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In the main living area of
sculptor LB, Blunk's hand-built
Inverness home sits the aptly
named “Scrap Chair,” made
entirely of leftover pieces of
wood from his larger endeavors.
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The hand-carved bathroom
" gink. Stone sculpture, bench
and painting all by J.B. Blunk,
GPeaSITE Family photos neatly
pinned on the kitchen wall.
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usl past a long, steep, winding, and, in
some places, dirt road sits the most
perfect house, It's a rustic structure
hanging tough out over the edge of the
Inverness Ridge in western Marin
County. The house was built complete-
ly by hand in the late 19505—more spe-
cifically, by the hand of sculptor J.B.
Blunk. To describe the densely wooded
coastal Inverness Ridge as heavenly or
idyllic does it no justice at all. To find inspira-

tion here, vou merely need to open vour eyes. Which is
why it makes so much sense Blunk would live out his
life here as a base to create the most enormous wood
sculptures you've most likely never seen. Blunk was

a rare artist; one whose work genuinely feels not only

inspired by the plac:ﬂ il was creat-
ed bul actually part of it.

After graduating from UCLA,
where he studied ceramics with
Blunk was
drafted into the Korean War

Laura Andreson,
While on leave in Tokyo, he hap-
pened to meet sculptor Isamu
Moguchi while shopping in a
folk art store. He was able to gain
a discharge iInlo Japan and,
through an introduction from
Moguchi, met the renowned Jap-
anese potters Rosanjin Kitaoj
and Toyvo Kaneshige, both of
whom he apprenticed under un-
til he returned to the United
States in 1954, Back on Ameri-
can soil. Blunk settled in In-
verness, 40 miles north of San
Francisco, where another intro-
duction from Noguchi would
prove life changing. The Surreal-
ist painter Gordon Onslow Ford
owned a large swath of property
and was looking for someone to
build the massive wooden roof
for the house he was construct-
ing. Blunk undertook the task: in
doing so, started to see wood as a
medium for his own sculpture.
Ford gave Blunk the use of a
piece of land up the road from his own property to
build a house and studio. And in this spot, the artist
continued to work with clay, metal, stone and wood,

Blunk's first major commission was a room of furni-
ture for landscape architect Lawrence Halprin. From
there, he found work mostly by word of mouth and refer-
rals. His first public work was a seating sculpture at U.C.
Santa Cruz. And in 1969, Blunk made what is probably
his best known work: “The Planet,” for the Oakland Mu-
seum. This seating sculpture fashioned from a single
two-ton redwood burl is 13 feet in diameter. Other enor-
mous seating sculptures followed, including the three-
ton seating group at Greens Restaurant in San Francisco's
Marina district and “Magic Boat™ at the California Orien-
tation Center for the Blind, where the tactile nature of

different sections of the .”.-Elliphlrtt took on :|:'mgmﬁn.'.-[]



CLOCKWISE FEOM TOP LEFT Entry
arch and stone sculpture; a very
weerll balanced wood pile outside
the studio; maguettes in the.
studio] Inverness Yalley; Mariah
Higlson; Blunk's studio; “The
Flanet" tools hang in the studia,
GeeosITE J.B. Blunk at work,




The entry arch; a detail

frem Blunk's signatura “Th
Planet™ at the Cakland
Museum, opeosiTE The ganden




importance. In addition to their massive scale, these
sculptures are unique because they are meant to be
|Hl.]|:|']l!lfl i-l['l[l sal an. .I""I.'“] ].ul.][:Ilﬂ. whas navar ]j]"l“:i“llﬁ- i:lhli“lt
his work, believing that it should always change and
evolve. The massive arched entryway to Blunk's house
bears this out. Over time, the wood has been battered by
the elements and moss has crept out of it, but the interac-
tion with nature was always part of the artist's plan.
Noguchi said about his good friend, “I like to think
that the COUrage anl ir'lr]l.’il{!l]dl!l]l:i'! ].B. has shown is
typically California, or at least Western, with a continent
between to be free from categories that are called art.
Here the links seem to me more to the open sky and spac-
es, and the far reaches of time from where come the
burled stumps of those great trees. |.B. does them honor
in carving them as he does, finding true art in the work-
ing, allowing their ponderous bulk,
waking them from their long sleep
in E]i![:l"l[l'll.’ ['Iﬂ'l"_ [Ir“lll.'[H.".'I] |1ﬁ' i:ll‘ll:l
times, sharing with us the after-
glow of a land that was once here,”
When 1 first learned of ].B.
Blunk, I felt like a beauty pageani
contestant asked which historical
figure, living or dead, she would
most like to meet, [ was so in love
with a sculpture of Blunk's, slyly
named “Mr. Peanut,” that [ want-
ed to immediately break bread
with this guy who could chain-
saw-sculpt a piece of wood to
such smoothness it seemed to be
made of enamel or resin. After
telling me that Blunk was no
longer living, Gerard O'Brien,
who was showing “Mr. Peanut”
at his Los Angeles gallery, Re-
form, let me down gently hy of-
fering 1o let me meet Blunk's
daughter instead. O'Brien assured
me [ wouldn't be disappointed.
He couldn't have undersold
her more. At the end of that long
drive up the hill in Inverness,
waiting for us at Blunk's house
was Mariah Nielson. A dead ring-
er for Ali MacGraw, Nielson is the
Director of the |.B. Blunk Residen-

cy, an artist in residence program, which operates out of
the house. Upon Blunk's death, under the terms of the
lease agreement from Gordon Onslow Ford, an artistic
purpose was to be found for the house. The Residency
program was established to give artists a place to live and
work. “.B. felt it was important to share his place with
athers, to offer them an opporlunity to meet and connect
with the place he was so inspired by.” says Nielson.

In operation just over a year, the program has seen two
:]lr.l'.ig:lmrﬁ, Iwo |:|E|:i||l|rr:-:, a woodworker and a .,‘-'.['.I,:lll:ﬂ_“r
pass through its gates, and for Nielson, the effect the
place has had on their work is deeply profound. “Theyv've
all expressed a change—maybe not in their work. but in
the way they think about their work or the way in which

they work, their process. Something about being here

changes their eye in a way. And |

COMTINUED DN FAGE 126




T L

i

|1_-'I"\._ s . - -
U et 250
- BE s TS S

TLIKETO Mrf

= AR THE COURAGE

— SN ANDERRN :If

JBHASSHOWN

T .7

TYPICALLY CALIFORNL

Tl

S L N

- ORATLEAST WESTE

T

-—-'l |

~HERETHETINK

oF M TOMEMORE TC TC

THEOPEN SKY A I‘ D
SO A NI T, T _'“
REACHES OF TIM

4
——

- -

— ISAMYNOGUCH!

N T A
g?—, }‘_:ﬂ-'lt- :._-.- ; ¥

—1'—|.'- 'I..--.lI Fr

A sculpture and painting of
Blunk's. GPPOSITE A couch in the
homa"s main Foom with a
stone sculpture in the window,






POINT BLUNK
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know that’s what [.B. wanted. It makes
me feel like he's still alive when people
come here and are moved by the place
and his work.”

It would be difficult not to be moved
h}l' thiz ].'rEa::u—lhu land, the view, the
studio with the enormous pieces of
wood still standing by like saldiers wait-
ing to be transformed imto heroes. But
perhaps the single most magical thing
on the entire property is the house itself.
Simple and rustic, it suits the land and
the land suits it. Every piece of furniture
in the house, every sculpture, every

door, every door handle, every floor-
board and wall panel, every plate, mug,
and bowl, even the bathroom sink, was
made by the artist. Walking through the
door is like entering a world from a by-
gone era, but not in a hokey log cabin
way. The house has a Japanese sensibil-
ity, where everything has a purpose and
nothing is superfluous or decorative or
in any way useless,

Mariah sees Blunk's approach to
building the house as more sculptural
than architectural. "We've been reno-
vating it to keep it healthy and we've
found so many structural details that
are mind blowing. He didn’t think in
the way a traditional carpenter or a

structural engineer should think, It was
more like, 'Oh, I think this makes sense.’
And of course, he was working with
found materials so every angle is off,
avery wall is unique.”

It's Irustrating someone with the
immense talent of [.LB. Blunk was not ac-
corded fame in proportion to his talents
during his lifetime, but who's to say
fame is what he was looking for? Maybe
the legacy he left and the artist’s resi-
dency Mariah has created are more ft-
ting with what the man was all about.
Wheo could blame a guy for wanting to
stay at the top of this valley, transform-
ing the nature around him? There are a
lot of worse ways to live. «




