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Design: Art Appreciation

‘Community Garden’ tells a story

GRAND RAPIDS PAINTER Ed
Wong-Ligda has once again dem-
onstrated his mastery of narra-
tive painting and composition in
a recently unveiled mural at the
Grand Rapids Community Founda-
tion. Many know of Wong-Ligda’s
clear yet poetic images in existing
murals at the Public Museum of
Grand Rapids and Grand Valley
State University, where he is an art
professor. Yet this recent project
offers an important contribution to
the city’s cultural patrimony.

The mural was commissioned
for the organization’s sensitively
renovated new home on Oakes
Street in downtown Grand Rapids.

Featured in the main lobby area,

the 6-by-10-foot oil on canvas mural

is impressive but not overwhelm-

ing. Perhaps most thoughtful is that

the space has been left uncluttered and the
viewer is offered clear access to contemplate
the work.

The theme of the painting is a commu-
nity garden. While the towering facades in the
upper left locate the scene in Grand Rapids,
the activities of gardening that dominate the
foreground and the diversity of the figurative
subjects featured point to a vision of a harmoni-
ous, integrated world.

All stages of the life of a garden — from the
tilling and planting of early spring to the glories
of harvest — are easily discerned from right to
left. In addition, all stages of life, from infancy
to old age, and most aspects of a diverse popu-
lation are featured.

The elderly gentleman in the center emerg-
es as unique. Nattily dressed in business attire
and patterned vest, he bends down to receive or
present flowers to a young lady. This seemingly
incongruous figure is the foundation’s founder,
Lee Hutchins, who worked in the pharmaceuti-
cal business. His role in the painting transitions
the work from a straightforward narrative to
a series of visual metaphors for the GRCF at
large.

The foundation’s story is shared through
the guise of the garden. The aforementioned
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seasons are visual symbols for the vital work of
the foundation: preparing the soil and planting
reference gifts received; produce and flowers
coming into life represent growth; and, most
poignant, harvest represents the foundation’s
grants.

For the poetics of this unfolding story and
its related symbolism, one must appreciate the
clarity and calm with which Wong-Ligda has
communicated his vision. Yes, he works in an
academic, representational style, meaning that
forms are carefully studied and well rendered.
There is never a moment’s doubt that every
aspect of this work was carefully considered.

More abstract, and perhaps most powerful,
is the thoroughness and stability of the compo-
sition. Notice how carefully figures, structures,
earth and sky are arranged. The artist fully
understands the parameters of the canvas and
works to define foreground, middle ground and
background while playing to the horizontal
character of the canvas. Note, too, how care-
fully balanced the figures are across the picture
plane; in fact, we are just steps away from true
visual symmetry.

Contributing Editor Joseph Becherer is a pro-
fessor at Aquinas College and curator of sculpture
at Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park.

The activities of gardening
that dominate the fore-
ground and the diversity
of the figurative subjects
featured point to a vision
of a harmonious,
integrated world.
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