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the last 16 years has taken a meandering, circuitous 
route from those early days on the docks of Montauk 
alongside her father, a wholesale seafood distributor, 
aeroplane pilot and, at one point, Speaker of the 

Before it became a destination for the 
rich and famous, Montauk, New 
York, US was a remote fishing village 

on the eastern most edge of Long Island. 
Its weather beaten clapboard houses, 
wind swept sparsely populated beaches, 
expansive vistas of the Atlantic Ocean and 
fishing boats, both the commercial and 
sporting kind, dominated the visual world 
that eventually shaped Lynn Duryea’s 
artistic sensibility. Coming of age in 

Lynn Duryea’s Sculpture

Montauk during the 1950s and early 1960s, Duryea 
fondly remembers the indelible impressions made 
on her by this coastal landscape and modest fishing 
community. Yet the path to her sculptural work of 



New York State Legislature. Upon talking to Duryea, 
it becomes clear that images from this distant past 
are intimately woven into the strikingly austere, 
minimalist inspired sculptures she began producing 
in 2000. Evocations of Montauk or other well-loved 
landscapes such as Deer Isle, Maine and the deserts 
of New Mexico or Arizona may not be immediately 
evident, but the decaying vestiges of industrial 
America set against wild expanses of desert or 
ocean form the visual and emotional language of 
the sculpture she creates. Simply put, without these 
places her work could not exist. 

During those early days in Montauk the thought 
of being an artist was the furthest thing from 
Duryea’s mind. After earning a degree from Bucknell 
University in European History and studying art 
history at New York University, she turned her 
attention to pottery. She left the graduate program 
in Art History, moved to Deer Isle, Maine, took 
workshops at the renowned Haystack School and 
for the next 25 years worked primarily as a potter 
producing colourful, decorative, functional pots 
commissioned by the likes of Tiffany’s in New York. 
By the late 1990s, the desire to create functional 
pottery began to wane. Exposure to a wide range of 
possibilities for ceramics, primarily at the Watershed 
Center for Ceramic Arts, a vibrant residency program 
she co-founded in 1986, culminated in a deep desire 
to re-invent herself. Graduate school, she concluded, 
would be the answer. At the age of 52 she entered the 
MFA ceramics program at the University of Florida.

In graduate school the functional pots of years 
past were forsaken for abstract sculptural forms 
with little surface decoration. Elemental geometrical 
shapes combined in strikingly unusual and 
surprising configurations came to dominate her 
work. Although Duryea says her artistic sensibility 
is minimalist and she has been deeply influenced 
by Minimalist sculpture, her work departs from it 
in important ways. “Minimal art,” according to art 
historian James Meyer, “tends to consist of single 
or repeated geometric forms. Industrially produced 
or built by skilled workers following the artist’s 
instructions, it removes any trace of emotion or 
intuitive decision-making. . .  Minimal work does 
not allude to anything beyond its literal presence, or 
its existence in the physical world. Materials appear 
as materials; colour (if used at all) is non-referential.”  
Duryea’s work may share Minimalist interest in 
creating iterations of repeated geometric forms 
pared down to their most elemental shapes but the 
similarities end there. 

Unlike Minimalist practice, Duryea is totally 
engaged in making the work with her own hands 
and discovering through handwork a deep 
emotional response to materials as well as an 

Facing page: Arch #7. 2014. 10.5 x 6.5 x 4.5 in.
Right: Arch #8. 2015. Steel and rivets. 68 x 14 x 10 in. 
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Above: Mound #8. 2013. 10.75 x 15 x 5 in. 
Photo by Ken Woisard.
Below: Arch #9. 2015. 9.5 x 13 x 6 in.
Facing page: Slant #9. 2013. 25 x 8 x 7 in.
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intuitive exploration of what might be discovered in 
the process of creation. Chance surprises beyond her 
conscious control are welcome and find their way, 
for example, in the skewed angles and irregularly 
placed notches present in some of her works. She 
begins by folding tar paper into simple geometrical 
forms. These basic forms sometimes serve as a 
kind of armature for the clay that will be added 
later. Working with and reworking these various 
shapes and materials invariably influences how 
the sculptures constituent parts join and overlap, 
like waves intersecting with and defining an ever-
shifting coastline, to suggest movement within 
the quiet stasis of her forms. Surfaces slowly form 
by building up and wearing away layers of clay 
slips and glaze. Evidence of subtle layering effects 
in the finished works provide a sense that each 
layer adds its imprint upon the surface, making 
it more textured, more complex and more visually 
stimulating. In addition, the distressed colours of 
the laboured surfaces highlight the patina of age 
and suggest, according to Duryea, the layering of 
geologic and cultural time.

Contrary to the Minimalist goal of not alluding 
to anything beyond the art work’s literal physical 
presence, Duryea’s work is referential. “I like things 
that have a purpose,” she says. “I want to suggest 
implements, architectural or mechanical elements 
while not referring to an object too specifically.” She 
hopes to evoke associations with practical objects 
of everyday working life while inviting viewers 
to contemplate the meaning of forms that do not 
serve any practical function. Like much conceptual 
art, Duryea’s sculpture re-contextualises the form 
and purpose of functional objects such as tools, 
smokestacks and dock pilings to suggest new 
thoughts and therefore new meanings about them. 
The title of Duryea’s graduate thesis show Absence/ 
Presence, aptly sums up the desire to evoke the 
presence of such practical functional objects through 
their absence in any literal way. Even though some 
of her work may resemble decaying vestiges of the 
industrial age, they do not illustrate or describe a 
particular recognisable object or place, but instead 
suggest spaces that allude to and re-contextualise 
encounters with places that over time shaped her 
conscious and unconscious life. 

Since 1977, Duryea has amassed a collection of 
literally thousands of photographs she has taken, 
primarily of sites in the American southwest or 
places along the roads to it. They comprise an 
extensive visual catalogue of the places and forms 
that resonate most deeply in her life and art. 
She was drawn to photographing old decaying 
buildings with peeling paint and rust covered 
surfaces set in remote, arid, sparsely vegetated 
environments. No people inhabit her landscapes. 
Traces of humanity are suggested by what they 
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Top left: Tower #3. 2012. 15.5 x 15 x 8 in.
Top right: Tower #2. 2012. 17 x 16 x 5 in.
Below: Clamp #3. 2015. Kanthol wire. 
6 x 5.5 x 3.5 in.
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have left behind, decimated signs, frayed building 
facades, worn, pock marked roads, the vestiges 
of civilisation that have seen better days. These 
sites, absent of life yet suggesting its presence, 
found confirmation in photos by Bernd and Hilla 
Becher she first encountered as a graduate student. 
Their photos extensively documenting a typology 
of water towers, grain elevators, oil refineries 
and other industrial structures affirmed Duryea’s 
own desire to evoke, in abstract non-figurative 
sculptural form, similar types of objects. It is easy 
to see how photos she took of dock pilings “in 1977 
relate”, as she says, “to the stacked clay and steel 
sculptures I am making today or how the surface of 
a wall in Medina, Texas I saw in 1986 looks like the 
surface of my current work. I am not necessarily 
thinking consciously about these images as I 
work. They were recorded because I found them 
compelling and, as my work has developed and 
matured, the connections between what I am doing 
today and what I have been looking at for years is 
increasingly evident.” 	

One way to understand Duryea’s sculpture is by 
referring to what the philosopher Gasten Bachelard 
has called the poetics of space. Although for 
Bachelard the most fundamental spaces are located 
in the home, its physical structures and the small 
idiosyncratic objects found there, Duryea’s sense 
of home extends beyond the house to include the 
docks, boats and implements of industrial work 
she so fondly remembers from those early days in 
Montauk. Her memories, daydreams and dreams 
provide access to these intimate familial spaces that 
mingle with similar spaces experienced time and 
again in her travels and documented in her photos. 
These photos preserve and provide a visual record 
of the poetic images from which her art comes. 
Examining these intimate spaces from the past, as her 
work does, represent not the actual material places, 
but rather imagined spaces conjured in memories 
or dreams. “The nature and essence of the feelings 
generated by a particular place,” says Duryea, “are 
as inspiring to me as the structure and colour of land, 
buildings and vegetation.” Her sculptures give form 
to inchoate feelings and memories resulting in a 
poetic language that is a reference to both the passage 
of time and a shared experience of the earth and the 
human imprint upon it. The form of her work often 
suggests containers that can never be entered or used 
in any practical sense. Although she says she likes 
things that are practical and her sculpture evokes 
such objects, the works themselves are objects for 
contemplation rather than use. 

The striving to render imaginative form to 
suggest these places ultimately is a striving for 
what Bachelard calls topophilia, the love of place 
or the love of places exposed through the poetic 
examination of them. Duryea’s poetic forms do not 

literally describe these intimate spaces, but rather 
set our bearings toward them and enable us to bring 
forth sought after feelings that might otherwise 
vanish forever. Through the ambiguity of her poetic 
imagery, Lynn Duryea’s sculptures ultimately evoke 
a universal, shared desire for apprehending places 
where the wild and the humanly constructed meet.

  Top: Insert #2. 2013. Staples. 5.5 x 13 x 6 in. Photo by Ken Woisard.
Above: Lynn Duryea in her studio. 2014. Photo by Joshua White.
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