in for human behavior. The six species
representecl are: tlle Leopara’, Deer, Bear, Coyote,
Ouwls (a Hock of tllem) and a lone Goose. It's
an all-inclusive lzingclom as Cheal’s animals
vary in their natural habitat, from the barnyar(l
and the depths of the jungle to the forest and
the wilcl, wild West.

Yet, these sculptures are not the clry dioramas
of a natural science museum or scientifically
cast interpretations of actual beasts. While
Cheal s menagerie is perfectly scaled and
acc urately proportionecl, their palette would
never be found in Mother Nature, except
perhaps the Technicolor hues of Saturday
morning cartoons. And their naturalisticaﬂy
rendered bodies makes the animals’ eye-
popping color scheme even more extreme:
consider a lime green (leer, coral-hued l)ear,
violet spotte(l /eoparc{, royal blue coyote,
chartreuse ow/ or aqua goose. Cheal gives us
a discoized bestiary and to make matters more
intriguing, in place of fur (faux or otl'lerwise),
clothes her stable in ﬂocleing deluxe. Tt's like
Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom hit the
road and ended up in Las Vegas. These are
clefinitely and clefiantly glamorize(l members

of the animal world.

DEER, 2002. Foam sculpture with {:loc]zing, plastic, light SeNnsors, audio, motor. 35" x 53" x 28"

Then there’s the kitsch factor of Wild Poodles.
Cheal’s animals possess a leinsllip with the
1970s era phenomenon of the bobbin" head
(log (or other beast) that often grace(l the dash-
board of some revved up muscle machine. It's
as if those retro creatures (which not coinci-
dentally were also ﬂocleed) have grown gar-
gantuan and are confronting usina higl')/low
cultural showdown held at the pristine arena

of this contemporary artspace.

Since the clawning of lﬁstory, animals and their
accompanying mythology held preternatural
meaning [n civilizations from Egypt to China,
beasts both real and imagined have been end-
owed with human or even divine powers and
represented accordingly in art. Where would
Chinese art l'listory be without their clragons?
What's Egyptian tomb sculpture without
Horus the Hawk (tl'le sun-gocl) or Anubis the
Jaclzal (the guardian of the underworld)? Then
in ancient Greece, there were the lessons to
be learned from Aesop's Fables, an adroit
model of human behavior gleaned tllrougl'l

animal paral)les; ‘Vl/al POOG’/(ZS can l)e seen as

a contemporary extension of this classical

Greek tale.

And like the famed fables, Cheal’s animals
offer more than meets the eye. Besides l)eing
beautiful and even ]Jeguiling to gaze at, these
creatures literally spealz to the viewer. As we
approach a sculpture, a hidden device activates
each animal’s voice l)ox; they in turn emit
messages, from words to song. The sound
component adds another layer to Wild Poodles.

We want to bend down to listen, as these

animals surprise us with admonishment,

sadness, irony and humor in their pitlly tunes

and spoleen statements.

Cheal has carefully mated each animal to its
perfectly pitclle(l vocal selection. Thus Bear,
says (in the artist’s voice): “I just can’t con-
trol my appetite...[ just can’t control it!”
“Tl’lat's me,” Clleal reveals laugllingly, “some
of the animals are autobi()grapllical, particu-
larly the bear.” She continues: “He references

my appetite for foocl, also my longing for



lushness, for leuowle(lge, for l)eauty." Then
there’s the Leoparal, a lilac spottecl animal

go(l(less who sportts a (lazzling pearl necklace.
“Lcopara/ is me wanting to dress up and show
ott, ” admits the artist, as appropriately, the
sculpture emits the show tune, “Putting on
the Ritz.” The trio of Owls is also musical,

but their number is from the disco era: “1

Love the Nigllt Life, Bal')y."

Goose poses a feminist statement as the sculp-
ture recites in an agitatecl tone (again, using
Cheal'’s actual recorded voice): “I've reached
my quota!" “She’s meuopausal," the artist
notes, as Goose can perliaps be read as a sub-
liminal statement about women'’s reprocluctive
cycles and their value after their child l')earing
(lays are over. Meanwhile, Coyote serves as a
metapl'ior for tyrants and dictators everywliere.
Stancling innocently in his royal blue flocked
coat and l)ejewele(l collar, he states, while his
head bobs up and down: “I just can'’t lielp my-
self.” The chartreuse Deer is more perplexe(l.
Vainly gazing into a pinlz mirror that lies on
the floor, he quizzically wonders, “Who Are
You and What Do You Want?”

And there’s strange truth in the telling details
of these l(>ur-legge(l friends. The coral-tinted
Bear wears a ruffled collar, which suggests
some 17th century Dutch (lowager who has
tlippe(l out. The jewel-encrustecl collar of
Coyote seems more restraint than adornment.
Leopara”s double strand of pearls signals the
aploml) and attitude of a Park Avenue socialite.

Pathetic, sa(l, compelliug, humorous, vulnerable
and almost alive, Cheal's creatures evoke cleep
emotions within the viewer. Like a favorite

stuffed animal from cllilcllioO(l, tliey're equal
parts lantasy and reality, pop and poignant,

and also unsettlingly and strangely human.

Most sig‘niticantly, Wild Poodles marks a break-

’tlirougl'i exhibit for this mid-career artist whose

formal scl’iooling was in Texas and who currently

is an Associate Professor of Art at the University

of North Texas in Denton. While her earlier

art was characterized l)y elaborate installations

mel(ling paintings and sculpture, Cheal will be

the first to tell you she now thinks that that

l)ocly of work was “pon(lerous and didactic.”

What freed her was the experience of living‘ in
Calitornia, wliere Sl’le taug‘lit trom 1995 tliroug‘li
2000 at a series of colleges and universities in
and around Los Angeles. Even the idea of

maleing the animals for Wild Poodles came to
her in Calitornia, after she saw the dashboard
of her hostess' car (tlie painter Karen Carson)
ornamented with a bobbin’ head clog. After
moving back to Texas from Calitornia, she

committed to a conscious desire to make her

art “lighter, more humorous.” Even her cur-

rent color palette, like the artificial drink colors

used for the animals’ coats in Wild Poodles and

that liip retro tloclzing, bear the imprimatur

of California cool.

The California tliing 1nerge(l with cultural
ideas gleanecl from such pun(lits as Dave

Hicleey (a visiting protessor when Cheal was
in gra(luate school at the University of Texas
at San Antonio) and James B. Twitchell (one

of Cheal’s favorite writers, the author of such
classic exposes of contemporary American

soclety as Carnival Cu/ture).

And most importantly, Cheal has found the
courage to be reductive. Wild Poodles was
exhibited in an eatlier incarnation with a cycle
of paintings, which bore text messages and
apllorisms much in the style of Jenny Holzer.
Those oil on panels also featured tigurative
tragments inspirecl l:)y illustrations from a 1919
version otAesop’s Fables. Recently, Cheal has
steppecl away from the l)aggag'e of that series
of paintings, whose content and meaning were
redundant with her sculptures and also cut into
their power. Now, the artist is literally letting

her animals speale for themselves. Tt truly is a

time when Wild Poodles Roam tlle Eart/7.

Catherine D. Anspon
Houston, Texas

Novenil')er 2002

Coyote, Foam sculpture with llocleing, lig‘lit Sensors, au(lio, motor. 23" x 36"
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Cover Panel: Installation venw, 2002, Foam sculpture with ﬂoclzing, light $ensors, auclio, motor.
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Now celebrating its 25th 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 artists of national
stature to Texas audiences. Since its found-
ing, Women & Their Work has presented
1,692 artists (includes 18 Members Show)
in 213 visual art exhibitions, 100 music,
dance, and theater events, 12 film festi-
vals, 19 literary readings, and 226
workshops 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.

Wouwey & Tueir WoRrk
[710 LAVACA ST.

ACSTIN, TEXAS 78701
(312) 477-1064
wiw@texas.net

www. womenandtheirwork.org



