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J.B. Blunk's rustic
objects: the essence
of a certain period of
Northern California
By Charles Desmarals

There should be a name for the
styletypifiedbyth6artofJ.B.
Blunk,whoserusticobjectsin
clayandcarvedwoodseemthe
essence of lg6os Northern Cali-
fomia. The Walker Art Center,
foranexhibitionshownlastyear
atUCBerkeleyArtMuseumand
Pacific Film Archive, came up
withagreatone-``hippiemod-
emism" - but applied the term
witharegrettablelackofpreci-
sion.

Not that Blunk would have
understoodthephrasewhenhe
begantodevelophisartisticlan-
guage.Asanexhibitionatthe
Oakland Museum of california
makesclear,hewasanorganic
original,notafolloweroftrends.
``].8. Blunk: Nature, Art and Ev-

eryday Life" is

© J.B. Blunk Collection

Portrait by Mini
]acobs: "J.B. Blunk,
Sculptor" (1973).

onview
through Sept. 9.

James Blain
Blunk (1926-
2oo2) was a bit
®falateblo@mi
er, having
switched from
Physicstoce-
ramics at
UCLA, then
servinginthe
Korean War

andasanapprenticetonoted
Japanesepottersfortwoyears
beforeretumingtoCalifo`rniain
1954.

Inastrokeofluckearlyon,he
metthe]apaneseAmerican
sculptorlsamuNoguchi,whose
artisticinfluenceisapparent
throughout the exhibition. It was
NoguchiwhosetuptheJapan
apprenticeshipswithKitaojiRo-
sanjinandToyoKaneshigeand
who later introduced Blunk to the
SurrealistpainterGordonOn-
slow Ford.

Thebiographicaldetailsmatter
because, as the exhibition's title
implies, Blunk's art was not apart
fromhislifeandhislifestyle.He
considered his home, an intricate
puzzleconstructedfromscrabs
oflumberandlogsfoundonthe
beach near Invemess, his most
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Above: J.B.
Blunk, "Hawk
Arch" (1975).
Left: „J.B.s
Plate" (circa
1980).
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Oakland Museum of California

].8. Blunk's home in lnvemess, in coastal west Marin County. Blunk made his art of materials found on the property and his family tried to live off the land.

The nature of a certain time and place
Blank Jhom Page El

importantwork.
Onslow Ford seems to have

been his main source of patron-
age,whichamountedtohiring
himforoddjobsandgranting
permission to build on the
painter's 25o-acre tract. The
exhibitionincludes,alongwith
the tableware from which
Blunk'sfamilyoffouratemeals
scavenged from the forest, a
shirt his first wife sewed from
the skin of a deer he killed for
food, and a belt of links he cut
fromleftoversoupbones.

Thepotteryismadefrom
claydugontheproperty,glazed
with designs based on natural
and traditional Asian forms. At
first,thewoodthatdidnotgo
intobuildinghishousewascut
up and sold as firewood. But
sometimes, an exhibition text
quotes him as saying, "I would
come up on portions of trees
that were so beautiful that I
couldn't cut them .... I had them
stood up around where I am
living. All of a sudden, one day,
Ididsomethingbesidescutup
firewood....Ibegantobechal-
lengedastowhatyoucoulddo
with a saw because I wanted to
create certain forms."

ItispossiblethatBlunkwas
aware of the totemic wooden
sculptures Peter Krasnow
made in Southern California in
the 194os from felled trees (in-
cludingonefromtheyardofhis
neighbor, Edward Weston). An
equally likely source is the
chain-saw-cut tourist art com-
monly sold, then and now, on
rural Califomia roadsides.
Whateverthecreativeimpetus,
hebegantohewfree-form
furniture and abstract sculp-
turefromthegiantstemsand

burls of local redwood and
cedar.

Hemadethegenrehisown,
evenasheborrowedfreely
from Japanese art its elevated
respectforcraftandrelianceon
natural forms.Themelancholy
of wabi-sabi, the aesthetic that
embraces imperfection and
impermanence, imbues irreg-
ularlyformedplatesandves-
sels as well as an 8-foot monu-
ment like ``Mage," a 1983 evoca-
tion of shamanistic power.
Rearingonmassivepolished
legs, ``Mage" resolutely remains
a gnarled tree, as well.            /

The mystical ``Hawk Arch"
(1975), a 6-foot crippled hulk
toppedbyabeak-likeprotru-
sion, contains within it a radiat-
ing human form, described in
negative space. Marks tooled
into the seat of a\simple stool,
made around 1965 after a tradi-
tionalJapanesestyle,recall
designs in a raked stone gar-
den. The garden designs are
themselves representations of
ripplingwater.

Thoughnowherenearas
knownasthatofcontemporar-
ies like Claire Falkenstein and
Ruth Asawa, his work shares
with theirs an illusion of off-
handpower,withhumblema-
terialsandintuitivegesturethe
magical stuff of their art, and
dailyexistenceitselfanartistic
act. Like them, though he was
oftendismissedbytheart
world, his reputation was se-
curedinhislifetimebyafew
public commissions.

Next year, the Oakland Mu-
seum will celebrate the 5oth
anniversaryoftheopeningof
its architecturally significant
building,apartofwhichhadto
literallybeconstructedaround
Blunk's 2-ton, 13-foot-diameter

work "The Planet," carved
from the base of a redwood tree.
Itservesasbothcentralsculp-
turalelementandaslobby
seating. Patrons of the Sam
Francisco Zen Center's venera-
ble Greens at Fort Mason Cen-
terhavebeengreetedby,or
seatedat,therestaurant'smajor
Blunkworkfornearly4oyears.

An important exhibition,
well worth a visit, "Nature, Art
and Everyday Life" neverthe-
lessdisappointsourhighest
ambitions for it. Without a
catalog, or even a brochure, it
does little to add to the scant
scholarship on Blunk.

And, even more than is true
formostartists,thisisabodyof
workthatwasbarelyseparate
from the body of the man. No-
guchi called it an oeuvre "free
from categories that are called
art." Some excellent video foot-
age and large photo murals
help,butthetraditionalcurato-
rial layout drains the museum
galleriesofanenergywemust
replaceinourimagination.

Crowded into a small vitrine
as a kind of visual footnote at
one end of the exhibition are
fourlongobjectsofsimilar
scale. They are shown, we are
told,thewayBlunklaidthem
out on his kitchen counter. The
firstisanoblongstonesculp-
ture made by the artist, the
second a bone, the third an
elongatedMexicanpestleand,
fourth,alongfoundstone.

From here, an entire exhibi-
tionmightbebuilt.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Cbronicle's art critic.
Email.. cdesmarais@sf ichrorLicle.
com Tevitter.. @Artgayl Free
eveckly neevsletter..
bttp..//bit.ly/ALrigtnyRevieri]s
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I.8. Blunk, "Flying Stone" (198o)

J.B. Btunk: Nature, Art a Everyday Life: 11 a.in.-5 p.in., Wednes-
day-Thursday; 11 a.in.-10 p.m„ Friday; 10 a.in.-6 p.in. Saturday-Sun-
day. Through Sept. 9. $6.95-S15.95. Oakland Museum of California,
1000 Oak St„ Oakland. 510-318-8400. http://museumca.org

EI To see a short video of BLunk at work: http://bit.Ly/BLunkvideo


