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devastatus rememorari
grace nickel’s ceramic memorial 

to point pleasant park

Grace Nickel is an award-winning ceramic artist, 

having been successful in the Mino Competition in 

Japan, the Golden Ceramics Awards in Taiwan, and 

the Fletcher Challenge Award in New Zealand. Nickel 

has been an Artist In Residence in Australia, Canada, 

China, and Taiwan and has attended three residency 

programs at the Banff Centre for the Arts. In 2002 she 

had a solo exhibition at the Winnipeg Art Gallery, and 

was nominated by the WAG for the Saidye Bronfman 

award. In 2003 she was invited to participate in 

the International Large Outdoor Ceramic Lantern 

Workshop in Taiwan, and had work accepted into the 

First Taiwan Ceramic Biennale the following year. She 

was inducted into the Royal Canadian Academy of 

Arts in 2007. In the same year, she travelled to Xi’an, 

China as one of ten Canadian ceramic artists invited 

to create work for the permanent collection of the 

new Canadian Ceramics Museum, one of a series of 

international ceramic museums being built on the site 

of the Fuping Pottery Art Village. Her work appears 

in numerous other permanent and private collections 

including the National Museum of History in Taiwan, 

the Taipei County Yingge Ceramics Museum, the 

Claridge Collection in Montreal and the Winnipeg 

Art Gallery. Nickel completed her graduate studies at 

NSCAD University in Halifax in April 2008. 

grace nickel

In my current work I am investigating the concept 

of devastated trees, damaged through natural 

phenomena such as floods, hurricanes, tornadoes, 

or age, and also trees destroyed through human 

intervention. I have been collecting the remains of 

trees that have been broken, eroded, stripped of 

their bark, and cut. In my studio, these fragments 

have become metaphors for the inevitable process 

of decay and loss that occurs over time. Using 

porcelain, I am attempting to rebuild the trees by 

making casts of the demolished remnants. In my 

reclaimed ceramic trees, organic motifs and text are 

embedded in the trunks or applied to the surfaces 

of the segments that are being pieced together in a 

symbolic attempt to help mend the ravaged trees. 

The reconfigured ceramic forms embody traces 

of the trees’ history and stand as memorials to 

loss. At the same time, in my efforts to reconstruct 

them in clay, and by creating a new textual “bark” 

for the trees, I also acknowledge the potential for 

regeneration and recovery. The words devastated 

and remembered, and their Latin counterparts 

devastatus and rememorari, are inscribed over and 

over again, imprinting a “texture of memory”* on the 

porcelain trees.

When I arrived in Halifax in 2006, I was profoundly 

moved by my first visit to Point Pleasant Park, and 

still, after numerous subsequent trips to the park, 

my awe at the magnitude of what took place there in 

September 2003 has not diminished. Point Pleasant 

Park provides stunning evidence of nature’s potential 

for destruction and its inherent power to heal itself. 

In my exhibition at the Mary E. Black Gallery, I pay 

tribute to this cherished urban retreat. 

* James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust 

Memorials and Meaning (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 1993), Preface, p. ix.

biography artist’s statement

devastatus rememorari 
is dedicated to my dear friend 

sheena lennox 1965–2007. 
the spirit of her strength 
and courage will stay with 

me always. Grace Nickel

devastatus rememorari, 2008
Overall Dimensions: 78 cm x 135 cm x 294 cm
Porcelain (with terra sigillata, oxide, and glaze), salt
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Grace Nickel’s Devastatus Rememorari is deceptive. 
As you enter the hushed gallery space the installation 
invites you in through its quiet elegance. The 
abstracted tree shapes, arranged in a grouping that 
floats on its salty surface, are at first ephemeral. It is 
only as you come closer that you realize Nickel’s work 
is evoking collective ideas of devastatus rememorari, 
while simultaneously hitting the viewer with remnants 
and traces of individual memories of loss.

Devastatus Rememorari is a departure from 
Grace Nickel’s internationally respected work in 
architectural ceramic forms that reference the 
interplay between clay and light. This earlier body 
of work, described as “beautiful,” with an “element 
of the sinister,”a was largely composed of lamps 
rich with symbolic meaning. Awarded entry in to 
the Royal Canadian Academy of Arts (RCA) in 2007 
for this work, Nickel could have easily continued 
creating these “metaphorical lamps” that channeled 
her interest in the natural world. To her credit, Nickel 
took a leap of faith and departed from the safety 
of controlling elements from the natural world. 
The result is Devastatus Rememorari – a tribute to 
the awesome, random forces of nature and our 
human attempts to understand and control the 
resulting chaos.

While Nickel’s earlier ceramics implied a “dynamic 
between control and accident, order and 
randomness,”b this installation lets go of suggestions 
of restraint and instead pays tribute to the terrible 
pandemonium unleashed by natural elements. Tree 
forms were a natural transition for Nickel, with their 
powerful, elegant lines and similarity in scale to her 
standing lamps. Nickel has pushed herself to work 
taller than ever before, and the stacked clay casts 
made from moulds that compose these forms parallel 
the fragility and strength of trees. Slowly, Nickel has 
developed something akin to an obsession for the 
cultural treatment of trees. 

Her studio has grown into a resource centre for the 
social life of trees, with black and white photographs 
of trees taken in Winnipeg, Halifax and China. 
Some of these trees are truly devastated, like the 
cracked and damaged trunk images she took after 
the Red River floods in Winnipeg, and most familiar 
to Haligonians, the shocking images of thousands 
of flattened trees in what was once the majestic 
forest of Point Pleasant Park. During her 2007 China 
residency in Xi’an, Nickel was fascinated with the 
care taken to wrap rope around trees to protect 
them against winter weather.c Her tree photos focus 
on how they are presented and protected in urban 
cultural situations, while concurrently celebrating 
the resilience and growth symbolized by the tree. 
It is noteworthy that Nickel had difficulty finding a 
significant body of writing on the complex human 
relationship with trees: trees as memorials in and to 

nature; trees as reflections of human care and human 
neglect; trees as optimistic metaphors for growth.d 
It seems we take trees for granted until we lose them. 
Nothing is more shocking than the sickening sound 
of an enormous tree being ripped by its roots during 
a hurricane or tornado. Nothing reminds you more of 
your own fragile scale in relation to the larger objects 
of nature.

The scale of Devastatus Rememorari lends itself to 
the gallery installation setting; while we are aware 
that these tree forms are not the largest, they are so 
real, so easily referenced, that we move beyond the 
form into a reading of the surface treatment. Not only 
has the subject matter of Nickel’s work undergone 
a radical transformation, she has dedicated the 
past two years to experimenting with language in 
her pieces, working toward the subtle conveyance 
of meaning from what started as a more literal 
relationship to text. Whereas Nickel’s earlier ceramic 
art employed ornament to both entice and disturb 
through its flora and fauna references, Devastatus 
Rememorari builds upon this by adding textual 
elements. Her first attempts were laborious, and 
depended on the complex writing out of the words 
“devastatus rememorari” in slip. Worried that this 
approach would be dismissed as too decorative, 
Nickel moved on to create a variety of textual 
surfaces, ranging from incised carving and applied 
words to photo transfers. The result is surfaces on 
the tree forms that are built of text that has been 
layered, abstracted and made almost impossible to 
read. This process of literally working through the 
terms for devastation and memory is analogous to 
the repetitive movements that can comfort during 
the grieving process. Nickel’s physical movements 
through these words, the ideas they embody, and 

We are extremely fortunate to show the work of 

Grace Nickel, an internationally respected Winnipeg 

ceramic artist, here in Halifax.

With sensitivity and perspective beyond many of us 

who were in Halifax at the time, Grace’s exhibition, 

Devastatus Rememorari, memorializes Point Pleasant 

Park in the wake of Hurricane Juan, a storm which 

hit our coast in September 2003. After moving to 

Halifax in 2006 to pursue her Master of Fine Arts 

at NSCAD University, Grace began this body of 

work. Devastatus Rememorari is deeply moving and 

stunningly beautiful work illuminating the devastation 

and offering solace and hope.

It is an honour and a pleasure to have worked with 

Grace and to host her exhibition. It is with profound 

sincerity that I thank Grace for her insights, wisdom 

and expertise and for the opportunity to show such 

meaningful work to our audience.

This publication documenting the installation has 

been made possible by the generous support of 

Elizabeth and Darrel Pink in honour of their mothers, 

Anne Mullaly and Ruth Pink.

Susan MacAlpine Foshay, Director
NSCCD
Mary E. Black Gallery

the ornamented abstracted surfaces that result, 
bring individual mourning and loss into the 
collective sphere.

Devastatus Rememorari has been designed to reflect 
the idea of devastation in relation to tree forms. 
Installed in a teardrop shape, all the trees in the 
exhibition lean along the same path as if holding on 
with all their might. In the aftermath of Hurricane 
Juan one of the most compelling sights was that of 
the blown down trees, all felled in the same direction. 
Analogies to Hurricane Juan in this exhibition are 
no accident. Beyond reminding the viewer of the 
physiological realities of mourning, the teardrop 
shape reflects the pattern of hurricane activity. The 
trees are grouped together, standing in a bed of 
salt that is reminiscent of tears, and the dry, parched 
space where nothing grows. The salt also serves as 
a reminder of the ocean sprays that battered Point 
Pleasant Park during Hurricane Juan.

Grace Nickel is an expert at ornamentation, and in 
Devastatus Rememorari she balances the surface 
statements on her tree forms with the larger 
collective message of the exhibition. Read from a 
distance the solemn grouping of trees is unified; up 
close, the individuality of each tree form is distinct. 
The subdued colour palette composed mainly of 
white, black, bronze and earthy greens encourages 
reflection and quiet memories. Bronze symbolizes 
something beyond the tree – a reminder of the 
precious objects of worship and sacred ceremonies. 
But bronze also operates as a metaphor for the 
sacred nature of trees, and their central role in 
helping us understand natural tragedies. It is no 
surprise that thousands of mourners made the 
pilgrimage to Point Pleasant Park after the hurricane, 
to gaze through their tears at the unbelievable 
number of magnificent trees scattered across the 
ground. Bronze reminds us of the memorials and 
tributes we pay to those who have fallen, and to the 
small plaques we love to place at the base of trees in 
our hopes that nature’s shrines will live on forever.

a. Glen R. Brown, “Fire and Light: Grace Nickel’s 

Metaphorical Lamps,” in Ceramics Monthly 

(January 2007): 41.

b. Ibid., 42.

c. Grace Nickel, NSCAD University lecture, 26 February 

2007. Nickel was one of ten Canadian ceramic artists chosen 

for the FLICAM (FuLe International Ceramic Arts Musuems) 

project at the Fuping Pottery Art Village in China. Their 

work forms the charter collection of the Canadian Ceramic 

Museum in Fuping.

d. The book that most influenced Nickel’s perception of 

the social life of trees was David Suzuki’s Tree: A Life Story 

(Toronto: Douglas and McIntyre, 2004).

devastatus rememorari

Sandra Alfoldy, PhD, is Associate Professor of Craft 

History at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design 

(NSCAD University). She is the author of Crafting 

Identity: The Development of Professional Fine 

Craft in Canada (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 

2005), editor of Neocraft: Modernity and the Crafts 

(NSCAD University Press, 2007), and co-editor (with 

Janice Helland) of Craft, Space and Interior Design: 

1855–2005 (Ashgate Press, forthcoming 2008). With 

Rachel Gotlieb, she was co-curator of the travelling 

exhibition On the Table: 100 Years of Functional 

Ceramics in Canada, and was convener of the 

international conference Neocraft: Modernity and  

the Crafts (Halifax, November 2007). 
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