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The Metamorphosis of

BY FRANCINE KOSLOW MILLER

Opposite and detail: In the Wall I, 2010. Resin,
mica, and foam, 43 x 36 x 24 in.

Sculpture October 2010

Tory Fair

Forty-one-year-old, Boston-based sculptor Tory Fair likes to think of herself as a “late
bloomer,” and the evolution of her artistic career is allied with her varied experiences as an
athlete, environmentalist, traveler, and spiritualist dreamer.2 For her second solo show at
South Boston’s LaMontagne gallery in spring 2010, Fair created three life-sized, self-portrait
figures designed (literally and metaphorically) to look beyond the conventional boundaries
of the white walls. The “In the Wall” figures— cast in resin from Fair’s own body and seen
from the rear—appear to be in the process of submerging their heads into the wall or floor.
Sensual and strong, these hybrid figures are animated with hundreds of hand-designed and
hand-cast resin flowers.

A desire for growth, exploration, and self-discovery quides Fair’s alluring images. Her self-
reflective works seek to connect with the viewer in what she describes as “a shared sense
of humanness and vulnerability”” As in her entire body of work—which ranges from small
rubber balls to ball courts inspired by ancient ritualistic game-playing, to full-scale flowering
figures—Fair’s latest sculptures blur boundaries between the mundane and the metaphys-
ical, representing an artistic vision clearly in full bloom. Installed in public space, these
lithe figures invite open relationships with viewers, leading us into a process that teases
out a variety of meanings. Two pink nudes—/n the Wall | (2010) and In the Wall Il (2010),
balanced against the walls—occupy an ambiguous silent space. Their resin skins offer fer-
tile ground for hardy perennials. Alternatively, the flowers could be interpreted as enveloping
the human frames and transforming them into mythic vegetation. Fair’s crossbred self-por-
traits are modern descendents of William Blake’s pastoral maidens and Bernini’s Daphne
and Apollo (1622-25), in which the nature-loving nymph begins her metamorphosis into a
laurel tree to escape pursuit by the amorous sun god. Myths of metamorphosis are even
more appropriate in Sleeping (2009), an earlier cast of Fair’s entire body. Here, a bright red
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female figure lies asleep on her left side, her
legs bent and her head resting on florid
hands; she is covered head to toe in shiny
cone flowers that follow her contours and
gestures. The visceral red of the shiny sur-
faces (created by coating the entire figure
with automotive clear coat) implies that
Fair becomes a latent primordial woodland
goddess while absorbed in her dreams.

As the nude figure of In the Wall I leans
over, back flat and left hand pressed against
the wall, she appears to be peering into the
space behind the surface (the sculpture is

cropped at the chin to give this illusion).

Dozens of pink and flesh-toned sunflowers,
daisies, and cone flowers, whose domed
centers resemble nipples (both sensual and
nurturing), emerge from the shiny pink
body. The bubble-gum pink figure of In
the Wall Il balances on her toes in a deep

squat, her hands and head in the process of
changing into flowers. A third figure, In the
Floor (2010), is a charcoal-gray self-portrait
(colored with graphite in the resin), in which
the figure lies prone like a daydreaming
adolescent, legs up at knees and face
apparently buried beneath the cement
floor. Flowers cover her ponytailed head
and lower arms and engulf her face. For Fair,
the seamlessly attached flowers “are a sym-
bolic element in that they represent an idea
and its potential to expand and grow.”2
As perennials, the flowers also symbolize
spring, rebirth, and resurrection.

Fair defines sculpture as a performative
act, inspired by the “direct narrative, human-
ism, and endurance” of 1970s performance
art. The “In the Wall” series, for instance,
was inspired by Paul McCarthy’s slapstick
Plaster Your Head and One Arm into the

In the Wall Il, 2010. Resin and sand, 26 x 49
X 21 in.

Wall (1973), a photo-documented perfor-
mance in which he plastered his head and

left arm into one side of a wall, as if his body
were trapped. According to Fair, “I've always
been inspired by images of this work and

the blunt literal follow-through of McCarthy
to look past the conventional boundaries

of the wall. And by doing so, to then leave

himself in a submissive position to the rest

of the room, backside vulnerable to any

passerby.’3 Fair adapted McCarthy’s candid

response to looking inside a wall, the ele-

ment of physical endurance, and the sug-
gestion of psychologically activated archi-

tectural spaces with the viewer as witness.
Unlike McCarthy, who eventually revealed

his head and arm and the other side of the

partition, Fair shows only the rear sides of

her figures and implies the existence of an
ambiguous existential stillness beyond spa-
tial boundaries.

Besides being a deep thinker and art his-
tory buff, Fair is a down-to-earth borrower
from popular culture. She openly acknowl-
edges her fondness for the crude humor
and crazy physical stunts enacted by the
Jackass world crew and admits to a thematic
alliance between her sculptures and the
often corny coming-of-age movies “about
that moment in time when you feel invinci-
ble, when your innocence compels a drive
to question and explore everything.”

Fair’s life-size human/flora hybrids are
fabricated from resin colored with acrylic
paint and mixed with mica, sand, graphite,
and glitter. Working in her Somerville,
Massachusetts, studio with assistant Arthur
Henderson (an emerging Boston sculptor),
she uses plaster-impregnated gauze to cap-
ture her body in a particular pose. After the
mold is removed from her body, Fair presses
resin into its surface. A fully formed life-
sized figure usually requires six separate
casts. The set time for the resin is about 12
to 14 hours. After pressing the resin into all
parts of the figure, Fair puts the mold back
together with clamps and fills the body
with expandable foam to create a light
structure behind the resin. After the foam
sets, she breaks off the plaster and finally
gets to see the resin figure, whose surfaces
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