A Fairy Tale Can Come True:

Stories from Tip Toland
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Tip Toland has never shied from
confrontation. For decades extraordinary
characters in clay have emerged from her
studio - characters that often confront
subject matters most of us would find
too personal to share privately let alone
expose in the venue of a public gallery.

Her issues are painful, humiliating, often
embarrassing. Yet she remains steadfast
in her quest to portray them. In her
astonishingly convincing revelations of our
collective selves, she forces us to see us
what we probably already know intuitively,
but often lack the courage or resolve to
reveal.

In one sense, Toland may be thought
of as a satirist in the guise of a visual
artist who focuses on the duplicity of the
human condition. Using psychological
introspection, dream imagery, fairy tales
and the subconscious, she reveals an
unerring concern for the human condition
in all of its sometimes-unappealing
manifestations.

Her themes are about loneliness, vanity,
helplessness, rage, aging, isolation, and
depression -there are few stones left
unturned. She also had, from time to time,
confronted social and political issues,
exposing inequities to which we often turn
a blind eye - forcing us to see those who
are on the fringes of society, marginalized
victims of the social condition, the
vulnerable plight of refugees, poverty,
suffering and disorientation. Yet as
disturbing and uncomfortable her gaze,
Toland’s genius is her ability to posture
her characters in ways that provoke deep
feelings of empathy, identification, and
compassion.

As a true portrayer of the human condition,
she seduces the viewer into her world
using ridicule, sarcasm, wit and humor
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putting these cunning manipulations to
work as a social reformer. Indeed, Toland
is a visual philosopher who tells it as it is
and unabashedly does so in ways that are
so compelling, so honest and recognizable
that she captures the universality of the
human condition that inevitably leaves the
viewer transfixed and transformed.

In Ralph Shikes insightful book, The
Indignant Eye, he expresses the sort of
zeitgeist that aptly describes Toland’s
oeuvre. “Such individuals have used the
most effective weapon at their command,
their art, to needle the Establishment,
duel with oppressive
governments, satirize
corrupt or indifferent
churches, strip bare
the foul futility of war,
attack exploitation,
uncover the bleak
existence of the poor
and, in general, make
visible comment on
human folly in its infinite
variations.”

Her extraordinary
skills are once again
evident in her latest
incarnation: Fairy Tale.
In this newest body
of work, she continues to tell stories in
the guise of the artist but, in reality, she is
more of a psychologist, an ethicist, a sage.
Traditionally and historically, storytelling, in
the form of fairy tales, has existed in every
culture as a way of assisting children to
cope with the realities of daily living.

Toland not only has conjured stories
that help us cope and confront the truth,
but she also physically challenges our
space with a scale that is so threatening,
so overwhelming, and powerful that her
message becomes even more aggressive
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and convincing.

The Greedy King is three times life size - a
physical challenge that took Toland more
than a year to complete. This ‘tour de force’
in clay is typical of her tenacious spirit to
master whatever is required to accomplish
her vision - whether it be learning classical
anatomy or experimentation with surface
details or unheard-of scale.

The work is a mixture of irony, parody,
obscenity, and the grotesque with a
presence, that once experienced, is truly
menacing. Toland tells us the work is
based on a fairy tale she created in which
“I made up a Greedy King whose pride
drove him to pillage all the gold from the
surrounding kingdoms to bring back
and melt onto his crown. Over time the
crown became so heavy and painful to
wear it eventually broke his neck.” Is it no
coincidence that
the golden crown
may be viewed
as a metaphor for
the blond hair of a
former president -
a president whose
egoism, greed
and dishonesty
knew no limits. A
king with a crown
so heavy that the
neck has receded so far into the body that
it can no longer support a head - while all
the while a gaze so calculating, a smirk so
naked and an expression so virulent that
it reminds one of a gluttonous Jabba The
Hut.

In another piece, The Three Sisters from
Auld, Toland offers life size self-portraits
of a woman dressed for a night out.
They are captured at the very moment of
experiencing the impact of a pie thrown
into their faces. Taken together, they
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provide a counterbalance to the King’s self
anointed importance.

We see three expressions of humiliation.
One of total disbelief as the key lime
drips from her cheeks onto her dress.
The second, a look of mortification as
the chocolate transforms the ego into
feelings of lowliness, and the third, a smile
of self-loathing and submission, a sort of
foolish grin that strips bare any sense of
dignity and self-respect. As an aside, it
is probably no coincidence that Toland
comes from a family of three sisters. She
often uses herself or family images as a
sort of autobiographical steppingstone to
give voice to the expression of her intent.

While we associate slapstick comedy
with pies being thrown in people’s faces,
Toland, the satirist, uses the guise of
humor to suggest another side, the
receiving end, the bullied, the victim, the
humiliated.

Finally, we come
to a series of
masks, taken from
the faces of The
Three Sisters, but
each showing the
face of the artist
with a different
expression and a
different surface
treatment. Part of a larger series of Masks,
some in color, others in black and white,
these masks reveal the various faces that
individuals can, but rarely show, the world.
Masks are a format for experimentation,
risk taking and personal challenge to
present various states of expression in
which the artist, with no preconceived
goal in mind, creates a reversal in which
normally hidden inner emotions become
the outward masks for all to see.

In essence, by so doing, she has effectively
reversed the role of masks. Brilliant.
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While her style may be aggressive,
disturbing, irreverent, and perhaps
humorous, it is always passionate. For
Toland, there is no separation between
art and maker. They are clearly one and
the same. Moreover, she is not afraid to
share her complex emotional reactions to
negative aspects of the social condition.
For want of a better term, she is both
an existentialist and a spiritual being-
revealing personal turmoil in an attempt to
resolve inner conflicts yet providing means
to connect with one another.

In Toland’s hands, clay becomes an
ideal material to work her wondrous and
laborious nuanced emotions. She works
it soft recording wrinkles, flesh, age and
skin - yet, when fired, it is hard, made to
look soft. She is able to surface the “skin”
to resemble flesh with all is flaws. In her
masterful hands there is no better material
to act as metaphor for the human body, to
speak to the issues of our times, and the
condition of the world.

Finally, it is important to note the difference
between the work and its maker. To
meet Tip Toland is to encounter a quiet,
almost demure, non-assertive, non-
confrontational individual. A person so
different from the style and content of
her work as to make one wonder how
such powerful work could have emerged
from this individual. It is this unlikely, but
undeniable, juxtaposition that makes the
work in this exhibition, in addition to all of
its other splendid aspects, as extraordinary
asitis.

Professor Emeritus
Department of Art and Art Professions
New York University
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