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Sculptors
to Watch

CHRISTINE TEMIN



BOSTON HASN’T ALWAYS BEEN THE HUB IN TERMS OF NEW ENGLAND-BASED

sculptors. Among the heavy hitters in the nineteenth century were Augustus Saint-

Gaudens, who summered in Cornish, New Hampshire, and Daniel Chester French, who

spent the warm months at Chesterwood, in the Berkshire town of Stockbridge. The twentieth

century saw such greats as Paul Manship, the art deco master who lived in Gloucester.

Is that geographical spread still true? Looks that way. Check out my sampling of sculptors

to watch, which includes artists from every New England state—and even one from Boston.

LAURENCIA
STRAUSS
RHODE ISLAND

It was a letter from a fourth grader at The
Learning Community, a public charter school
in Central Falls, Rhode Island, that ultimately
led to an inventive sculptural playground by
Laurencia Strauss, a recent graduate of the
Rhode Island School of Design.

The previous “playground” was an old
parking lot that led to many skinned knees
and trips to the nurse’s office. When Jason
Diaz was in the second grade, just seven years
old, he petitioned the school for a better play-
ground. It was a fellow student, Bernardo
Garcia, who eventually wrote a letter to the
heads of Lowe’s hardware store to request
money for rollout turf. Lowe’s ended up
awarding the school $110,000 for a project that
otherwise, in a much more modest version,
would have been paid for with the children’s
tooth fairy money. (Do we think that Diaz and
Garcia are going to grow up to be successful
museum fundraisers?)

Because Strauss had volunteered at the
school and had a good relationship with the
staff, she was hired to create the playground.

She came up with climbing
structures, crawling structures,
an area where the ground is
covered with big green rubber
tiles, a little garden, stepping
stone paths, shaded seating
areas, and more. The shape that
defines the space is round, and
the palette that ties it together is
vivid blue and sizzling orange.
The piece de resistance is a giant
orange slide on the crest of a
hill, entered through a circular
space that resembles a Japanese
moon gate.

While the playground isn’t
open to visitors for play, anyone
who wants to inspect the design
can schedule a tour through the
school.

Strauss is also orchestrating a
major sculpture and garden
project in Woonsocket, Rhode
Island, this summer, intended to
bring attention to that city’s
once vibrant Main Street. For
up-to-date details visit
www.riverzedgearts.org. Laurencia Strauss, playground at The Learning Community in Central Falls, RI.
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JONATHAN PRINCE
MASSACHUSETTS

Berkshire artist Jonathan Prince is the most
traditional of my picks because his medium is
stone, occasionally coupled with metallic leaf.

Prince recalls that as a young child, his father
took him to the studio of a friend who was
also one of the most renowned sculptors of the
twentieth century—Jacques Lipchitz. At the
time, Lipchitz was working on a clay piece
destined to become one of his signature

bronzes. Prince recalls it as the ultimate show-
and-tell lesson.

“Rock grounds me,” he says. Black granite
fromAfrica, China, or India is his favorite
because of the way it absorbs light. It’s a gravi-
tational pull for him, and granite’s virtual
immortality appeals to him. It endures long
after both artist and audience have passed on.
On the other hand, Prince’s gift for granite
makes it seem like a living, breathing entity.

Working with large blocks of stone
requires patience and perseverance, as
demonstrated in, say, his Five Piece Sphere
(2009). Made of Indian black granite, it is
sliced like a rounded loaf of bread, which
gives the weighty stone light appearance. Its
rhythmic repetitions are almost musical.

Prince uses history. Fractured Celt (2008)
is made of African granite and oxidized
steel, reminding me of one of Britain’s mys-
terious standing stones, the most famous
being Stonehenge.

While he occasionally accepts commis-
sions, he primarily follows his own artistic
voice and has a studio full of work that he’s
happy to show to visitors who make an
appointment. His work can be seen at
www.jonathanprince.com.Jonathan Prince, Broken Torus, 2008, Cambrian black granite, 40x 80 x 40".

HERB FERRIS
VERMONT

The Vermont sculptor Herb Ferris was a
painter showing in New York for thirty years
before turning to sculpture in the 1990s.
Inspired by dance and Japanese art, he created
interactive sculpture for choreographers at
MIT and Middlebury College. He works in
stone and wood, creating pieces that are now
in gardens in thirteen states and Canada and
in public collections as well. They’re notable
for their grace. Ferris’s Arc, at the Vermont
Institute of Natural Sciences in Quechee, VT, is
a twenty-five-foot arc of Eastern white pine
curving upward from a base of Deer Isle gran-
ite. While it is huge and heavy, it has a
dancer’s demeanor.

Ferris’s works in public spaces include two
at the Coastal Maine Botanical Garden. One,

Gold Flame, is a
stone “flame”
tipped with gold,
sitting atop a
pedestal. Another,
Blossom/Splash, is
a stone “flower”
with petals open-
ing up toward the
sun. Its shape is
also reminiscent of
Harold Edgerton’s
iconic stop-action
photograph of a
splashing milk
drop.

For more works
by Ferris, go to
www.herbferris.com. Herb Ferris, River Flower, 2006, Path of Life Garden, Windsor, VT, eastern white pine, schist, steel, 16' tall.



ANDY MOERLEIN
NEW HAMPSHIRE

Feathers, rocks, seeds, plaster, cement, and
fiberglass. These are among the materials used
by New Hampshire artist Andy Moerlein, a
self-confessed materials junkie. He’s even cre-
ated snow sculptures that go far beyond the
usual three-lumped guy with a carrot for a
nose. Moerlein’s snow piece The Celestial
Elephant, made in collaboration with Donna
Dodson, is a chiseled, pure beast, a nod to the
legend that the mother of Buddha dreamed of
a white elephant on the eve of giving birth.

The way that nature affects shapes, for
instance, what wind does to a tree, is fascinat-
ing for Moerlein to explore. One of his pieces,
A Boat for an Impossible Journey, at Gallery
Ehva in Provincetown this summer, is made of
twigs and branches. The effect is of a small
craft trying to fly upward, like the funerary
boats of the Vikings or the ancient Egyptians.

A version of Moerlein’s Listening for
Lightning appears in the current temporary

public art installation at the Constellation
Center in Cambridge. It’s an exaggerated
ensemble of vertical branches that look
like they’ve been frizzled by the air
around them.

Moerlein will also participate in this year’s
fifteenth-anniversary celebration of
“Waterfire,” in Providence, Rhode Island.

To find out more, check out andymoer-
lein.blogspot.

JUNE AHRENS
CONNECTICUT

The little house is covered in shards of mir-
rors that reflect its surroundings. Depending
on the weather and the time of day, the house
varies from an exercise in camouflage to an
almost magnetic beacon.

This is Connecticut artist June Ahrens’s
Our Shrinking World, which debuted at
Chesterwood, in Stockbridge, last year and is
now on loan to the Berkshire Museum in
Pittsfield, where it sits outside.

Ahrens works with mirrors and glass,
among other materials. Mirrors, she believes,
throw viewers back on themselves, making
them think not only about their own existence,
but also about other people who may appear
in the reflections, and the landscape that
appears around them. It’s her way of ques-
tioning the world as a whole.

Her installations are often collaborative in
one way or another, and occasionally involve a

surprising degree of intimacy. For
The Pillow Project, she succeeded
in enlisting various friends to let
her tape that twilight time
between wake and sleep. They
were dressed in their pajamas.
One volunteer slept with her cat;
one couple slept curled up like
spoons. The resulting videos, five
of them running simultaneously,
are shown sandwiched between
towers of used pillows.

Her newest installation will be
huge, a wall piece twenty-five-
feet long and nine-feet high. It’s
made of used Perrier bottles,
which have a greenish tinge.
Color is an unusual presence in
her work, but one that increas-
ingly interest her. Her process is
laborious. She soaks the labels off
the bottles, makes sure they’re dry, and then
breaks the bottles to bits.

To check on where you can see Ahrens’s
work, go to www.juneahrens.com.

June Ahrens, Today’s Tomorrow (detail), 2007, fiberglass, filters, iron stakes, felt, 62".

Andy Moerlein, Stilled (detail), 2009, wood, ceramic birds, fiberglass.
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AMY STACEY
CURTIS
MAINE

The word “biennial” usually refers to
works by a large group of artists chosen to
appear in a particular city every other year.
Maine sculptor Amy Stacey Curtis has
turned that definition around. Her biennials
are solo shows in a different Maine location
each time. She has done them since 2000,
and each takes twenty-two months to
research and construct. This October she’ll
stage her sixth exhibition, in a location that
is undetermined, as of this writing.

Each of her biennials focuses on a theme,
and the one for 2010 is “Time.” Like Christo,
she sells drawings of her works in order to
finance her installations, which are always
interactive. Among the nine works in
“Time,” for instance, is Undoing, in which
visitors will unravel the crochet work that
she has worked on obsessively for an hour a
day for a year. The piece will start at least
eighty-one-feet-long—she has become an ace
at crocheting—and the unraveled yarn will be
installed in Plexiglas cases.

For updates on her work, check
www.amystaceycurtis.com.

Amy Stacey Curtis, modulation I (detail), 2008, 8,118 aluminum
cans and 4-color prints, audience participation, 4½ x 252 x 252".
Courtesy the artist.

ROBERT
DE SAINT PHALLE
MASSACHUSETTS

Our lone Boston artist is Robert de Saint
Phalle, who teaches at the Massachusetts
College of Art and is one of nine finalists for
the 2010 James and Audrey Foster Prize,
awarded every two years by the Institute of
Contemporary Art/Boston. An exhibition of
the finalists’ work opens on September 22 and
culminates with the announcement of the win-
ner of the $25,000 prize in December. (By the
way, the answer to the obvious question about
de Saint Phalle is yes. He’s a cousin of the
acclaimed sculptor Niki de Saint Phalle.)

Robert de Saint Phalle’s works include the
Quarry (2008–2009), which combines a bat-
tered steel oil drum with a sleek white plinth,
the contours of which are as precise as the
folds of origami. The contrast between rugged

and smooth is also a feature
of his Lean To (2007), a
rugged fiberglass “rock,”
disciplined by a wooden
frame and lit by a long fluo-
rescent bulb. The conven-
tions of art are applied to
nature—except, adding to
the complexity of the piece,
nature here is also artificial.

To find out more about
this artist, check out
www.desaintphalle.net. �

Christine Temin was the art
and dance critic at the Boston
Globe for over two decades,
and now writes for a variety of
international publications. She
has taught at Middlebury College, Wellesley
College, and Harvard University. Her most recent

book is Behind the Scenes at Boston Ballet,
published by the University Press of Florida.

MIKE AND
DOUG STARN
NEW YORK

Two other sculptors with strong New
England connections are Mike and Doug
Starn. That’s right, I said sculptors, not
photographers. In the overheated art
world of the 1980s, after graduating
from the School of the Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston, the Starn Twins quickly
became famous for their conceptual
photography. They’ve branched out
since then. Through October 31 their
Big Bambú occupies the roof garden of
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New
York. It’s an evolving work made from
bamboo poles—5,000 of them, lashed
together with fifty miles of rope. At vari-
ous times during the event, teams of
rock climbers will tackle the huge piece,
which is meant to remind individual vis-
itors that they are small players in a
cosmic network. For more information,
take a look at www.starnstudio.com.

Robert de Saint Phalle, Lean To, 2007, fiberglass rock prop with wood framing, daylight fluores-
cent bulb, wiring, 8 x 4 x 4'.
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