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"If they can help me," she reasoned back then,"maybe I can help others, too." Doesn't 
charity begin at home? "Yes," she says now, "first I healed myself."

On opening day of the retrospective "Ruth Duckworth, Modernist Sculptor," at the 
Museum of Arts & Design (through Apr. 30), the artist took advantage of a 
quiet afternoon hour to take a visitor on a spin through the show, some 90 pieces 
made over the course of six decades, filling two open, lucidly laid out galleries on two 
floors.

"Spin" may be an unfortunate choice of word. Ms. Duckworth moves slowly now (decades ago, there was a Mr. Duckworth, 
briefly), and she leans on a cane. On Dec. 31, 1999, she broke a femur in Antarctica, where she was viewing the glaciers in 
connection with a proposed Ice Age mural for the city of St. Paul, Minn. The bone could not be set until several days later, at 
a naval hospital in Chile.

Frailty notwithstanding, Ms. Duckworth continues to work daily -- "nine to five" -- at her studio in the Pilsen neighborhood 
of Chicago, the city that has been her home since the 1960s, when she came over from London on a one-year teaching 
appointment at the University of Chicago. One year turned into 13; then she retired to concentrate on her own work. 
(Quotes for her current work range from $7,000 for a nonfunctional, porcelain demitasse, available off the shelf, to the 
neighborhood of $500,000 for a major commission such as a mural or large bronze.) The studio, as the public can see in a 
captivating little documentary on continuous view in an improvised screening room the size of a postage stamp, is simply 
huge, in all dimensions, and chockablock with things in progress.

"People come in," Ms. Duckworth remarked, "and they ask, 'How many people work here?'
One."
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When the diminutive teenager Ruth Windm&uuml;ller showed up at art school in Liverpool, a refugee from Nazi Germany, 
her ambitions were very simple. All she wanted was to paint like Rembrandt, draw like D&uuml;rer, and sculpt like 
Michelangelo. The school required her to specialize. Eventually, an exhibition of art from India clarified her aims. There were 
two galleries -- one for painted miniatures, the other for statues. Her heart was with the latter. Form, in three dimensions, 
would always mean more to her than color.

At the age of 85, the soft-spoken, outspoken, somehow impish artist known for decades as Ruth Duckworth reigns supreme 
in the rarefied pantheon of ceramists, the peer of such luminaries as her late friends Hans Coper (1920-81) and Lucie Rie 
(1902-95). Although Coper and Rie insisted that their creations were simply objects for use, most gallery owners and 
collectors were equally adamant in labeling them sculpture. Ms. Duckworth, who dislikes labels "intensely," finds the implicit 
distinction between art and craft "very boring." That said, she does indeed identify herself as a sculptor. As for the rest, "If it 
means something to you, it's art." She became an artist, she says, because three artists -- Rembrandt, Michelangelo, and the 
poet Rainer Maria Rilke -- had given her comfort in the desolation she suffered as an adolescent.
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On entering the exhibition, a viewer may experience a similar perplexity. To put the matter as plainly as possible, Ms. 
Duckworth has no "style." Wall labels advocate "careful study," which will supposedly reveal hidden correspondences that 
unify her output. But really, this is grasping at straws. There is figurative work in stone, closely related to the Stations of 
the Cross she once carved in England on a money job. (Other money jobs -- three days a week, to leave time for art -- 
included headstone ornaments for an undertaker, coffee sets, and salt shakers. The only dinner plates she acknowledges 
are a set she made for herself to celebrate her naturalization as an American citizen. "Ronald Reagan was running for 
president at the time," she recalls. "I wanted to vote against him.")

Other figures include nude couples, the man's head surmounted by an eagle, the woman's by a hummingbird. There are 
totems that verge on abstraction yet evoke pre-Columbian precedents -- or Harry Potter's Dementors. Petite, horizontally 
organized constructions possess the gravity of monuments. Yet metaphorically speaking, her soaring, curvilinear objects 
on the grand scale (shades of Brancusi) weigh nothing at all. There is a bowl two feet across, its inner surface boldly 
sectioned into a wavy half of water and an empty half of sky -- the sky, in turn, bisected by an axis around which a cosmos 
might revolve. Her astonishing cosmic conceptions -- above all, the mural "Earth, Water, and Sky," covering four walls and 
a ceiling at the Geophysical Science Building at the University of Chicago -- are mostly not the sort of things that can 
travel, but there are glimpses on the video.

Present and accounted for are nameless shapes, part bird, part beaker; and dainty little cups, sliced through by what might 
be blank playing cards of porcelain. "I think my things may be getting too smooth," Ms. Duckworth says. She prefers the 
dark, split pumpkins with their suggestions of a mother's breasts inside, or the capsules like the seed pod of a poppy. 
"Nature is sexy," she remarks, and Nature is the answer she gives when pressed to name the source of her inspiration. 
"Please do not touch," read signs all over the gallery, but she ignores them, reveling in the archaic, concrete roughness of a 
vessel she fashioned decades ago.

Ms. Duckworth does not mind hearing that a sectional wall piece in porcelain -- squares nesting around a round, empty 
crater -- resembles work Lee Bontecou used to fashion in canvas and spare parts of heavy machinery. "We have a lot in 
common," Ms. Duckworth acknowledges, airy, candid, amused, "but she's more keen to show the horrific side of life." She 
points out, however, that when she made the piece in question, she had seen nothing of Ms. Bontecou's for decades.

Its title, by the way, is that of everything Ms. Duckworth has made: "Untitled" (a title also in favor with Ms. Bontecou, even 
when any child could tell you that you're looking at a fish or a bird). "I don't like to limit what people will see," Ms. 
Duckworth explains. "I like it when they can see different things." The crucial thing in the creative process, she says, is 
dispensing with intention, allowing the imagination to flow unobstructed. In her studio, she has whole shelves of 
unrelated bits and pieces (some new, some not new at all) that on a whim she will set one on top of another. "If it looks 
right to me then," she says, "it's right."

Yes, Ms. Duckworth agrees that one work seems to be saying hello to Picasso in one of his loopy moods. But no, over there 
she detects no presence of Henry Moore. "More Noguchi," she decides. "Most of Moore's forms are much softer." People 
have called Ms. Duckworth a student of Moore's, whom she saw exactly twice. The first time she showed him some small 
bronzes he judged promising. The second time, she told him she had decided to work in ceramics.

"Ceramics are so boring!" Moore cried. "They're the same all the way around." Ms. Duckworth does not report her answer, 
but there it is, all around. She simply proved him wrong.

Mr. Gurewitsch writes for the Journal on the visual and performing arts.
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