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ABOVE— Patrick Dougherty stands inside one of his willow sculptures he created. TOP RIGHT —
STICKWORK is the recent book by Patrick Dougherty with several of his projects through the years.
BOTTOM RIGHT—Dougherty has every volunteer sign a pair of work gloves he keeps on every 
project.

ABOVE TOP — Bernheim Visual Art Coordinator Martha
Slaughter (left) helps to dig the holes that will support the
framework of the installation. Patrick Dougherty, right. ABOVE
CENTER — Patrick Dougherty at work on project at Bernheim
Forest. ABOVE BOTTOM — Volunteers fill in the main frame of
the Patrick Dougherty willow sculpture with smaller branches.

Bernheim has more visitors
now than you can ‘shake a stick
at.’

The reason for that is interna-
tional artist Patrick Dougherty
who is creating a willow stick
sculpture on the grounds adja-
cent to the Visitor’s Center at
Bernheim Arboretum and
Research Forest. 

Dougherty, a resident of
Chapel Hill, N.C., has created
more than 200 installations
around the globe. He arrived at
Bernheim after completing an
installation in France. Other
locations include Denmark,
Arizona, Pennsylvania,
Scotland, Hawaii, Washington,
New York and Japan. 

“After an initial career choice
of hospital administration, I
decided that the pull of making
was too strong and found myself
at the University of North
Carolina Art Department in the
early 1980s enrolling in sculp-
ture courses and art history,”
said Dougherty. 

“The day I walked through
that door had to be the best day
of my life.”

“After experimentation with
clay, metal and wood that are
characteristic of student work, I
seriously began exploring
saplings and sticks as a way of
making sculpture. After working
with this material for a while I
began to see I had a deeper res-
onance with it. I began to see it
as mankind’s first building
material and explore that deep
association,” he said.

As a child, Dougherty roamed
the woods around his home. As
an adult, he combined his car-
pentry skills with his love of
nature. “Like most children I
made forts of sticks and this
may have influenced my choice
of materials as a sculptor,”
Dougherty said. He learned
about primitive techniques of
building and experimented with
tree saplings as construction
material. 

“My first works were modest
efforts that used sticks to build
objects scaled to my own height.
But as opportunities presented
themselves, I began to integrate
my work into architectural situa-
tions and then to play sapling

sculptures against natural set-
tings. Through experimentation,
I was able to up-scale my efforts
and to build work that seemed
to spin across tops of buildings
and flow through groups of
trees,” he said.

The work proceeds very
quickly and generally each
sculpture takes three weeks to
complete. 

“I start by finding a good
stand of saplings nearby, and
often I capitalize on someone’s
desire to maintain their property.
The actual construction tech-
nique is a layering process. In
the first phases, I pull one stick
through another and build a
haphazard matrix to create the
rough shape of the sculpture.
Next comes the drawing phases,
in which I image a pile of sticks
as a bundle of lines with which
to sketch the surface texture. I
use many of the drawing con-
ventions that someone using a
paper and pencil might employ,
including ‘x’ ing, hatch marks
and dramatic emphasis lines. In
addition, I have learned to
amass the smaller ends of sticks
in one direction. This technique
gives the impression that the
surface is moving. The final step
is ‘fix up,’ a cosmetic treatment
in which I erase certain mistakes
by covering them with very
small twigs,” said Dougherty.

“The saplings that I gather
range from finger to wrist size,
and I gather them for both their
color and flexibility. Willow is a
favorite sapling for basket mak-
ers, but I often use Maple,
Sweet Gum, Elm or Dogwood.
Sometimes I use more exotic
saplings like Sassafras,
Crabapple or fruitwoods. In
Japan, I experimented with
reeds and bamboo. I have also
tried Strawberry Guava in
Hawaii,” said Dougherty.

Dougherty often works in
public spaces and the viewers
can walk up during the building
process. “I hear many stories
about sacred trees and child-
hood adventure. I hear about
birds that build hotels and goril-
las that make nests,” Dougherty
said. “But under it all, I sense in
the comments of the passersby a
profound connection between

humans and the plant world that
surrounds them.” 

Dougherty, along with volun-
teers, who want to be a part of
this experience, including art
students, Bernheim volunteers
and staff, community groups
and individuals with no prior
experience are helping to con-
struct the piece. At the begin-
ning of this project it was
unknown what the completed
work would look like. “But now
it has somewhat of a serpentine
appearance with lots of doors
and walkways for visitors to
roam about,” Dougherty said.

“I take great pleasure in the
building process with all its
problem solving, and once it is
finished it’s their job to enjoy it.
I love the challenge of trying to
achieve the right scale and build
a work that seems integrated
and blends well with its sur-
roundings. I like to see children
running toward the openings
and people standing on the
street and pointing. My favorite
is always the sculpture I am
working on. The finished prod-
uct is for the viewer’s pleasure,”
Dougherty said.

He also has a new book avail-
able, titled “Stickwork” through
Princeton Architectural Press.
The book is in bookstores and a
personalized copy is available at
www.stickwork.net along with a
list of his current works, which
are standing.

This project at Bernheim
began April 6 and will be com-
plete April 26 and the structure
will last anywhere from two to
four years and then return to the
earth. Visitors are invited to
watch the progress through the
completion date. 

Bernheim is offering sched-
uled talks with Visual Art
Coordinator Martha Slaughter,
who will discuss the artist, his
vision and the creation of the
Bernheim installation. 

Times are 11 a.m. and 1 p.m.
Sunday, April 22 and 6 p.m.
Wednesday, April 25. No regis-
tration is required.

Dougherty will have a public
lecture 6 p.m. April 24 followed
by a press conference and public
unveiling at 2:30 p.m. April 26
at Bernheim Visitor’s Center.

Stick ‘r‘ iffic

International artist creates
willow sculpture at Bernheim 

“
But under it all, I sense in the comments of the
passersby a profound connection between humans
and the plant world that surrounds them.”

PATRICK DOUGHERTY
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