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Figurative partraiture can assume many forms and it may not always be what it appears
to be at first glance. As Judy Moonelis herself has acknowledged, her interest in the “rich and complex

world of human anatomy, from micro to macro-
scopic,” has informed her sculptural wark.*’ She
explored the nature of human memory in her
Memory Portraits (1996-98). A second series,
Touch Partraits, 1999-2000, explores our sense
of touch through mixed media including porce-
lain, copper and glass. Her investigation into the
world of sensory structures led to the creation of
these miniature-scale porcelain portrait heads
with embellished copper wires serving as touch
receptors. Each portrait is mounted on a copper
pole ranging from 5 to 7 feet in height. A critic
noted, “Moonelis suppresses the gross body in
these portraits by concentrating on the face as
a focal point of portraiture, The face offers imme-
diacy and intimacy. It is where we try to read
the feelings of the people around us."™ One
interesting insight into her work is the analogy
offered that connects our desire to touch the
work on exhibit (despite museum restrictions on
such activities), and "the public space of our
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repressed bodily desires,"* With the body being " conceptually minimized...we are left with the head, the
site of the public perception of touch and the publicly accepted part of the socialized body."™ The portraits
are modeled directly from life in clay, and each captures the spirit of the model at a specific moment in
time. Her current work “investigates the primacy of breath and the human bronchial tree, an internal
structure in the respiratory system, whose shape resembles an inverted tree or botanical root.” " Memory,
touch, breath—it makes one eager to discover what Moonelis will explore next.

by Margaret Carney
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I fhe strong refationship between human memory and the human serses was
il CPeNc o o ey evident ard led me 10 an exporation af the sense of touch in a series called
158657 —Insrucioe, Hurser College, Mew Yok, NT Towch Portradts (1969 2000). in these works the mitrascogic imtemal wordd of
1Hﬁwww¢m teiach recepions became an imegrad part of the porralts. In depth reseandh on
MY

A5 3 visiaad artist | have maintaned an oot mtenst o the soences, The nch
and complex workl of human anatomsy, from micre 10 macrocope: has infoemed
my sculptural work, Medical dlustrations and anatcenical modeh, both hisionic
and contermporary, have provided a nich resoung. The sisully seductive soen-
tific approaches o collecting, aminging, cedering and studying masenals have
#lso provide an impetus.

The contempatary portrail has been a subject of much of my work, This has
included simuttanecys explortion of the intermal snd exiemal, the physical as
well a5 pyychological realms and the represensation ol the specific mdridual as
a codective cuthural portrai,

Mamary Poriraits, a sevies created primarily between 1996-98, uied the poitrat
foemat 1o explore the nature of Fuman memory, Sitlers were represenied 5
various. body fragments, ranging from beads, hands, ears o feet, Quoses from
corversations with the sitters about memany were inscribed onta 1heir porraizs.
Many of the pieces were then grouped inso coliections. The feet from the group
are fully formed, et hollow, inviting an infenate identification, &5 if thess feet
oould be stepped into and slipped an,
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the physecal as well as the emotional aspects of towch led me 1o research his-
tedoagy texts and the minute woeld of sercony structures. | imvestigated the
remarkable touch receptors and the mechanics af where and how the hueman
body registers fouch. The diverse sensoey recepoors of the skin (Pancinian,
Metssmer's and Ruffini's corpuscles, among athers) are highly responsive ta
wibration or pressure and are electrically acteated when stimulated, ceeating a
kind of imemal firewore. Broad referencing and cogritive reseaith presented
the groundheork for inquitive and subjective thinking in the development ol
these warks In Fourh Porraiis the miceoscopic imemal anatomy was made
laige and juxiaposed against the external porirasts, which inversely, were small,
Many of the wmall partsaits are percelain set on 517 lengths of copper pipe
walhs fine seres. and aftachments sprouting from behind the: hollow feads. These
wiies &e highly responsive w0 witkation, referencing our eliagant inner wiring
arsd thee fouch receptons’ motson sensidiity, Towch Wall appioaches these same
cancepts, but in & wal compaosition feemat, The *recepbors” in these works are
&4 vaned a4 the people wha sat for the pommits, and were created in direct
responde 10 thim,

I both the memaiy and touch senes, the pomraics weee all modeled directly
froem il in clay, @ mnenal that readity records endence of tauch. The partraits
bear likerss to the models, but the primary choscihe was 1o capbure a vivid or
shve qualty, and something of the indsiduals’ inner workings at a specific
mament in Lime The memany and touch works 2re fal cofwentional panrains,
yet the history and tradition of portrasure has been 2 resource. Painted image
sources inchade the ancent Equpbdn-Raman mammy pomiais and Flemsh
painters Jan van Eyck, Johannes Vermess snd Rembrandt. The soulpied ponrais
has recently been & subject. specifically the head of the woman in the wel-
known ancient Etncan [ife size clay tomb sculpiure, the "Redining Couple™
sarcophagiis.
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