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Connect the World with Glass Art
BEERFH: Sl
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Richard Whiteley's sixteen works in the exhibition /luminated Space are small in scale when considered
alongside much twenty-first century sculpture. Yet contained within their simple geometric exteriors and
softly curved interiors is a depth of meaning and a universe of insights. A master craftsman, Whiteley takes
full advantage of the inherent properties of glass and light to express ideas about our physical and spiritual
relationship to space. Like architecture, his works have points of entry and internal spaces that, when taken
together, can be read as a metaphor for the human body. Each light-filled work seems to inhale and exhale

the light captured within, creating a sense of wonder and moments of personal introspection.
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Whiteley, who was born 1963 in the United Kingdom, migrated to Australia with his family that same year.
His growth as an artist is the result of both academic training and his engagement with contemporary
glassmakers from around the world, a tightly-knit community that is known for its collaborative nature. In

his youth, Whiteley apprenticed to a stained-glass studio where he developed a keen awareness of glass
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and its relationship to light and color. He holds an undergraduate degree in glass from Australian National
University (ANU) in Canberra, where he studied with Klaus Moje (1936-2016), who founded the Glass
Workshop of the Canberra School of Art. Whiteley also holds a Master of Fine Arts degree in sculpture from
the University of lllinois Urbana-Champaign, where he studied with the distinguished arts educator William
Carlson (born 1950). Both Moje and Carlson were influential in the development of the international Studio
Glass Movement. After Whiteley completed his studies in the United States, he returned to Australia to
develop a studio practice, working primarily in a glass-casting process that requires extensive use of
positive and negative molds and lengthy kiln time for annealing (cooling) the glass. Since 2002 he has
served as Head of Glass at ANU, where he teaches and influences a new generation of artists working in

glass.
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The Pilchuck Glass School, established in Stanwood, Washington, in 1971, also played a key role in
Whiteley’s artistic education. This school maintains its critical role as a gathering place for skilled
international glass artists and eager students. In 1987, as he was completing his undergraduate studies,
Whiteley made the pilgrimage to Pilchuck to take a summer course with the Czechoslovakian master
glassmakers Stanislav Libensky (1921-2002) and Jaroslava Brychtova (born 1924), an exchange that proved
profoundly influential on the direction of his work. Libensky and Brychtové taught him their innovative
techniques, which allowed for an ever-increasing scale of glass casting. Through their own work they

promoted the use of glass as a purely sculptural medium at a time when most other studio artists were
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largely focused on the traditional vessel form. They excelled at exploiting the optical qualities of glass and
utilizing light and color to create volumetric works. (see fig. 1) Where Libensky and Brychtova employ solid
cast forms, Whiteley fashions his works with hollow interiors. Though they take different approaches to
casting, in both cases the way in which light is activated plays a critical role to understanding the mass of
glass. Filtered through the density of the material in Absent, for example, light illuminates the interior and
brings our attention to a space devoid of glass. (see fig. 2) Inspired by Libensky and Brychtova, but using a
visual vocabulary uniquely his own, Whiteley builds elegant works that emphasize the important qualities of

line and gradient color that make it seem as if it might be painted onto the surface.
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While technically driven by Czech glass traditions, Whiteley also acknowledges inspiration from the
Japanese architect Tadao Ando (born 1941) who is known for his minimalist buildings constructed largely
with concrete and plate glass. Ando states, “When | design buildings, | think of the overall composition,
much as the parts of a body would fit together.” (1) Whiteley’s sculpture and Ando’s architecture share a
similar formal aesthetic and a relationship to spiritual, physical, and human characteristics. In the tradition of
Japanese philosophies that include Zen or mediation, these internal spaces — by both Ando and Whiteley —
offer viewers an opportunity for personal contemplation and introspection. One aspect of Whiteley's
intellectual investigation between the object and the body is informed by the challenge he has witnessed of
deciphering MRI screenings and X-rays. In Duct, Body Void, and Cleave (see figs 3, 4, 5), we see cavities that
resonate with the shape of internal organs: a heart with valves, a stomach or bladder, and a pair of lungs.
Like doors on a building, or openings in the human body, Whiteley incorporates passageways that have

been cut into the glass connecting the inside and the outside.
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Ando and Whiteley achieve similar physical attributions through the casting process, albeit with different
materials. Ando’s concrete is poured into varnished wooden molds, which results in a smooth finish.
Sometimes these walls are punctuated with a pattern of circular holes. Whiteley transforms glass by casting
chunks of molten glass into a new, uniform entity. In contrast to the architect, the inception of his work
begins on the inside. He first carves a plaster silica mold that will eventually become the interior void. He
constructs a set of walls surrounding the core and fills the mold cavity with glass ingots. Thick forms, as
Whiteley’s work, have lengthy annealing times, a slow cooling process in the kiln that can last from three to
seven weeks. Once the glass is cooled it is removed from the mold. Any undesired material transferred from
the mold onto the glass is physically removed by grinding and polishing. The desired surface, whether a
high polish or a matte finish, is achieved through this extensive cold-working process. For both architect
and artist, the role of material (glass and concrete) is critical to the engagement with light. Once the external
light source is inside the structure or the glass object, it enhances both sight and insight and allows for both

a physical and a spiritual response.
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Whiteley creates objects of great beauty that synthesize meaning, material, and craftsmanship. His implicit
knowledge of glass allows him to expand on his response to the material each time he embarks on the
familiar process. Larry Shiner, Emeritus Professor of Philosophy, History and Visual Arts, University of lllinois
at Springfield, has discussed the importance of mastering material. Referring to the integration of elements

in an artist’'s work, Shiner describes this process as “mind and body working together in a medium . . . [that]
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become the basis of spontaneous discovery and expression.”(2) Whiteley exemplifies this creative approach,
infusing his work with an energy that commands our attention and the knowledge that we can continually

move beyond the traditional to achieve new possibilities in glass.

Diane C. Wright
Curator of Glass

The Toledo Museum of Art (TMA)
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