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Irresistible Art

Patrick Dougherty’s Sculptural Installation in Reston Town
Square Park Engages Public’s Minds and Hearts
BY JANET REMS  PHOTOGRAPHY BY SEAN BAHRAMI

B

y now innumerable children have run and otherwise romped exuberantly
through the winding interior of the sculptural
installation created last April, along
with a team of volunteers, by internationally renowned North Carolina
artist Patrick Dougherty at Reston
Town Center’s Reston Town Square
Park.
The towering installation, intricately woven primarily from local
saplings, seems to be a powerful visual magnet for adults, too, who are
equally drawn to photographing its
unique, cylindrical exterior as well
as exploring its forms and materials
from inside its passageways.
Titled “A Bird in the Hand,”
the installation, immediately across
St. Francis Street from the Greater
Reston Arts Center (GRACE) and
the office of the initiative for Public
Art-Reston (IPAR), is expected to
continue engaging the public for the
next two years, the anticipated longevity of its all-natural materials.
This direct interaction is exactly what Dougherty — a working artist for 30 years whose monumental,
site-specific installations are so much
in demand that he does only 10 a
year — wanted. Intentionally incorporating windows at child height
and other “avenues of viewing” and
positioning the installation near the
sidewalk, Dougherty said he creates
works that are “inviting and encourage interaction,” that make “people
feel welcomed in … say to them
maybe I can go in there.”
Public engagement was built
into the installation project from
its earliest stages. Working side by
side with shifting teams of community volunteers — some who
helped harvest the installation’s indigenous materials and others who
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participated in the actual construction — Dougherty said, “I can single-handedly make a work with an
assistant, but it is a richer experience
to have volunteers. The interplay
between the public and myself and
the volunteers, that is the thrill of
making it.”
Comparing Reston to other cosmopolitan places like San
Francisco, Boston and Santa
Barbara, Dougherty — who also
is creating an interior piece for
the November reopening of the
Smithsonian’s Renwick Gallery
— added he was drawn to Reston
in part because it is a place “where
people can appreciate what you do
… have artistic sensibilities, think
about art and big cultural ideas.”
The installation’s ability to engage does not surprise its presenting
partners, GRACE and IPAR, which
received major monetary support
for the project from Willowsford,
the National Endowment for the
Arts, the Arts Council of Fairfax
County, Reston Community Center,
Reston Town Center Association,
MEDA, Inc., and in-kind support
from Reston Association, Hyatt
Regency Reston, Red Thinking,
and Storycatcher Productions.
“We are already reaping the
anticipated benefits,” said Holly
McCullough, GRACE executive
director, recalling, “When we approached [Dougherty], we talked
about Reston’s history as a community invested in nature and the arts.”
She added, “With its magical space
and secretive, mysterious quality, it
activates both the imagination and
memory. … It contributes something
unique and original to the Reston
environment. … And since it’s up
for two years, it should provide lots
of opportunities for long-range engagement … a point of departure
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for inspiration and dialogue.”
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“WITH ITS
MAGICAL SPACE
AND SECRETIVE,
MYSTERIOUS
QUALITY, IT
ACTIVATES BOTH
THE IMAGINATION
AND MEMORY. …
IT CONTRIBUTES
SOMETHING
UNIQUE AND
ORIGINAL TO
THE RESTON
ENVIRONMENT.”
– Holly Koons McCullough,
executive director, Greater Reston
Arts Center
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