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After the Flood: Alison Ruttan’s Ceramics Translate Ecological
Tragedy into Resonant Materiality
A post-disaster tableau at the Hyde Park Art Center restages a flooded suburban landscape

Hyde Park Art Center
By Susan Snodgrass £
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View of “Alison Ruttan: The Paradox of Inaction,” 2026, Hyde Park Art Center, Chicago. Photo: Tom VanEynde.

Earth is in a precarious state. According to a recent report by the World
Meteorological Organization, the planet’s energy balance is seriously askew
as global warming continues to heat the atmosphere, causing rising sea
levels and extreme weather events at an unprecedented rate. That climate
change is the direct result of human activity (or rather human disregard), is
an implicit yet haunting undercurrent in Alison Ruttan’s The Paradox of
Inaction, 2026, an impressive, site-specific installation that uses ceramic



torms to restage a tlooded suburban landscape within the Hyde Park Art
Center’s 2,300-square-foot main gallery.

Based on Google Earth images of submerged homes in Port Arthur, Texas,
which were engulfed by Hurricane Harvey in 2017, are more than 150 clay
roofs that Ruttan cast to re-create the sloped and gabled summits visible in
the aerial views of the devasting floodwaters. The bulk of these ceramic
shelters—glazed in earthen browns, rusty oranges and reds, and muddy
vellows, grays, and bronzes—are arranged in various groupings across nine
low-rise platforms painted the same dark, murky green as the floor. (Fifteen
rooftops are displayed on a wall near the Art Center’s entry, enabling a more
detailed view of their varied surfaces.) One navigates the installation
through multiple pathways configured to emulate a residential
neighborhood underwater and with a downward gaze mimicking the
elevated perspective of the artist’s digital sources. A ring of mildew
simulated in black pigment encircles the gallery’s bottom perimeter, further

enveloping viewers within the artist’s post-disaster tableau.

View of “Alison Ruttan: The Paradox of Inaction,” 2026, Hyde Park Art Center, Chicago. Photo: Tom VanEynde.

Ruttan’s rooftops are cast from seven distinct, handmade molds whose
resultant designs are repeated throughout the installation. Read as nearly
abstract, they invoke Minimalism’s propensity for seriality and spare forms
while also sharing certain affinities with the respective works of sculptor
Richard Rezac and painter Julia Fish, who similarly transform architectural
motifs into intimate geometries. Yet deeper engagement reveals a love of
handicraft and surprising variation in surface texture and color (incredibly,
the artist uses only one glaze) that together reinforce the installation’s dual
narratives of private versus communal loss, personal responsibility and
public (in)action.

The impact of trauma upon both the individual and collective psyche has
occupied Ruttan throughout much of her diverse career (worthy, certainly,
of a comprehensive survey). Notable is the artist’s proficiency with a wide
range of subjects and media. For example, earlier explorations of primate
violence and ritual, based on Jane Goodall’s research with chimpanzees, led
to staged reenactments enlisting family members and friends in provocative,



large-scale color photographs and videos. The artist’s ongoing interest in
themes of social interaction and human aggression resulted in several
previous series that recast photographs of war-torn cities (among them,
Beirut and Aleppo, Syria) into partially destroyed ceramic buildings and
cityscapes. Inspired by funerary models from the Han dynasty, these latter
works presaged the installation on view here, as well as the related “Rising
Water” series, 2021—22. For these small, house-like objects—four of which
are exhibited in the Art Center’s upper-level catwalk gallery—the artist
flooded her clay forms with water before firing, damaging the structures in
the process, an operation based on chance that reproduced the increasing
unpredictability of weather.

Alison Ruttan, No. 2, 2021, water damaged ceramic, 15 * 12 = . From the series “Rising Water,” 2021

As the frequency of environmental disasters desensitizes us to the realities of
climate change and challenges our ability to thwart impending catastrophes,
the sight of Ruttan’s flooded scene feels simultaneously strange and familiar.
Not unlike Andy Warhol’s “Death and Disaster” paintings, 1962—65, her
monumental landscape operates between horror and aesthetic seduction.
However, Ruttan shuns the titillation of ruin porn through her informed and
caring translation of ecological tragedy into objects of resonant materiality,
reminding us that clay is, of course, excavated earth. Silent and still, The
Paradox of Inaction is at once a memorial, a witness to the past, and—if not
more importantly—an invitation to reexamine our roles in the survival of the
planet’s future.
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