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Right up against the west side of the Wexner Center for the Arts, 
the mecca for the avant-garde, grows a tiny plot of pole beans. 

Lovingly tended by Ohio State University faculty members and 
students, the garden is intended as a blend of art and agriculture, a 
rumination on the roles of the university and even a reflection of 
Walden Pond. 

What lofty goals for a bunch of beans. 

Still, with the Wexner Center soil proving as fertile as the 
imagination of Columbus artist Michael Mercil, the plants might 
pull off the objectives. 

Mercil, a member of the OSU art faculty, created and planted 
The Beanfield. 

On one level, he said, his vegetables simply ask, "Why is it so 
hard to find something good to eat on campus? " 

Beyond that, the beans contribute to the Living Culture Initiative 
started by Mercil and his wife — artist Ann Hamilton, also on the 
OSU faculty. 

"The overall plan," Mercil said, "is to generate and regenerate 
relationships between the Department of Art and the whole 
campus, . . . to develop sustainable cultural practices at the 
university." 

"We’re looking at having a definition of art that’s more fluid and 
integrated with other practices in the humanities and sciences," 
said Sergio Soave, chairman of the Art Department. 

"It is us seeing ourselves really celebrating being on a research-
university campus and really orienting our direction toward the 
direction of a landgrant university." 

And, he said, it should inspire other collaborations at OSU. 

SHARI LEWIS 
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Michael Mercil, a Columbus artist and 
member of the Ohio State University 
art faculty, maintains The Beanfield 
outside the Wexner Center for the Arts. 
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The rigor of raising the legumes instilled in Mercil a new 
appreciation for Henry David Thoreau, who grew 2 1 /2 acres of 
beans during the 1840s at Walden Pond, near Concord, Mass. 

Mercil got a late start, planting 49 sets of beans (Kentucky 
Wonder, Rattlesnake, White Half-Runner and Blue Lake 
stringless) on about 650 square feet in early July. 

He has faced some setbacks. 

"We have a cucumber-beetle infestation," he said. "The soil is 
very alkaline, with very little nitrogen, and the beans are nitrogen 
feeders. The soil drains poorly." 

Some plants that yellowed temporarily have since thrived, 
wrapping up the tripods built from sticks. (The sticks happened to 
come from the inventory of Patrick Dougherty, the artist behind 
the four huge sapling sculptures constructed in the spring at the 
Franklin Park Conservatory.) 

From the agriculture end of the OSU campus, faculty members 
have helped with everything from the concept to tips on the soil 
(such as to add ammonium sulfate). 

Bill Flinn, an OSU professor of rural sociology who has picked 
beetles off the plants, applauds the Living Culture Initiative. As 
director of the Social Responsibility Initiative within the College of 
Food, Agricultural and Environmental Sciences, he encourages 
thoughts about issues such as food production and land use. 

The interaction between ag and art "wouldn’t have happened 
without The Beanfield," Flinn said. "It makes a natural wedding." 

Sherri Geldin, director of the Wexner Center, called the work "a 
very clever way to remind people that the word culture is 
embedded in the word agriculture." 

The bean plot, Mercil said, is not only a metaphor "but an active 
engagement with (the) ecology of soil, weather, insect pests, 
water." 

It also helps redefine the meaning of a "local" artist "working 
within local conditions, contexts." 

For him, the food element will come to a head in a month or so — 
with the harvest. 

"We’re hoping to make some bean soup," he said. 

Mercil plans to repeat the project next year. 

So does a garden of beans qualify as art? 
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Such a pursuit reflects a "kind of zeitgeist in art," said Richard 
Flood, chief curator of the New Museum of Contemporary Art in 
New York and former chief curator of the Walker Art Center in 
Minneapolis. 

"A lot of artists are saying: ‘Let’s slow it down. Let’s get it (art) 
back to community discussions, something that is meditative 
rather than something that is created with an eye to the art 
galleries and the auction houses.’ " 

Their projects offer worthy alternatives to mainstream art, 
where "Everything is about consensus and (financial) valuation," 
he said. 

People who pass the beans on College Road might want to know 
as much. 

"I was thinking whether they were making some statement about 
organics," said OSU sophomore Meredith Ratleff of Powell, who 
recently rode past on her bicycle. 

"Then I thought: ‘Well, it’s the Wexner. It could be anything.’ " 

The organizers should install a sign explaining the idea, she 
suggested — and allow passersby to leave comments. 

Such a sign, a spokeswoman said, is in the works. 
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