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“Give More Than You Take” offers a generous dose of nature’s beauty 
during an especially long winter. Hodges transforms simple materi-
als—stones, blue jeans, silk flowers—into dazzling representations of 
nature’s majesty. After reveling in golden forests under blue-jean skies, 
a closer reading reveals that Hodges’ sculptures, installations and 
drawings are unique memorials celebrating the lives of friends killed by 
AIDS. This first comprehensive survey of Hodges’ work from the past 
25 years addresses the cycle of life and death, the impermanence of our 
bodies, and, ultimately, our relationship to nature. 

Hodges’ works are about nature in the abstract, conveying the 
pure magnificence of the natural world rather than capturing the 
nitty-gritty of a particular site. This is nature as we might wish 
it to be. No menacing spiders prey on innocent moths in Hodges’ 
shimmering webs made of white-brass jewelry chains in A Far 
Away Corner (1997). The eagles soar side by side with the butter-
flies in his magnificent stained-glass sculpture When I Believed, 
What I Believed (2008). From within this fantastical world, the 
question arises, what is natural anyway?

In ghost (2008), a realistic-looking clump of grasses and flowers be-
neath a bell jar turn out to be made entirely of glass. Through the use 
of materials and display mechanisms, Hodges’ successfully creates an 
illusion of fragility countered only by the eventual realization that his 
materials are predominantly synthetic and designed to last for an eter-
nity. Hodges seems to have a sense of humor about this duplicitousness 
as suggested by the title and materials used in Changing Things (1997), 
a cascade of delicate silk flowers so carefully pinned to the wall as to 

remain unchanging. This piece is also installed each time it is shown in 
exactly the same way, following the artist’s template. With every sign of 
decay erased, all wildness contained, Hodges’ works present nature as 
a meticulously constructed artifice. 

Hodges lifts the illusion of this uncannily well-preserved natural 
world enough times to make us question its viability. The clearest 
example of this is Untitled (scratched sky IV) (2011), a large chromo-
genic print of gray-blue clouds violently scored with jagged marks. 
Hodges also invites viewers to consider their own relationship to 
nature through the continual referencing of the human body. The 
only piece titled Landscape (1998) in the whole show is, for instance, 
a stack of handmade men’s dress shirts inserted inside each other. 
In other instances, Hodges’ involves the body of the viewer in the 
artwork as in and still this (2005-2008), a semicircular installation 
of paintings in which the viewer’s shadow changes the light on gold-
leaf trees, rendering them more or less visible. Hodges also uses his 
own bodily fluids in the series of 21 drawings in on the way between 
places (2009), in which bark-like patterns rendered in charcoal are 
smeared with spit. For many of us, as Hodges’ artwork reminds, 
nature is largely a fantasy imbued with life everlasting, yet there’s 
always that unnerving flip side, nature’s inescapable reality in which 
nothing truly lasts forever.     
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I sat on a black bench, put my headphones on and watched a 
20-something woman ride a chartreuse bike down the sidewalk. A 
short while later, about 15 seconds, I realized I was still watching 
a video. It was funny how fast it happened. The gallery, a white 
cube (20 feet by 30 feet) with video projections on three walls, 
didn’t seem like the place to lose one’s self like that. But that’s 
how it worked. And it kept happening as I occasionally slipped 
into nostalgic reflections for the remainder of the 15-minute loop. 

Scarlet Air, the latest video installation by Micah and Whitney 
Stansell, is a hypnotic series of mnemonic vignettes open to a wide 
range of interpretations. Six scenes comprise the loop, including 
a shift working at Value Village, a short ride in a fishing boat, 
and the shell of an old house being pulled down. Bound by the 
commonality of a main character played by Whitney Stansell, the 
loosely associated scenes teeter between symbolism and allegory. 
They lead cautiously toward a story, but stop a little short. Works 
by Micah Stansell often focus on a specific period in recent his-
tory. Visual cues place Scarlet Air in the midst of the 1980s. The 
time period may be one reason I was so consumed by the video. 
Her bicycle with banana seat and tall handlebars is a near replica 
of the Sears Spider 5 I proudly rode as a kid; hers with faded 
Bartlett-pear paint job, mine bright orange.

The installation merits repeat visits to fully understand the 
layering of signifiers within the work. While each projection 
shows essentially the same event, the happenings don’t totally 
coincide. For instance, as the main character and a friend rush 
toward a bonfire it becomes apparent the fires in two of the 
projections are different. Throughout the loop, these inconsis-
tencies remain consistent—on one wall a fishing motor propels 
the boat, on another they row. With the realization these views 
aren’t identical, the viewer is left to interpret. It could be that 
memories change over time, like when you tell a story over and 
over again—each time the story changes a little. After a while, 
who knows what really happened? In this case, it appears we are 
looking at memories of memories. 

The audio consists of ambient sounds intermingled with brief 
comments by Whitney Stansell’s character. Even with headphones, 
they reside in the background as the visuals are so strong. Her 
comments are short, didactic journal-entry types of sayings about 
life that hang in the air like ornamental allusions. Many of them 
seem derived from songs and books. Periodically, loud, singular 
tones interrupt the languid atmospheric of the installation. These 
drown out the audio during embarrassing moments—falling off a 
shopping cart, aspirational comments—how to live one’s life, or 
moments of personal vulnerability as the visuals fade to red. Stan-
sell’s character concludes as she sings, “Pour your oil in our hair. 
‘Cause our watery brains are turning into Scarlet Air.”  
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Micah and Whitney Stansell, Scarlet Air, 2014, multichannel sound and HD video installation. Courtesy of the artists and the Savannah College of Art and Design.

Installation view, “Jim Hodges: Give More Than You Take.” ©  Gene Pittman. Courtesy the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis




