
Page 10/Saint Cloud Visitor/March ~, 1994 cover story 

by Joseph Young 
Visitor Staff Writer 

ST. JOSEPH - "Fine art is dead, 
Hobbes. Nobody understands it. No
body likes it. Nobody sees it. It's irrele
vant in today's culture." 

Those words appear in the Calvin 
and Hobbes cartoon tacked to the out
side wall of a temporary studio in the 
Benedicta Arts Center at the College of 
St. Benedict. Inside the two-by-foured 
plasterboard walls, sculptor Joseph 
O'Com'lell kneels at the base of a larger
than-life limestone slab, gripping mal
let and chisel. His echoey chink-chink
chinking lends an eerie, syncopated 
percussion to the smooth classic jazz 
that fills the space. 

It's the heartbeat of a fine art alive 
and well and far from dead .. . Calvin to 
the contrary. 

O'Connell, an artist in residence at 
St. Ben's, is in the fourth year of a 
sculpture in progress, a project commis
sioned by Christ the King Catholic 
Community in Las Vegas. 

The project, which O'Connell hopes to 
complete by this summer, will stand in 
the community's courtyard. It is a trip
tych depicting Christ riding into 
Jerusalem on a donkey on the center 
block, and figures symbolizing the home
less, poor, hungry and imprisoned of 
Matthew's Gospel on the outer blocks. 

"They wanted to represent Christ 
the King, but they didn't want a regal, 
royal, enthroned king," O'Connell ex
plained. "Their parish has a tremen
dous mission to help the poor of the Las 

. Vegas community," he added, "and they 
wanted a work that symbolized Mat
thew's Gospel message of responsibility 
to those people." . 

O'Connell chiseled the text into the 
right hand block: "I was hungry and 
you gave me food, thirsty and you gave 
me drink, a stranger and you welcomed 
me, naked and you clothed me, sick and 
you took care of me, in prison and you 
visited me ... Just as you did for the least 
of my family you did for me." . 

"The thing is that it was the king 
who said, 'All these people are a part of 
my family,' " said O'Connell. 

Life perhaps pulses most vividly 
from the family gallery of downtrodden 
faces that O'Connell is chiseling out of 
the two flanking limestone slabs. Into 

Artist's Christ is king 
of the poor, the hungry, 

the homeless . 
them, expressions of suffering have 
been carved. 

"They illustrate the spirit of what 
Matthew's text says," said the artist. 
On the wall of the studio hang yellow-

about the draft, but I did (like it 
being reinstated," he said. rot 

A trio of his sculptures, i~ustrating 
elements of Benedictine life,~1e on dis
play in the Gathering Place ofBt. Ben-

"1 was hungry and you gave me food, thirsty 
and you gave me drink, a stranger and you 

welcomed me, naked and you clothed me, sick and 
you took care of me, in prison and you visited me 

... Just as you did for the least of my family 
you did for me ... " 

ing newspaper photos of refugees and 
outcasts, the poor, hungry and dying -
Kurds, Somalis and Bosnian Muslims. 

"They're up there not as models," 
O'Connell explained, "but as a 
reminder of what's going on out there." 

On one panel a series of faces, 
arranged vertically, starts out with 
sharp features at the top, then gradual
ly becomes more indistinct and haunt
ing near the bottom. Where did 
O'Connell come up with the idea for 
that fading of faces? 

"I just can't explain where that 
comes from" he said. 

Other O'Connell sculptures grace 
the Benedicta Arts Center, including a 
wooden door he was commissioned to 
carve for the former Petter's fur and 
fabric store in St. Cloud, and a carving 
- done when President Jimmy Carter 
reinstated the draft - of an American 
eagle, wrapped in the flag and perched 
atop a box overflowing with blood. 

"There was not much I could do 

edict's Convent. 

O'Connell began studying art in his 
native Chicago, primarily as a painter. 
He took up. sculpting in 1952 and start
ed receiving commissions four years 
later. He has done well over 100 sculp
tures, but lately has concentrated on 
larger, lengthier projects like the 
Christ the King triptych. O'Connell has 
suspended teaching while working on 
the project. 

He said that because the project is a 
sculpture in progress, nothing in the 
work is chiseled in granite, so to speak. 

"I don't know what I'm doing until 
it's done," he said. "I change things and 
make things up as I go along. One thing 
leads to another. When I see things 
that are not quite right I just work on 
them till they're as nea~ to what I want 
as possible. You can't realize your 
visions exactly, though - at least not in 
this world. 

"Of course, it will be finished at some 
point. Somebody always comes and hits 
you over the head and says, 'It's done.' " 

What does O'Connell say when he 
makes mistakes? 

''You don't make mistakes," he said. 
''You just change the design." 

O'Connell was dissatisfied, for ex
ample, with Christ riding upon the don
key. The face was not how he wanted it. 
So he "chiseled it back" deeper into the 
block, changing its expression. After 
abandoning that pesky center block for 
a time to work on the other two, 
O'Connell has returned to work on it. 

But suffering for art's sake is per
haps an occupational hazard for sculp
tors. As O'Connell chisels away, wear
ing a respirator on his face, bandages 
on his left hand and forearm (He has a 
touch of tendinitis, he explained.), lime
stone chips fall where they may and 
dust billows and collects on his blue 
jeans, boots, navy sweatshirt and 
quixoti:c frame. 

·'If.J didn't wear glasses I'd have to 
wear goggles," he said, "or else blink 
each time, like the ancients had to." 

O'Connell collects the debris in five
gallon pails, each holding 55 pounds of 
limestone dust and chips. 

"There have been 7'7 buckets so far," 
O'Connell said, pointing to a tally on 
the wall, like a prisoner marks the days 
of his sentence. The limestone is recy
cled in a nearby garden. 

But these two ton-plus of discards ' 
are a mere drop in the bucket, so to 
speak, compared to the 23,000-pound 
weight of the entire sculpture. 

Besides limestone, which is relatively 
soft, but grainy, O'Connell sculpts gran
ite, marble, wood, forged iron and "what
ever I can work with," he said. Before 
breaking out his mallets and various 
tooth, point and flat chisels, O'Connell 
makes "working sketches" of his visions 
and often makes guiding marks on the 
stone before and during sculpting. 

The gallery of figures in O'Connell's 
two flanking limestone panels are sepa
rated and grouped in rectilinear compart
ments. Does this technique have a name? 

'''Comic strip, perhaps," O'Connell 
chuckled. "Maybe that's all I am - a 
cartoonist." 

If so, he deals in a comedy divine. 
And his is a fine art that is indeed seen, 
liked and understood and is relevant to 
today's culture. Calvin was wrong 
about that. 

Photographs of O'Connell's 
sculpture in progress are on exhibit 

An exhibit of drawings and photographs of Joseph O'Connell's sculp
ture in progress is at the Benedicta Arts Center Gallery through 
March 25. 

Exhibition hours: Monday through Saturday: 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. 
Sunday: 1 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. 

In the Benedicta Arts Center Gallery Lounge are works ' by Sister 
Dennis Frandrup, OSB. At the St. John's Art Center are works by 
Father Hugh Witzmann, OSB and Gregory Page. 



Clockwise, from top left: 

-Joseph O'Connell works in the Benedicta 
Arts Center at the College of St. Benedict on a 
sculpture commissioned by Christ the King 
Catholic Community in Las Vegas. 

-O'Connell resurrected a sketch he . made in 
1948 when planning figures for the Christ the 
King sculpture. The sketch is part of an exhib
it entitled, "A Sculpture in Progress: Working 
Drawings and Photographs" at the Benedicta 
Arts Center Gallery. 

-An almost gargoylic trio is among the groups 
of poor and hungry people incorporated into 
the Christ the King triptych. O'Connell notes 
that all of the figures are "in progress" and may 
be changed before the project is complete. 

-Three limestone slabs, totaling 13 tons, were 
shipped to the College of St. Benedict from a 
quarry in Bedford, Indiana. O'Connell, work
ing here on the center figure which repre
sents Christ entering Jerusalem on a donkey, 
has already chipped away more than a ton. 
The completed sculpture will occupy an area 
about 12-by-16 feet. 

- The artist's tools include chisels, pencils and 
markers. 

-The Gospel of Matthew is O'Connell's inspi
ration for the Christ the King sculpture. (sev 
Photos by Dianne Nordquist) 
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