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InCiteFul Clay at the Woodbury Art Museum
by Geoff Wichert

Across the room, Nuala Creed’s ment for
Fukushima" looks like a child’s well-worn doll, but up
close he’s seen to be an adult: one so rounded and
smooth as to be mistaken for a child. He sits on the
ground with his legs folded in front of him in the
familiar lotus position. His right arm bends at the
elbow, his hand held up next to his face, with the
thumb and index finger touching in a circle—what
Westerners might read as the sign for "0.K" His left
arm is relaxed, resting on his knee, where his hand
makes the same sign. Standing behind him and
shading him, as he sits in this classic pose of
meditation, looms a cloud-like shape that suggests
either a tree or a very large mushroom. It is, of course,
both. The composition refers to Buddha beneath the
Bodhi Tree, the traditional story of the first human
enlightenment. Yet something is not right, and to
understand what it is necessary to examine tl
materials and their treatments more closely.

The Buddha is made of stoneware. In spite of the
popular belief that the best ceramics are made of
porcelain, which is used in making high-end consumer
goods like teacups and bowls, Japanese artists have
shown stoneware to be a more expressive and
evocative material. They generally rely on techniques
that foreground the human hand, the processes of
making, and so encourage accidents that commercial
manufacturers strive to avoid. To that end, Creed first
stained and casually glazed her figure, then raku-fired
him. This resulted in a timeless feel: old and weathered
here, new and pristine there. As a final touch, she
dunked his face in red glaze, producing a circular shape
that recalls the way it was made, complete with an
ambiguous drip. This red circle crosses the eyes, and
dramatizes, in the restrained, formal manner of
Japanese performance art, how this Buddha cries tears
of blood. That, combined with the title, permit
identifying the tree-like form above him as a
mushroom cloud, symbol of the nuclear disaster that
followed the tsunami at Fukushima. That the cloud is
represented by roughly shaped and unglazed clay
completes the allegory: the ancient, refined lives of the
Japanese (and by extension of civilized peoples
everywhere) are threatened by the unrefined, inchoate
force of unleashed nature. It is the kind of artwork
that, once seen, can never be forgotten, but grows in
awareness day by day.




