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Wail panel in
mahogany and
wrought. iron
mural by

Joseph O°Connell

The wall panel of mahogany and forged iron in
the foyer of the First Unitarian Society building
was created in accordance with the -wish of
Helen E, Blaisdell (1876-1974), a member of the
First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis for 72
years. In her will, Helen Blaisdell provided for the
creation of an artwork for the Society that would
express the essential spirit of Unitarian Universal-
ism. The sculpture was designed and created by
Joseph O'Connell and installed in March, 1978.

THE SCULPTOR:
JOSEPH O’CONNELL

Joseph O'Connell was born in Chicago in 1927.
He studied commercial art but began working in
sculpture in Mexico in 1950. He taught at Siena
Heights College in Adrian, Michigan and at St
John's University in Collegeville, Minnesota, Af-
ter 1935, he devoted all of his time to sculpture,
working in wood, metal and stone. His work
stands in a number of schools and churches, and
he executed a large piece depicting 2 family group
for the headquarters of the American Dental
Association in Chicago. He died in 1995,

PANEL ONE

The first panel of the sculpture depicts the tradi-
tional Tree of Life. The foliage of the stylized
tree is in four quadrants representing the four
seasons: summer at the upper left, autumn at the
lower left, winter at the lower right, and spring‘at
the upper right. The roots of the tree probe
downward into the earth for nourishment and
moisture.

PANEL TWO

At the top of this panel is a face, which may be
male or female, wearing a look of deep thought-
fulness. Under the face a hand points downward,
the fingers curved in an attitude of tenderness or
of creation. At the bottom of the panel are the
words of the ancient Hindu scriptures, the Rig
Veda: “There is that by which the whole world is
pervaded.”

PANEL THREE

This panel bears a series of faces, which may be
men or women or children, or may be one face
seen from a series of angles, from left-profile to

full-face to right-profile. The faces are thoughtful.
There is hope in them but foreboding too; joy
but also sadness. They contemplate their warld,
meditating upon the wonder of fife and the reality
of beauty and goodness, but considering also the
numberless ways in which these ideals are
violated. They seem to contemplate both the
nobility of humanity and its debasement,

PANEL FOUR

Below the thoughtful faces, the fourth panel de-
picts suffering and mortality. Faces of wrought
iron, skufl-like and gaunt, are framed by tiny win-
dows. Scme of them seem to be weeping,
screaming or gagged. In the lower half of the
panel is a corpse or skeleton, also of iron, wear-
ing manacles. These figures evoke images of slave
ships or a concentration camp.

PANEL FIVE

To the left of Panel Four's horror, Panel Five
bears a sentence from the journal of Anne Frank,
a Jewish gir] who died at 14 in a Nazi concentra-
tion camp: “In spite of everything, | still believe
that people are really good at heart.” Against the
dreadful reality next to it, these words affirm 2
continuing faith in the power and goodness of the
human spirit. After reading these words, the
viewer's eye is moved back to Panel Four, and
the horizontal ridge which sweeps across it, lead-
ing upward to the human male figure with the
phoenix held above his head.

PANEL SIX

This panel bespeaks the power of human renewal
that can bring forth from death and suffering,
symbelized by fire, a new birth of beauty and
good. According to Middle Eastern legend, the
phoenix is a bird of surpassing beauty, the only
one of its kind. After living for 500-600 years, it
burns itself in a funeral nest, from which it rises,
fresh and beautiful, to renewed life.
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The sculpture in our foyer was created in accordance with the wish of Helen
L, Blaisdell (1878-1874), who was for 72 years a member of the First Unitarian Society
of Minneapolis. Miss Blaisdell provided in her will for the creation of an art work

2t the Unitarian Center that would express the essential spirit of Unitarian-Universalism.

The sculpture was designed and executed by Joseph O'Comnell and installed in
March 1978,
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Panel 1 of the sculpture depicits the traditional Tree of Life. The foliage of
the stylized tree is in four quadrants representing the four seasons - sumer at upper
left, autymn at lower left, winter at lower right, and spring at upper right, The roots
of the trée probe downward into the earth for nourishment and moisture,

At the top of Panel 2 is a face, which may be male or female, wearing a look of
deep thoughtfulness,” Under the face & hand points downward, the fingers curved in an
attitude of tenderness or of creaticn. At the bottom of the panel are the words of the
ancient Hindu Rig-Veda: "There is that by which the whole world is pervaded,'t

Panel 3 beoars a series of faces, which may be men or women or children; or per—
haps it is one face seen from & series of angles, from left-profile to full-face to
right-profile. The faces are thoughtful; there is hope in them, but foreboding teo;
Joy, but also sadness, They contemplate their world, meditating upon the wonder of life
and’ the reality of beauty and goodness, but considering also the nunberless ways in
which these idealities are violated and flouted. They seem to contemplate both the
nobility of our humankind, and cut ignobility,

Panel 4, below. these thoughtful heads, depicts a concentration camp. The faces
are of wrought iron, skull-like, gaunt and tormented, each framed by a tiny square
window, The lower half of the panel shows an emaciated figure, prone,

Panel 5, to the left of this scene of horror, bears a sentence from the jouwrnal
of Anne Frank, the Jewish girl who died at 14 in a Nazi concentration ceap: "In spite
of everything, I still believe that people are really pood at heart." Apainst the
drendful reality of the death-canpd, Lhe words affim o continudng fnith in the power
and goodness of the human spirit.

Reading these words, the viewer's eye moves back o Panel 4, and notes a
horizontal rib or ridge across the center of the death-canp scene. This ridge continues
on Panel 6, and leads the eye upward to the phoenix held above his head by a standing

male figure.

The phoenix, according to Middle Eastern myth, is a bird of surpassing beauly,
the only one of its kind; it lives 500-600 years, burns iiself in a funeral nest of
herbs, and rises again, fresh and beautiful, to renewed life. It bespeais here the
povwer of human renewal that can bring forth from fire and desth —— even from the
horror of the concentration camps -- a new birth of beauty and good,

Panel 7, across the top of. the seulpture, bears the first line of a sonnet by
Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1899): '“fhe world is charged with the grandeur of Gogd.'
As a battery is charged, filled with electrical force, so the world and we are i R ‘
- charged, filled, wibwrant with the ‘power of Apirit,” the power of truth dnd ‘beduty afid v
love.' It is a summtion of the sculpture, ’ t :
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Sculptor Joseph O'Connell was born in Chicago in 1927. He studied commercial
art, but begen working in sculpture in Mexico in 1950, He has taught at Siena Heights
College, Adrian MI, and at St. John's University, Coliegeville, MY, Since 1955 he has
devoted all his time to sculpture, working in wood, metal, and stone, His work stands
in a number of schools and churches, and he has executed a large piece depicting a
tamily group for the headquarters of the Ameriesn Dental Association in Chicago. His
home is in St. Joseph, MN, ' . .




