Judy Fox:

Figures in Limbo

Fur‘ some time it has appearsd that in con-
temporary artistic practice the masterpiece
has been replaced by the senps, Indeed, for an
artist to labor for months or even vears on a sin-
gle work of ant, not as a comment on it oF &5 an
act of duration but siniply in order to get it right,
is rare in the current artistic climate. Can &
work really be farmed out to assistants or
tradesmen without giving up some of its
essence? After all, the content of art is not
something imposed on it from without; rather, it
is developed within the context of the many and
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ofien minute decisions the making of art entails
Perhaps it's time to reexaming the moke of tech-
nigque, oot & an end in ilsell but as a ngorons
personal exploration that provides the ultinuate
vehicle for an individual aist’s expression.
Judy Fox's figurative ceramic sculpiures
exide an aggregale energy that is boilt up
over time. In fact, it's difficult to think of them
as inanimare; they seem fo pulse from within,
A four-vear-long project, Fox's recent installa-
tion at P.P.O.W. Gallery, titled Satyr’s
Davghters, comprised four life-size figures of

seven-year-old girls, each representing a dil-
ferent ethnic makeup—African, Indian,
Chinese and Cauwcasian—nude and on
pedestals, so that the viewer looked up at
them. Almost inanother room, but near
enough to take in the girls with his insouciant
gaze, wis a full-size figure of a nude man of
indeterminate race, balancing gracefully with
one foot on the floor. The walls were painted a
deep forest green.

While the exquisitely detailed bodies and fea-
tures of the girls are not ideafized but rendered



Hand-modeled with unusual attention to detail, Judy Fox’s life-sized ceramic JSigures exist
in a zone somewhere between the real and the imagined, past and present, innocence and
experience. In a recent gallery installation, the artist explored these dualistic concerns
through five related sculptures.

in a straightforward manner that's completel
contemporary, their hair has been formally
coiffed into strange, archaic modes which make
them seem lke creatures of another place and
time, more futuristic than historical Simiarly,
Fox's sly satyr only hints at his mythical per-
sona; he's as human as he Is otherworldly, The
magic here is in the subtle tension Fox creates
between the real and the imagined, and in the
lightness of her touch. The satyr's hands are
raised as if to play a flute, vet the instrment
itself is not represented. If it were, the figure
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would devolve toward illustration. and the spell
would be broken. Without the mythological
aspect, however, we woukd be deawn to focus on
the verisimilitude with which the satyr is ren-
dered, and he'd end up as just another guy, a
Duane Hanson without clothes. Instead, every
aspect of the man's being poises liim on & deli-
tale Bine between the possible and the fantastic,
He's hairy and his toenzils are pointy, but not
overly so. His abdomen appears unnaturally
torig, and his horns. nestled inconspicuously in
his hair, are litthe more than bumps. At the cleft

tween his buttocks, where you might expect
find a tail, the hair on his back ends in 2 sedue-
tive curl, and his penis is neither pendant nor
rigid, but swirls upward with serpentine, hall-
tumescent sugrestiveness. The expression on

Abvere, teft to right, four fynres from Judy For's
fnstaliation “Satyr's Doughters® Lakshmi, f959,
50 by 26 By 14 inches, Court Lady, 1989, 50% by 14
by 1l inches, Rapunzel, 1998, 585 by 26% by 18
inckes, ond Onile, TO8E, 50 by 15% by 14 inches.
AN works this article torra-colia and casein.
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his face confronts the viewer directly and is one
every woman will recognize the practiced yet
still compelling look of an accomplished sedue-
er. He's checking you cut; and he knows how to
get what he wants.

This kind of frozen moment, the fleeting
glance that puts Fox's satyr in direct commuini-
cation with the viewer, is rare in sculpture, both
contemporary and antigue. Much more com-
monly, scalpted figures appear to be lost in their
internal psychological space. The direct glance
is less unusual in painting, and the particular
look Fox has captured can be seen repeatedly in
portrails by Ingres. Alsp reminiscent of Ingres—
especially in the case of the girls—is the
delicate translucent coloration of the skin,
which seems to glow from the inside out. The
pirls’ awareness of the viewer, however, is indi-
cated by their stances, which seem chosen to
convey an obscure symbolic message, while
their eves are focused outward on some distant
point, as if they are being guided by celestial
voioes,

In these fimmres Fox i3 exploring the paradox
of mudity as a representation of both seaality
and innocence, and she explains she was drawn
to depict girls at that age because they repre-
sent both. “It's a compelling time," she says,
“where you're beginning to be conscious of your
beauty, but still don't know what sex is." This is
the spirit captured in Degas's Little Dancer,
which in part provided the inspiration for these
pieces, Yel, in our present culture, which insists
on viewing the complex subject of childhood
sexuality solely in terms of adult dysfunction,
it's possible some people could not go beyond a
surface reading and be disturbed by her
unclothed renderings of children, especially
with & naked, adult male standing nearby. Fox,
however, not only places the girds out of reach,
she infuses them with soch internal dignity that
they appear to be as inviolate as her satyr is bla-
fantly lascivious.

Olympiae 15495,
12 by 27 by ¥ inches,

Above Teft, Virgin Muory, 1093, 37 by 17 by 7 inches, Right, Auily, 1986, 310 by 21 by 11 inches.

Sinec the 18505, when George Segal began
casting the human form from life, much con-
temporary figurative soulpture kas been achioved
through that process. Indesd, Fo's figures ane so
anatomically precise that one first assumes they
vould not have been made any other wiy. There i,
hewever, a delicacy and vitality usually not present
in work that has been ereated using the casting
method. The faces of most cast figures are in
repose, and when the arlist attempis to- animate
them, they most often end up resembling masks or
caricatures. In fact, it's almost impossible o cap-
ture a truly realistic likeness with casting, because
the material from which the mold is made plces a
welght on the skin that makes the expression inert
and somewhat umnatorl. In contrast, the faces of
Fox's figmres, ke their bodies, are imbued by the
artist with a refined liveliness that comes only with
careful hand modeling
and painting.

Using terma-Gotta and a
stes] armature, Fox
starts with the fect and
warks her way up, frng
various sections along
the way, as needed.
Onee completely fired,
the sculptures are paint-
ed with numerous layers
of casein in thin glizes
theat allow the underlying
colors to show through.
Fox's image is derived
from photographs she
{akes of her model, as
well as from an art-his-
torical example (or
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sumelimes several), She

looks for inspiration to the early epression of a
cultare, then merges the historical prototype with
the contemporary model, who may, to take the
Chinese girl for example, be requested to reenact
a position taken by a court figure in a Tang
dynasty polychrome termi-cotta. Children being
children, of course, they can rarely be cajoled mio
taking the exact pose Fox has envistoned, bul with
enough photogrmphs she is able to mentally piece
topether an approximation of the pose she wants,
At this point the sitter’s personality (“along with
the personality of the sitter’s parents,” Fox adds
wryly) also becomes part of the mix, and Fox
allows herself to be led by her interaction with the
child to discover just whao she s and led her indi-
viduality shine through. “Her image," Fox says,
“ponitains more wisdom than any of my precon-
ceived ideas,”

Fox was a lberalarts student at Yale in the
late "Tlls—a time, she says, “when all the smart
artists had given up modeled figurative seulp-
ture becsuse they couldn't figure out a way o
make it anything but trivial.” When, however, 4
professor asked, *Why would anyone want to
make clay people?” Fox took it as a challengs. “1
came to realize,” she says, “that the answer to
how to put meaning back into Aguration lay not
with modernism, which i3 where evoryone wis
Tooking, but in arl history.” She therefore stud:
ied art history in graduate school, where she
was impressed by the way the figurative scalp-
tures of earlier times portraved 4 people's
beliefs: their interpretation of themselves and
human nature, embodied in what they con-
pemved of 4s heroes.

The first Fox picees 1 saw were life-size soulp-
tures of habies al Exit At in 1982, In contrast
to the contained exuberance of Fox's girls. the



Life-casting, which Fox
rejects, can never capture
a truly realistic likeness,
because the material from
which the mold is made
places a weight on the
skin that makes the
sitter’s expression inert.

babies have a creepy quality, as if they're afive
and dead at the same time: In them Fox was
attempiing to merge real infants with heroic
models—Eve, the Buddha, Muhammad, Jesus,
a Mavan chacmool, an Egyptian sphinx and an
Indian bear fidem. The peculiar tension of these
pieces comes from the contrast befween the
adults whom the fgures are impersonating and
the infants that they are actually modeled from,
“It's just like motherhood.” Fox explains, “You
do your best to shape it, and then it turms into
something you have no control over.”

Fox's amemps to blend a contemporary child
with a cultural icon are also a response to
increasing globalization. An enthusiastic trav-
eler and obzerver of other cultures, Fox is

Thiz page, tieo vleics of Satvr, 1998, from “Salyr’s Doughters,™ £8 by 30 by 25 inches.
FPhotos this article conrtesy PEOW, New York

sensifive to the contrasts batween her own
country s@nd those she visits, paving particular
altention to the points where culiures clash and
mix. While the continuing loss of individual cul-
tural characteristics distresses her (*the more
gods vou have," she savs, “the better it is for
art”), Fox is aware that her own tourism is con-
tributing to the phenomenon. “The world would
be more interesting,” she concedes, “if people
like me weren't going around watering things
down.” In this context, it's possible to see Fox's
work as an attempt to unite these disparate
worlds without losing meaning. Indeed, all of
Fox's work involves paradox and complexity,
what she calls “the m-between,” and it falls nm
only in between culiures, but between the pasi
and the present, the real and the imagined,
innocence and sexuality, the sacred and pro-
fane, life and death, “Things are in beiween,
opposites at once,” she savs, “which conflicts
with the American desire to render life in black
and white,” While the tendency in art ktely has
been to reduce everyvihing to a single, easily
understood concept, the real mystery of art

comes from readings that continue to reveal
themselves long alter the first plance.

Fox is the first to admit she doesn't under-
stand everything that's in her work, “1 sculpt
with an anatomy book around, but 'm not really
an anatomist. What 1 know is the texture of
things. There's a point where T concentrate: on
the surface and just go on faith. Trving to have
everyvihing analvzed is the process of lopping off
what vou don't understand. You want to Jeave In
whal vou don't understand, becaunse that's
wiere the richness lies.”

Juidy Fox's work demonstrates how comtempo-
rary aristic thowghl can be linksd with powerful
visual archetvpes, & dedicated esthetic and
relentless articulition to create images thar mir-
ror lifie in its complexity, depth and fragility.
"Satur’s Daughtors™ nppeared at PPOW. Gallany, Ner
Vork (Feb, IT-Mar. 23], A new shoe of Fox's works és
seheduled for the Johwu M Kobder Arts Cenler,
Sheboygar, Wise, [Fob, 25-8ay 31, 20007,

Aathior Creol ekl &5 on arlist and crife who hives omd
aarks in New Yook She ds on the faoulty of Sonmingion
oo,
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