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Sculptor Gillian Christy makes big public statements in stainless steel

written by jon hattaway • photographed by matt kalinowski

G
illian Christy discovered welding as a college underclassman. Seniors opt-
ing for “easy” credit to fulfill graduation requirements filled the seats in the 
ceramics class she wanted to take, leaving the art student to try a class in 
sculpting. The media were wood, stone — and metal. Blowtorch in hand, she 
had her eureka moment. “Once I started working with metal, it was love/
hate,” says Christy. “It’s so dirty and messy and hard. But I learned that I 

could make something that was 8 feet tall and wouldn’t break like ceramics. And that was it.”
At the University of Northern Iowa at Cedar Falls, she was a student of Thomas Stancli�e, 

who is known for his large-scale work in bronze and stainless steel. “Professor Stancli�e was 
doing huge public art projects,” says Christy, “and I was motivated to do the same.” 

One year a�er graduation, in 2003, she moved to Providence, from her hometown of Dav-
enport, Iowa, on a whim. “I saw there was a public art exhibition there called Convergence, but 
I looked past the artwork and saw this great city,” she says. “RISD [Rhode Island School of 

Heavy Metal

sparks fly as sculptor 
Gillian Christy uses an 
angle grinder on a piece in 
her Dorchester, 
Massachusetts, studio. 
For protection, she 
sometimes wears a 
welding mask (below). 
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Celebrating  
Doris Duke  
as Tastemaker

Find out why the summer home of legendary style maven, 
philanthropist, and preservationist Doris Duke was the perfect 
setting for Design New England’s cover story.  

Meet the editorial team that put it together using Kravet fabrics 
and the local jewelry makers who added the bling! 

Enjoy special tours of the house and gardens. 

For more information and to purchase tickets, view 
the daily schedule at designxri.com/designweek.

Presented by Design New England  
as part of DesignWeekRI.

Thursday, September 14, 2017 
4–6 p.m. at Rough Point
680 BELLEVUE AVE., NEWPORT, RI

Design] was there, an art community, a great 
and a� ordable city to live in between Boston 
and New York, so I moved.” It was her 23rd 
birthday. “I got a job at Tazza, a co� ee shop by 
day and cocktails at night,” says Christy, now 
38. “I could earn a little money and make art.” 

Her fi rst public commission, completed 
in 2007, is at The Plant, a former mill in Prov-
idence that had been renovated into a resi-
dential complex. The brick smokestack lost 
an estimated 12 to 15 feet o�  its top during 
a snowstorm. Christy added an 8-foot-high 
bronze grid to the now 60-foot-tall stack that 
suggests bricks and recalls the height of the 
original structure. To visually connect the 
old with the new, she wrapped two stainless 
steel vines around the stack. Titled Embrace, 
in 2008 it was named “one of America’s best-
reviewed public artworks” by Americans for 
the Arts. 

“I like sculpture that is outside,” says 
Christy. “I like public art because of its 
accessibility. Someone who might not feel 
comfortable in a museum can experience art 
in their environment. When I am in another 

art

when christy first moved to 
Boston with her husband, she 
commuted to her Providence 
studio. In 2013, she moved to this 
studio in Dorchester. 
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city and turn the corner and see an 80-foot 
flower that looks so realistic, it is really a joy 
to experience.” 

She met Russell Preston in Providence, 
they married in 2008, and moved in 2011 to 
Boston, where he opened Principal Group, a 
design firm that works with cities and towns 
on urban planning. Christy found a tiny stu-
dio space in an industrial section of Boston’s 
Dorchester neighborhood and continued 
sculpting the large-scale works she loves. 

That changed in 2015 when she became 
pregnant, an event that both enlivened and 
complicated the life of the welder as artist. 
“I wondered if I should be in a dirty, dank, 
dark studio,” she recalls. However, what was 
of most concern to her doctors was the level of 
noise her work created. “My angle grinder is 
90 decibels,” she says. “It’s like standing next 
to a lawn mower.” 

So Christy decided that until she gave 
birth, she would work at home, and she went 
from steel and bronze to oil-based clay and 
bronze casting. Her tools were her hands and 
small carving implements, not a pneumatic 

christy uses small models to plan her larger sculptures. The  
Space Within (left) was reimagined into an 8-foot-tall sculpture  
in stainless steel, now showing at Somerby’s Landing Sculpture  
Park in Newburyport, Massachusetts. Laurel Branch (right) has  
yet to be remade in a larger form. 
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sander and plasma torch.
“The contrast is not to be missed 

between studio and home,” she says. 
“There is such a physicality to working in 
the studio. I’m on my feet eight hours a day, 
moving, li�ing, and working. At home, I 
would sit and work quietly. To my surprise, 
I missed the activity.”

She began to carve clay into the shape 
of da�odil or tulip bulbs. “My interest lay 
in my charting growth,” she says, “a quiet 
reflection on birth perhaps. From bulb to 
flower, embryo to child.” 

Next came The Tabernacle Series. 
“I’ve always liked the house form,” she 
says, explaining that it became the basis 
for these pieces about motherhood. “I love 
the idea that the house holds something 
precious.” 

Inspiration also came from the exte-
rior tabernacles she discovered on ancient 
churches in Florence, Italy, where she stud-
ied during college. 

Her first tabernacle, titled Row, Row, 
Row Your Boat, is a mixed-media piece in 
bronze, gilt, and fabric that is an homage 
to motherhood. Four others are to follow, 
each of which will be named for a lullaby.
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Hammer Architects
  Cambridge, MA        617-876-5121                                       

Truro, MA                 508-349-7525

www.hammerarchitects.com
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Vermont Woodworking & Forest Festival
September 23-24, 2017, 10 am to 5 pm

Historic Woodstock, VT
Visit www.vermontwoodfestival.org for info.

Held at Billings Farm & Museum and MBR National Historical Park.
Shop the marketplace for fi ne Vermont made wood products. Watch live 

turning & carving demonstrations while enjoying all that our stunning 
Vermont farm & forest grounds have to offer. Wagon rides through the 

foliage, woodcrafting, live music, wood-fi red pizza, & more!
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“The Tabernacle Series is certainly 
a religious concept, or image with a per-
ceived religious component,” Christy says, 
“but I prefer to think of it as ‘all-encom-
passing energy.’ I’m not even sure that 
‘spirituality’ captures the essence. I most 
oen think of ‘wonder’ or ‘awe’ for under-
lying meaning.” 

Once her son, Asher, now 1½, was born 
and content, Christy returned to her stu-
dio, where she continues work on the tab-
ernacles and her “art outside,” as she calls 
her sculptures. 

“Because I am an artist first and a 
welder second,” she says, “I make deci-
sions about what in the process is inten-
tionally my job and what can be farmed 
out to another welding shop.” This is criti-

cal when the finished sculp-
ture is going to be 18 feet tall 
and weigh several thousand 
pounds, as is the case with 
Wave Traveler, an installa-

tion at Waterplace Residential Towers in 
Providence.

The life of an artist has a certain 
romantic appeal, as well it should, but 
that’s not all there is to it.  Christy is also 
project manager, PR person, sales associ-
ate, shipping clerk, and inventory control 
and delivery manager, as well as head of 
budgeting and accounting, yet she remains 
responsive to her own voice. 

“As an artist,” she says, “you need to 
remember who you are.” 

 Gillian Christy Studio, 11 Humphreys Street, 
Dorchester, MA; gillianchristy.com.

DIDRIKS.COM
NEWTON LOWER FALLS

2284 WASHINGTON ST
NEWTON LOWER FALLS, MA

OPENING FALL 2017

77 LEONARD STREET 
BELMONT, MA 

christy’s wave traveler is an 18-foot-tall 
sculpture (facing page) installed in 2009 at 
Waterplace Residential Towers in Providence, 
Rhode Island. A sketchbook (above) is full of 
Christy’s ideas for The Tabernacle Series.

for more  
details, 
see  
resources

PH
O

TO
 T

H
IS

 P
AG

E,
 K

AR
EN

 P
H

IL
IP

PI

Breathe new life  
into your outdoor lifestyle.

Transform your outdoor area with everything from outdoor  
kitchens and pergolas, to fence, gates, shower enclosures, and 

much more. Our structures are crafted in low maintenance AZEK, 
an advanced vinyl material that looks just like natural wood.  

To schedule a free design consultation,  
call 800-343-6948 or visit walpoleoutdoors.com

Servicing professionals and customers directly nationwide since 1933
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