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SUPER NATURAL

Richard Hunt and Eva Kwong rediscover elemental forces

BY DOUGLAS MAX UTTER

N THE MID-1950s, sculptor

Richard Hunt’s strongly symbolic,

deeply physical, sensuous manner was
recognized as an original and important
voice on the national scene. Categorized
with artists like Helen Frankenthaler and
Cy Twombly as a “second generation”
abstract expressionist, Hunt’s roughly
cascading, winding, dancing forms
connect with fundamental psychological
and natural conditions. Balanced as if
on the verge of recognition, they remain
powerfully mysterious, moving quickly
in and out of darkness, infused with
archetypal emotions of Shakespearean
breadth. And despite their impulsive,
hand-hewn roughness, works like
“Poseidon” (2008) or “Totem” (1998),
included in the moving exhibit Shaping
the Spirit on view through October 25
at the Sculpture Center, are not short
stories of process and happenstance
— they’re more like protagonists acting
in the great drama that art has unfolded
over centuries of activity. A room full
of Hunt’s sculpture is a soul-scratching
thorn brake of sharply branching forms
and bending, reaching gestures, as Hunt’s
half-human shapes struggle toward birth
and redemption, sustained by waters
flowing from the roots of history.

Plainly stated, Richard Hunt is one
of America’s greatest sculptors. Born in
Chicago in 1935, he began working in
bronze and steel as a very young man,
making the acquaintance and earning
the respect of just about every legendary
artist of the abstract expressionist
period. In 1971, at the age of 36, he was
the first African American to receive a
retrospective exhibition at the Museum
of Modern Art in New York. That same
year, the Art Institute of Chicago also
honored him with a comprehensive
showing of his work.

“It’s a bit mind-boggling,” says Ann
Albano, director of the Sculpture Center
and curator of Shaping the Spirit, which
is made up of about 30 small sculptures
and magquettes (working models) of much
larger public sculptures. “He lived in both
Chicago and New York, and knew most of
the major figures based in both places.”

In concise, helpful wall text, Albano
points eut connections between Hunt and
the lyrically expressive metal sculptures
of artists like abstract expressionist
David Smith in the late 1940s and Julio
Gonzalez, the great Spanish sculptor
who introduced welding techniques to
modernist sculpture around 1920. Albano
also points out that the hotly fluid, melting
quality of Hunt’s forms brings to mind the
organic, wavering, hallucinatory paintings

of abstract expressionist Arshile Gorky, as
well as the magical, polymorphous Afro-
Cuban art of Wifredo Lam.

Even the smallest of Hunt’s models
and original sculptures at the Sculpture
Center have a monumental feel to them.
This is due, in part, to the integral
relationship Hunt cultivates between
the dancing, figurative flickering of the
upper half of many of his works and the
architectonic strength of the bases that
support and blend into them. As its title
indicates, the welded bronze maquette
“Build — Grow” (2008), for
instance, with its crescent-
shaped thrusts, rises like a
quick storm of legend from
a tapering, almost temple-
like open structure, a parable
of ideal form giving birth to
spirit. The full-sized “Build
— Grow” occupies a site
in. Washington, D.C. More
than half of the works at the
Sculpture Center are studies
for the sometimes enormous
public commissions that have
been the main focus of Hunt’s
work since the late 1960s, when
he began fabricating “Play”
for the John J. Madden Center
in Hines, Illinois. For Hunt,
that was the beginning of a
new era and a new maturity,
as his ideas and models were
reproduced on a relatively
gigantic scale, moving out
under the sky to punctuate and
give meaning to public spaces
all over the country. One of
the important relationships
with artists and artisans that
developed during these years |
was his friendship with artist |
and educator Ron Dewey,
who happens to be a trustee
of the Sculpture Center.
Dewey’s Cleveland-based
foundries have fabricated |
many of Hunt’s works over
the past four decades. During
that period, Hunt completed
scores of public commissions,
from New York to Los
Angeles; Illinois alone has
48 works at sites all over the
state, including 25 in Chicago.
Cleveland would have two
of its own, if one project
proposed during Mike White’s
administration for Settler’s
Landing hadn’t been scrapped
(three bronze and stainless
steel maquettes for that work [T

Through October 11

are on display at the Sculpture Center
exhibit). The one public Hunt sculpture
we do have, called “Sentimental Scale and
Wedge,” is wrapped in shadows at the top
of a flight of steps leading up from West
3rd to a now-closed entrance at the Justice
Center. It’s worth a visit. The two-part
work evokes bitter patience and enforced
separation, weighing along with right and
wrong in the damaged balance of human
justice.

EVA KWONG’S ceramic sculptures,
on view through October 11
at William Busta Gallery in
her solo show Noetic Energy,
explore the web of infinities
among which a human sense of
scale is suspended. If sculpture
always tries to incarnate
the evolving understanding
humans have of their place in
the world, we are most aware
at the present moment of the
delicacy of the membranes that
enclose the various ecosystems
of our planet and ourselves. It’s
a sign of both deeper scientific
understanding and an evolving
biological aesthetic — and
maybe an expression of our
wiggly, unstable era — that the
visual notation used to describe
fundamental chemical entities
no longer consists only of clean,
minimalist-style diagrams. If
you Google recent research on
the enzyme known as PEPCK
(crucial to the understanding
of the ramifications of glucose
metabolism), you’ll find a
Wikipedia article illustrated
by a highly imaginative
¢ rendering of that biochemical
catalyst; in fact, it looks like a
doodly, blob-and-pinion style
postmodern painting. Such are
the micro-populations of 21st
century subjectivity — a self
that contains more multitudes
 than even Walt Whitman
conceived. It’s no wonder that
Eva Kwong (who, as Kent State
University Gallery Director
% Anderson Turner observes in
| a catalog essay for the exhibit,
has influenced artists around
the world during the several
decades of her career), uses
microscopic  entities  like
bacteria and diatoms as a model
for her meditations on life’s
fluid interconnections.
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