Sculptor
Cliodhna
carves

thoughts almost as carefully

as she shapes her sculptures.
Like small chips from a great block
al limestone, the words peel away
slowly: :
In the autumn sunshine of Howth,
she painstakingly sands an almost-
finished piece of work. The job is

C LIODHNA Cussen shapes her

Girls weren't allowed 1o do stone
carving then," 8 ;

A sculpure scholarship to Italy
followed and the voung Cliodhna
set off “into the pure wild, blue
yonder, | didn't know any ltalian. |
dida’t know anything about ITtaly
or Florence™.

She visited Rome, Sienna and Flo-
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LIODHNA Cussen shapes her
thoughts alinost as carefully
as she shapes her sculptures.

Li%e small chips from a great block
H-{ 'ni:l;estﬂne, the words peel away
=10W

It the auntumn sunshine of Howth,

she sp}?m:ltaking? sands an almost-

finished piece of work. The job is
soothing, rhythmice, mesmerising

w watch.

It i5, she says herself, the least

Interesting part of the creative
rocess, Bul there is nonetheless a
ind of excitemenl at being

“almost there”.

As she works, the-words gather

ace. She tilts her head, sparrow-
ike. as if to catch a stray one on
the wing. She looks off Into the
neardistance as if fo conjure up
the shape a word might have,
“Do you carry songs in your
head?", she asks, She does. Her
deft hands glide over the new
sﬂu‘#mm on its perch outside ber
garden-studio. It is a formidable,
striking piece in which two figures
are forever clasped to an oak-
stump carved out of the one block
of limestone.

Now, a5 the piece reaches comple-

tion, she knows she has kept faith

with the stone and it hasn't let her

dévwn.

She has kept her pact of silence
with herself too. Too many words,
she has found, can destroy an idea
before it even catches. She learned
that a long time ago. :
“Maybe it is a piseog. Maybe I 15
true. You dissipate your energy
talking. If are making some-
thing, vou have to concentrate on
making it," she says.

Jiodhna Cussen's introduoc.
tion to art began early and
with a Dublin-based aunt
T s e
o was gre rought 2
ﬁr&at tg:aﬂt mﬂf the big world with
or,” she says.
But it was only later, when she had
left Newcastle West and Laurel
Hill behind her and was a student
in UCD that she found sculpture.
And from the very beginning, it
sejzed her
“Then.” she savs of the
late 19508, “you could do every-
thing, You had a bike. You conld go
anywhere, do anything. It wasn't
Like now. You were free.”
Being free meant attending morn-
ing lectures at UCH and then head-
ing for the Art College. “If you got

wasmpted Tae dha A Collses Yoin
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Girls weren't allowed to do stone
carving then,” she recalls.
A sculpture secholarship to Italy
followed and the voung Clivdhna
set off “into the pure wild, blue
nder. [ didn't know-any ltalian. {
g‘l]ﬂn't know anything about [taly
or Florence",

She visited Rome. Sienna and Flo-

rence where she enrolled in a col-
lege of sculpture and practised,
Erﬂctlml. practised. }
They were quite pernickety” she
g now. “Flrst of all you prac-
tised classical work and then you
went off on your own,'
She remembers being somewhat
puzzied by all the tatk about
“planes” and she was conscious of
lﬁ;i_.‘lalg to improve her drawing.
"“rawing is the beginning, the
iniddle and end of it. If you can
draw you can do anything" she

SaVs,

But it was th in Itali: she had
her breakthrough in sculpture.

“T didn't think 1 could do it but 1
did." she recalls.

She still has that breakthrough

e

1i s mﬁu xplr“rl!e.y‘?'m
. you want to e ou
don’t want to be tied down to rules
and regulations. [ didn't even want
a fob but I needed some money so [
did a bit of teaching at Mouni
Anville”
Because it was necessary, she ook

plece
Bm:k again in Dublin, she

her teaching diploma.
“I enjoy teaching. | went cn teach-
ing for a long . ] didn't teach

sculpture. [ taught painting and

EE}T:H j":ﬂiméh later 1 taught
-prin " she says.

Her first uﬁ tion came, she tries

to date it, in 1959 or 1960. It was in

Brown Thomas-— wood carvings

with metal in them like copper.

"I had a studio in Herbert Lane,

mﬁin%wzwa.r like 2 lunatic on my

own,” she recalls,

A lot of her pieces sold, and she
was “very pleased,”
“But | kept on going to the College
O riy moomeing and tha dohn
at morning an an
Behan and another sculptor
ppened the Bronze Foundry in the
early 1970s and I spent time there
and still go in there. I am still
learning,” says Cliodhna.
She also began getting commis-
sions—and in the early 1970s, she
first began working in_stope and
got a commission to do a stone
nenp ‘

Otherwise, she says, it is just jour-
neyman work.

ut even as Cliodhna was

nning to get to the heart
er work, another new life

. ﬂ'&mig’

iece was a Madonna and
Child., which is “down in Cork
somewhers” now, _
“I don't feel it was earth-shaking
but it was there and [ was glad,
she says,

Part of what she brings 1o her
sculptures is movemeni, puitl

as a mother was
had met her hus
0'Snodaigh, at a hist
man who shared
history and in Irish. The
couple settled in San
long before it became a
jace to live and they reared
of six boys. :

“[nto the 1970s, we had six children
under nine,” she explains. But
despite the calls on her time, she
never put aside her
"1 kept at it all the time. My advice
to women with n
‘Don't give up.
Have a studio and let then
of it. Don't think you are
dﬂmgﬂt.fmrh with small children

aroun
'Ehe children were reared as

was very straigh
forward, I was only learning.”

rs since, Cliodhna
done many stone

S, many
works.

Qecirabis
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“[n 1880 1
Oir sculpture”, a
comimenyorates the
staughrer of Smerwick Harbour: It
isa picce she was, and contlnues lo

P
Another scale-piece can be
found in m&ﬁnﬂ ommemaorat-
t’:_he Gaelic poet

“1 like Daibhil O'Bruadair and still
do, I wotlld like to have met him.
He stood out and said to people,

1 -seale pu
ui'ﬁm Dl’tﬂ an

iece which
Pl creative work.

dibhi O'Bru-

| try not fo do work | don't feel some-
thing for. | won't go in for a commis-
sion if | don't feel | con add some-
thing, that what | am doing is not
going fo make it more interesting or
exciting

told people: ‘don't get into this
rush of English, kee
have as well as importing the new.
something awy
because else comes down th

road.

The O'Bruadai- Sculpture for
Broadford was so'big she had
have an assistant—and
her back-garden/ When i1 was
being moved, it nearly went
through the flgor of the truck.

“It says a lot about people who!

“It seemed the most sensible thing
to do,” she e

whal you
She also w

¢ a book of poems as
Gaeilge. Irish is a beautiful lan-
in, she says.
' She particu-
iry of Nuala Rua
! and that of her fel-
low-artist from Newcastle West,
Michael Hartnett who was also
“ﬁﬁ’d O’'Bruadair
ael knew that 1 knew what
. He was doing it In

i L T sanlmmaneas ™

puage to write poe
*It kind of slides in.
larly Joves the
i Ni Dhom

a paniry in

he was doi
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“1 like good writing.” she on.
Asg ut g&:dent. Itrﬁ recaﬁg] . F?hE
leayn reams of poetry in Eng-
lish, Irish, French —and they
remain with her

And even today, one yardstick !;y
which she Judges a poem is
whether it sticks with her or not.
“If 1 can loarn it off by heart, it
says something about it,"” she
muses. “I think it is to do with
musie, with the song. Words would
come 10 an ldea with a rhythin and
if' you learn the song, you learn
the poems.'

A lot of Irish poems, she polms
out, were sung.

petry and music continue to
Pam*rﬂund Cliodhna Cussen.

Her husband, Pidraig, who
runs his own publishing company,
C?hwi[qm. for books in Irish, is one
of this vear's Michael Harthetl
Poetry Award winners. And three
of her soms., Colm, Ronan and
Rossa are members of the band
Kila which has its own distinctive
traditional sound.
= are fanatic about music,”
Cli # says, bul atiributes that
lese to the family than to the
sehool all attended.

Some of their songs, she admi
have “gotten into my head”. An
she is straightforward in her
enthusiasm for their passion.
"Look at all that beautiful music. It
is a real addition to Ireland,” she

8ays.
Another interest 13 politics
although she is not party political,
She would not, she explains, su
port any one palitical party in
its policies, although she is pleased
that another son, Aengus, suec-
ceeded in being elected as 2 Sinn
Fein T in Dublin,
What fascinates her, rather, are the
Je in politics and what they
o, “moving fittle things and peo-
ple around™,

n the end tho it is her own
work, the making, the trans-
forming, which continues to
absorh her attention.”l always pre-
Rnw.-d 1o do without jusl to go ﬂ
[

Ina armanthine that T Hia

explaining how she manages her

time.

Other things that must be done,
she reserves for the alternoon,
“Everything will conspire to make
sure you don't do your art-—tele.

hone calls, meetings or so on.”

n between times, she keeps “Titde
notes and drawings of things |
would Hke to make, things 1 sve,
things 1 think should be a sculp.

ure’

t w

It was a habit she made good use of
when ber children were small,
Since the fnm!‘iﬁ has ﬁrﬂu-'n. she
and her husband have left Sandy-
mount for Howth. There, within a
stone’s throw of the warer, she
works in a garden-studio a breath
away from & field of cows

"I lave it here, the whole place,
This is one of the beauly spots of
Ireland,” she says with satisfac-
tion, her being responding to the
mixed bag of sea, walks and his-
tory that is Howth, "It fecls like
another world."”

r satisfaction is all the

me jous in that s
initlalty didn't like Dublin
“I said If 1 coutld be out of Dubl
for five months of the year, ] cou
survive Dublin,”

Tn a good year now, she says with
trace of a smile, she manages t
months away. nsually to the Din
Gaeltacht where, for the past
sears, they have had a hideaway
‘] think [ am a culchie,” sh
laughs.

She lkes to travel but would neve
contemplate lving abroad.

91 did emigrate once. I went to
don but | only lasted three wee

she zays.

it is here, in Ireland, that she ¢
best tap into the streams of musi
poetry, histo and langua
which inform her work. Bul
isn't too bothered if people do
always sce or understand the
culhiral allustons in her work.
“They might see something eise
it foo,” she S‘H&

Seulpture, she belicves. has
own language. Not everyb
“gppg scuipture”.

“Some people don't sec shape
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