GlassActs

New approaches to the traditional craft of glass are propelling the
medium into the slipstream of contemporary art ey MicHAEL SLENSKE

that’s out

there,” says Thaddeus Wolfe while

sittinginhisnew basement studioin

East Williamsburg, just down the hall

fromhis previous space but nearly twice
itssize.”No offense to people who make it,”
he adds, “but most of them are drawn to it for
the wrongreasons—it's flashy, colorful stuff
that’s easy tolike.” With his shoulder-length
hair, smoked eyeglasses, and retro mustache,
Wolfe carries the aura of somekiln-crisped
crafthand from the 1970s. But make no
mistake: At 36, with a sizzling market for his
seemingly salt-cured Brutalist sculptures,
snapped up by such tastemakers as Kelly
Behunand Christophe van de Weghe, Wolfe
isbeing hailed as the American studio glass
movement’s bright younghope. And even if
he too copsto employingbold colorinhis
work, “hopefully there’smore depth because
youdon'tseethehandinit,” he says.”Youcan
keepinvestigatingandlearnmore about the
details over time.llike whenit's confusing
whetheritiseven glass.|think mystery is
good.”

Judging from the crystalline remnants of
Saharan fulgurites, created when lightning
strikessand, and cooledlava flows, glassis
probably asold as the planetitself. Yet
mankind did not harnessitasamedium until
around 3500B.c.in Mesopotamia, and glass-
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blowing didn’t surface for another three
millennia. Starting in the 13th century,
specialized guilds arose in Venice, and their
glasstraditions eventually birthedlauded
modernist vessel makers like Carlo Scarpa
(whose masterworks were celebrated at the
Metropolitan Museum of Artin 2013) and
Ercole Barovier, followed by Murano master
Lino Tagliapietra (still alive at 81 and enjoying
his first solo presentationin London next
month at Mallett). In parallel, an Eastern bloc
inBohemia gaverise to contemporary !
conceptualist Gerhard Ribka and to the o
severe Minimalism of Martin Hlubucek, '! . A
while the mid to late 20th-century
American studio movement, which ‘;
advanced glassmaking toward sculp-
ture, delivered standouts such as
Harvey Littleton, Joel Philip Myers,
and Michael Glancy.

Butaccording to Tina Oldknow,
senior curator of modern and
contemporary glass at the Corning
Museum of Glass, the picture iswidening
beyond the decorative realm to which those
names are often confined. “Thereisacritical
mass of really good work that is moving way
beyonditsoriginsincraft,andllove that we
cantellthat whole story,” she says, referring
totheupstate New York institution’s new
100,000-square-foot wing, which openedin
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“Ilike

March. The light-drenched, Thomas Phifer-
designed space showcases the Corning
Museum’s encyclopedic historical collection

againstnewer, large-scale sculptures, panels,

andinstallations.“As the field has grown, so
has the museum,” says Oldknow.

Andcollectorsare takingnote.Evan
Snyderman, one of the principalsin New
York’sR& Company, whichrepresents studio
veteranslike Jeff Zimmerman alongside
upstart talentslike Wolfe and the Haas
Brothers, has clocked the shift.“The glass
marketisvery different today because the
buyers are contemporary art collectors, alot
of museum trustees, notjust glass

collectors,” he explains. Snyderman should
know.He started blowing at age 13; lived
above thelong-running Philadelphia craft
nexus Works Gallery (now Snyderman-
Works), founded by his mother, Ruth; and
traveled the globe with the B-Team, a
performance art troupe that poured the
molten formandfashioneditintored-hot
dancefloors.

Thirty yearsago, Works was a hub for the
best of American studio glass—the gallery
gave early shows to Littleton, Dale Chihuly,
William Morris,and Tom Patti,among others.
“Inthe mid-'80s heyday, the glass artists
were far above the other craft mediums. You
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could sellaJon Kuhn glass cube for
$100,000,” Snydermanrecalls.“What's
happenedis those collectors have never
regeneratedbecause the artists never
developedthe way they should have. They
got stuck by the beauty of the material.”

Inthe view of dealer Clara Scremini, a
veteran glass specialistin Paris, too many
studio practitioners fell into the cottage-
industry trap, churning out pretty,
nominally unique pieces that did little to
push the medium forward. She advises her
artistsnot to overproduce and to channel
their energiesinto conceptualideas.
“There’sanew generation comingup,” she
says.“But it'sthe dealers who have to putit
inthe right collections. Excellence should
be the only goal.”

THADDEUS WOLFE

Having worked fora decadeasablowerand cold-
workingassistant, for Zimmerman and Josiah
McElheny, respectively, Wolfe was baptizedin the
material’s polar fires of raw craftand conceptual
innovation. “I’'m more of amaker than a conceptual
thinker,” says Wolfe, who grew up thesonofa
commercial architectin Toledo, Ohio—one of the
hotbeds of the 1960s studio movement He began his
glasseducation by wandering through the Toledo

BLOUINARTINFO.COM | APRIL 2015 ART+AUCTION

Fornow, the decorative stigma prevails,
and many artists—regardless of whether
most of theirwork is produced with glass—are
quickdrawsonthe“I'mnotaglassartist” gun.
Oneis JosiahMcElheny, whowon a
MacArthur Foundation “genius grant”in
2006 for the virtuosic mirrored vessels and
cosmicinstallations he producesin his
Brooklyn foundry.“l was neverinterestedin
glassasamaterial,” he says.”Ibecame an
artistinacircuitous way, starting with my
interestinthe sociological history of glass
factoriesand thenfindingoutthatartcanbe
ahome foridiosyncraticresearch like my
own,” he says.Butthereare plenty of other
adventurous practitioners whose curiosity
and personaljourneyshaveledthemto
embrace the medium with gusto.

Museum of Art’svastglasscollection (inthe days
before sSANAA gaveitits own translucent pavilion,in
2006),thenstudied the mediumatthe Cleveland
Institute of Art. “Idon’treally consider myselfanartist
oradesigner,” Wolfesays. Ifanything, he would hope
tomodel hiscareerafter that of ceramicinnovators
Ken Price or Peter Voulkos, “amaster of his craft who
really tookitfar.”

Technical proficiency aside, thereisstill plenty of
intellectual rigor that goesinto his chunky forms,
which evoke everything from Cubist ceramics to
Opposite:
Thaddeus Wolfe's
“Unique
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amethystinterior
hand-blown, cut

andpolishedglass,
2014.
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Chinese scholars’ rocks. Wolfe claims more
immediate inspirations, too, from natural rock
formationsand mushroomsto hisindustrial Brooklyn
environs. Many works beginin molds taken from
found Styrofoam containers or beer coolershe has
carved with repeating geometric patterns that
sometimes reveal avalanchingaccumulations of the
packing material’s beads. Once thesilica-plaster mold

isset—and herarely ever reuses them because
they crumble—he’ll blow a white, black, clear, or
colored cup formintoit, striping the hues or
adding pigments, sometimes neon, thatappear
like digital or Abstract Expressionist marks.
“Now thatI'vegotthisnew studio, I'dlike to do
someexperiments,” says Wolfe. He’slooking into
working withsolid cast panelsand making
organicsculptural works from bronze and light
fixturesinneon. “Ilove using glassasa material.
It’s very addictive,” hesays. “Iwanttochallenge
whatitcando.”

KIKI SMITH

Bornin Nuremberg, Germany, to the polymath
artist-theorist-designer Tony Smith, Kiki
Smith hasnever been onetobetieddowntoa
single material. Thirty-five yearsago she
wanted to make a stomachin glassand some
sperminshocked crystal, whichlends them a
“liveliness” akinto whatisseen under a
microscope. While Smith made the sperm
herself, she had the stomach blown by Chris
Hartman at Experimental Glass Workshop
(now Brooklyn’s UrbanGlass), which
started a lifelong fascination with and
exploration of the medium and its makers.
“It’s been an opportunity to learn about the
different formsand different waysit’s been
used,” says Smith. She has since worked

with blowers from Dale Chihuly’s Pilchuck Glass
Schoolin Washington State to make tear shapes and
blood drops, and more recently with Gil Studio in
Brooklynand Mayer’sche Hofkunstanstaltin
Munich, which helped her assemble the glass
starbursts, forests, and eaglesin thatappearedin
her 2014 show “Wonder” at Pace Gallery. Smith
spends weeks at these studios working with the

technicians—painting, firing, painting, firing—to
craftherlustroustableauxtippedingold leaf.

Smith sayshasbeen inspired over the years by the
glassexperiments of everyone from Marc Chagall
to Olafur Eliasson and Dutch sculptor Rob
Voerman. She’salsoa bitdisturbed and flummoxed
by thecritical snubbing of Chihuly, whois often
derided for peddling kitsch despite his early
institutional success and technological
achievements. “Chihuly wasan enormousinfluence
onwhyTusedglassand why anybody uses glass,”
shesays. “People made those same criticisms about
Rauschenberg, that he made too much work, like it’s
inconvenient. Hisjobisnotto be producingless; his
jobistohave hisown experience.” Bolstered by the
scientificand fabrication knowledge Chihuly and
his protégés have amassed, Smith encourages more
artiststo try workingin glass: “It’sa fantasticand
verylarge medium.”

PAULA HAYES

“Idon’tlike facade;Ilike to see through what’s
happeningto the other side,” says the landscape
designer turned multimedia artist Paula Hayes
abouther love for glassand similarly translucent
media. Thatimpulseis on full view in her first public
installationin New York, “Gazing Globes”—
technoriffs on her highly coveted glass terrariums
filled with used batteries, discarded computer parts,
shredded rubber tires, and plastic detritus—in

ART+AUCTION APRIL 2015 | BLOUINARTINFO.COM

FROM LEFT: FRANCESCO ALLEGRETTO; THOMAS PHIFER AND PARTNERS. OPPOSITE: JESSICA SILVERMAN GALLERY, SAN FRANCISCO

!‘?

BLOUINARTINFO.COM | APRIL 2015 ART+AUCTION

et

ate

73

Opposite, fromtop:
renderingsofthe

= newThomas
Phifer-designed
contemporary
wingattheCorning
MuseumofGlass;
PaulaHayes’s
GiantTerrarium
GT07,2011,
incorporatingboth
sandand
ground-up
compactdiscsinits
microenvironment.

Left:Installation
viewofDashiell
Manley’s
multimedia
exhibition”“Time
SeemsSometimes
toStop,” atJessica
Silverman Gallery
thispastwinter.



Top: Rogue Stars,
2012,inopal white
anticglass, by Kiki

Smith.

Below: Adetail of
The Portland
Panels:
Choreographed
Geometry, 2007,
by Klaus Moje, in
thecollectionof
theCorning
Museum.

Madison Square Park through April 19. Her first
explorationin glass was designing water-capturing
trays for potted plants, but her investigations went
deeper when she presented her first “living
terrariums,” Lilliputian landscapes housed in
blown glass,ina 2004 show, “Forest,” at Salon 94.
“To thisday itjust blows my mind what those did as
acultural object,” says Hayes, who has since
completed hundreds of these vessels (some of which
were actually crafted by Wolfe as a contractor),
which can measure upwards of five feetin diameter.
Craftingeneral, Hayes believes, is wrongly
viewed as “the stepchild” of art. “Itend to be
attracted to those materials. There’salot of roomto
move themalong.” Sheisnow lookingat the
big-picture environmental threats posed by the
industrial objects she’s using in her microcosms. “I
don’t wantto be afraid of the truth of these materials

and their durability,” she says. “It’sa poetic
response.Idon’tthink any artist makes his work
toberecyclable; you kind of wantitto beatime
machine for another period or group of people.”
Looking forward, the New York—based artist
plans toshow a suite of “salty, crystalline”
barnyard animal-shaped vessels made with the
glassblowersatthe Wheaton Artsand Cultural
Center this summer.

JEAN-MICHEL
OTHONIEL

The French Othoniel first encountered obsidian,
avolcanicglass,onatrip to Vulcano, theItalian
island just north of Sicily in the Tyrrhenian Sea in
the 1990s. With help from glassblowersin
Marseille, he made a series of three abstract black
faces—likeislands with holesin the middle—
fromasynthetic form of obsidian. “It wasreally
difficultto makeitinanartificial way,” recalls the
artist, “butIloved thatitchanged form.It’s
unstable and you have to go fast because you don’t
have much time to work in this moment of
metamorphosis.” Inthe ensuing quarter century
Othoniel has only ramped up hisambitions,
erecting giant glassinstallations—in the forms of
beds, walls, even ships crafted from massive
bricks and beads blown in studios from India to
Murano—atthe Centre Pompidou, at the
Brooklyn Museum, and in Chanel’s Peter
Marino-designed stores.

Othonielisalso the focus of anew traveling
exhibition at Boston’s Isabella Stewart Gardner
Museum, where his massive peony in 1,000 beads
hangs from the ceiling of Renzo Piano’s glass
expansion. The exhibition previews his
forthcominginstallation at Versailles, which
opens next month. Among his crew of engineers,
architects,and 3-D designersare two teams of
blowersin Venice and Basel (the former for
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“beauty and sensuality,” the latter for “precision
and technique”). Theyare providing 1,751 Murano
beads made with 22,000 sheets of gold leaf, with
which Othoniel will trace a path in space that
mimics the calligraphy of dance instructions
written for Louis xiv. “The world of glass can be
closed-minded because the techniciansare so proud
of their techniques, butI push the limits of size and
color.Thave to push my own limits of craziness,”
says Othoniel.

DASHIELLMANLEY

SoCalnative Manley cameto glass as he was finishing
hisMFAatucLAin 2011 and making text-based stop-
animation films. Inlieu of movie lights, he was using
overhead projectors with colored sheets of glass to
producetinted light on the walls where he had drawn
his cels, which he then photographed and animated.
“Tused glassinstead of gel mainly to protect the
projectors,” says Manley, in his densely packed Echo
Park studio. “After the productions Iwould end up
with stacks of glass with these accidental collages.”
Tired of repainting his studio walls, Manley began
using canvases for his celsand sandwiching them
between the panels of colored glass. He has since
moved on to tonal studies with gouache onlinen
covered by asingle sheet of colored glass; the panels
areallmeanttolean onshelvesand be rotatedsoasto
encourage viewer participation. Manley’s work
caught theeye of LAxartfounder LauriFirstenberg,
who putsome of his pieces in the Hammer Museum’s
first “Madein LA” biennial, which her organization
curatedin2o12.

He wasalsoincludedin the 2013 Whitney
Biennial, but hisshow “Time Seems Sometimes to
Stop,” earlier thisyear at Jessica Silverman Gallery
in San Francisco, may be his most sophisticated
achievementto date. After months of whathe
dubbed “luxury waste”—unread copies of the New
York Times—piling up on his doorstep, Manley
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decided to transcribe the entirety of the Gray Lady’s
front page into 10 large canvases covered in
handwritten newsprint (in four directions,and in
various pastel watercolor hues) that name-checks
1818, Ebola,and Ferguson. “Ilike the function of the
paper to date a moment or give context,” says
Manley. The canvases were washed and then hung
oppositemirrored blocks (the samessize asthe
unfolded newspaper), atop which the artist
positioned four crudely soldered boxes made from
stained glassrecycled from previous film projects.
With formal elements of replication, reflection, and
erasure, the works stand as a meditation on therole
of the newspaper throughoutarthistory, filtered
through what Manley describes as the hues of “a
window in a Laurel Canyon flat, or these glass bongs
by Jerome Baker you getin Venice. One of the
reasonslused thistype of glass,” he adds, “wasto
resignify whatitsymbolized.”

honcho James Zemaitis, who isnow a visiting
curator of decorative arts at the Indianapolis
Museum of Art, argues that “hybrids” like
Wolfe, Hayes, and Manley will show the
medium the way forward. “This new
generation of younger polymaths, they
consider themselvesartists first who then
make things,” says Zemaitis, crediting Glenn
Adamson at the Museum of Artsand Design
inNew York for his “Makers” concept,
highlighted in ashow therelastyear.”What'’s
great[for collectors]is thatit’s still primarily a
primary market.”

While these innovators, and many others,
willno doubt continue to expand the possibili-
tiesof glass as techniques and technology
develop, it willbe up to galleristsand cura-
tors, saysR& Company’s Snyderman, to
ensure the medium’s masterssecure
aplaceinarthistory.“I'mgoing through my
parents’ archives and
seeingtheimportance of
some of the 1960s studio
movement artists,” he
says.”“These guys
were doing phenom-
enal, challenging
work making political
statements. Theyinvented
something.” He pausesfora
moment to contemplate.
“Whoisgoingtobe the Ken
Price of the glass world?”
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