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Being and Non-being
——Negative Space of Richard Whiteley’s Glass Artwork
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“Born out of nature, mountains, rivers and vegetation are tangible. Handcrafts, by contrast, followed by
mind and capture the quintessence of virtual realm. Painting is to be explained not least by the sense of
truth and elegance that artistic creation entails.”

Essays on Tianyong Hut by Fang Shishu (1692-1751)

ARZEHHIED, A—VFEVTEZAFEE-MESHRS, XMEZBE TRNORIRAMESHR
MEERR, EETFE2—MEFE, KERENAZE mMEEE—MEFE EREVTRE, UETEEXEM
M. ESEE—VEBEMAN, EUREEZENNN,  ERE—BOLERBBIAERST, FE
ZENXAELHR, HFEBEBX—MROELE. EXMNREFRHR, EEERENREATREMAE.
ERBZAERTHIANE=ERES A= ERAZ B ZEERNEN, TR THRNELIEERR
FERIAREBEZ AR T E NI REREER.

In many creation myths, the world was nothing but a void before everything came into being. The void thus
described, in effect, defies explanation and goes beyond imagination. It is non-existent, nor is it
dimensional or substantial; while space implies dimension or substance, and gives the impression of
materiality. Void can be interpreted as refusal to think and judge, in stark contrast to space.' The
transformation of different spatial relationships makes it more observable and meaningful, in combination
with the glass transparency, shading, reflection, etc, as witnessed by a large part of contemporary artwork.
Discussions about positive and negative spaces are still taking place because of the complex structure of

glass artwork and the real or virtual shadow relationship in the light.
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(Stanislav Libensky)F91E i, XMFHFAIRBEZ RIRRSIRE YRS, B 7 hAIEHIIKIE (Casting
Glass) ZAREMELEE.

The creation of Richard Whiteley, an Australian glass artist, stands out from the rest as easily the best when
it comes to the positive and negative comparison and changes in shadow shaping. He has a BA from the
Australian National University and a MFA in sculpture from the University of lllinois (USA). Back in school,
Richard Whiteley feasted his eyes on the glass work of Stanislav Libensky, a Czech maestro, during a
contemporary art show. The original glass art came as a revelation to him, unveiling his first foray into

casting glass art.
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Following the footsteps of Libensky, the volume forms the basis of the casting glass art of Richard Whiteley.
The great variety is manifested in the negative space within the work, instead of its outline. Like traditional
Chinese ink painting, the negative space may be interpreted as the white space (/iubai) of Chinese painting
if the 3D sculpture is compared to the 2D painting. From the perspective of traditional art, the white space
tends to transform the most ordinary subject into the sublime. As Da Chongguang (1623-1692), an early
Qing Dynasty painter, stated in his Huaquan (The Fishnet for Paintings): “The void is difficult to be depicted,
the virtual scene will stand out in silhouette, if the real scenery is as clear as crystal. The spirit is barely to be
captured. When the scenery is true to life then the magnificent scene emerges.” These seemingly voided

hole and concave are the subjects Richard aims to present.
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The negative space varies according to the nature of conditions when it comes to the glass art. In the
category of sculpture, the convex is often referred to as the positive space and the concave as the negative
space. In other words, that part is nothing but a void, showing no signs of physicality. It is called "negative”
because it differs from the "positive" space that people agree with. It is, however, hard to draw clear lines of
demarcation between the convex and the concave of glass through which light passes. The space, positive
and negative, can be converted into each other under different lighting conditions from several
perspectives. As Lao Zi stated in the Daodejing (Scripture of Ethics),
“The whole world recognizes the beautiful as the beautiful, yet this is only the ugly; the whole world recognizes the
good as the good, yet this is only the bad. Thus Something and Nothing produce each other; The difficult and the
easy complement each other; The long and the short off-set each other; The high and the low incline towards
each other; Note and sound harmonize with each other; Before and after follow each other.”
The interdependence of contradictory opposites was cited in many works of Lao Zi in the Eastern Zhou
dynasty. The Daodejing treats of the intriguing concept of “Something and Nothing,” as witnessed by the
two opposites of 7a/ Chi characterized by mutual companionship and transformation. The good and evil, as
well as the being and non-being, could reasonably serve as typical cases. For another instance, the fixed

shape can sometimes disappear without trace.
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“It is hard to draw clear lines of demarcation between solid and void while the light is shaking. And

what is more, tangible things of these works are lost in the shuffle.”
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——Richard Whiteley
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Whiteley got a full appreciation of what this meant and took a special approach to reflection on the shape.
There is a clear figure-ground organization in two dimensional designs; whereas in three dimensional
designs there is no such clear relationship, accordingly, the spatial outward expanded outline is referred to
as the positive space and the inward recessed outline as the negative space. In sculpture genre, it is
customary to take the overall outline into consideration, decide the positive space and then arrange for
negative spaces of various kinds on the positive volume in detail. Whiteley, on contrast, gave preference to
the negative space, namely the void space in glass volume which through the glass material under lighting
conditions, and then considered the outline of sculpture. Therefore, the positive space caters to the needs
of the negative one. Meanwhile, the light plays an important role in the final artwork and realizes the

combination of positive and negative spaces at the beginning.
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The volume and space are referred to as the positive and negative of the holistic work. The space may be
interpreted as the negative volume, showing signs of mutual complementation, set-off and conversion. The
strong spatial awareness is a matter of the first and foremost importance in three-dimensional creation and
it may be seen as potential vision, touch and movement. The desire to explore the negative space is derived
from artist’s dissatisfaction of space language and the doubt in spatial aesthetics. Thereby, Whiteley started
to pursue the great diversity of the space form and, meanwhile, deploy the “negative design” as his major

creative approach.
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As shown in Fig.1, Whiteley makes the plaster mould of the negative space in the middle and then use the
plaster board to enclose the negative space. In this way, the plaster is removed completely after it has been
baked in the kiln, thus keeping the envisioned hollowness in perfect condition. Upon the principle of “Less is
more”, his work takes shape in its simplest form, almost nothing more than a polished, transparent square.
It is necessary to finish the edge of the opening whose negative space extends outwards at later stages. The
sideline of inner shape determines our perception of negative space. Without redundant fluctuations, there
is nothing left but a round bulging shape and the traces all round the opening gradually extending to the
glass. The light, as it were, is turned on the opening in the middle, resulting in the perfect combination of
void and solid. Whiteley often reserves the thickness to be polished in the process of casting. Upon this
basis, there'll be plenty of scope for adjustment in cold machining. For practical necessity, the edge and

texture of negative space can be adjusted in the midst of polishing.

BEXAF ARMMNOFETE MENNERBEHREEER, BEXTRRR. RAERBAIWX
MESRIMNEZ S, EEMERNAZE. EAERRNAE, AMTEBEBLEREN/ NLSIMERE
TR, (ABEENR, EXSMNERZT, 2UWE—MEBEMR. KRR,

Through this design process of “from the inside out”, Whiteley's work balances the sense of weight and the
grace of lissome. It is because inside the volume with industrial beauty, there are a broad range of negative
spaces. In concert with different colours, the inner space is exposed to the outside world through interlaced
holes and consequently the artwork gives an impression of breathing. In the conversion of light, the work

appears a sense of haziness and suppleness.
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In pursuit of the language of negative space, Whiteley gradually found his own path of creation. To
highlight the particular space constructed by negative space, the shape, colour and texture of his work were

adjusted just right.
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In terms of shape, Whiteley used the method of some architectural spaces for the design and application of
negative shapes. The formal language of architecture is obvious in his work. He made an attempt to create
a dialogue space (hence the name—OQOrganic Dialogue), referring to that various parts of things are
inextricably bound up with each other, like a living organism. Correspondingly, the positive space is
constantly in dialogue with the negative one. The negative space seems to try to break the frames while the
positive space stays calmly. The sharp contrast between the two makes the shape more meaningful.
Whiteley's work tends to express this combined, seeming growing space. His work delves into the spatial
expansion at the edge and makes a comparison of inner and outer spaces of glass. The collection and
transmission of light can be perceived in the midst of dialogue between the inner space and the outer one
until it's impossible to find out whether the light emitted from the work or from the outside. With his
creation going further, his work lays less stress on the light or space than on the theme with the use of
shadow. For instance, a group of works shed light on the relationship between the human body and space
and it is hard to draw clear lines of demarcation between the abstract negative space and the simple outline

of human organs. These “organs” gives the impression of growing in glass and breathing.
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In terms of colour, his early works had adopted some vivid colours; but clean and plain gray colours formed
the basis of his work in days gone by—Ilike smoky gray, bluish gray, greyish green, light brown. Compared
with the gentle senior ash, one colour is stitched with another. Alternatively, the fade effect of a single
colour is produced, onto which the transparency of glass is superimposed. In other words, the gradually
changing colour presented itself in a saturated condition with the exposed negative space, when the

rear-projected light is cast through the hole in the centre.
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Most of his works are given a frosted texture and fine cutting traces in parallel remain in a fraction of his
works. The frosting makes the work give a vague impression from outside, just like an imaginary space in
the air. The gentle, elusive and mysterious texture is manifest in his work. But, in contrast, cutting traces are
coarse and distinct, producing an effect seemingly to the detriment of the whole. In spite of this, the simple,
direct effect gives the simple and unadorned impression, in sharp contrast to the gentle, vague frosting and
shadow effects. The art space has this power of suggesting a world beyond. Mysterious rays of light are
emitted from the inside of these works and consequently geometrical elements defying explanation come
along. The elements look so fragile and ethereal and the virtual-real comparison of space, positive and

negative, leads the audience to have a vacant look and lose themselves in thought.
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The virtual and real concept figures prominently in traditional Chinese art. The former is inextricably bound
up with the latter. Still, preference, in artistic terms, is given to the virtual. In the light of this statement, the
real stems from the virtual by letting the imaginations soar; the beauty lies in the real—only when the
intangible is clear. Considerations of the intangible world override all other concerns during artistic creation
in that the tangible world can only serve as an introduction. ° Positive and negative spaces are closely bound
up with each other. The negative space, though virtual, can still be perceived, as well as the volume, shape
and weight. The virtual is hard to be defined but it is the real in the artwork. And what is more, it can be
interpreted as the image and spiritual world and consequently the audiences are able to search what the

artwork contains at its inmost point.
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On closer examination, space is capable of making the glass expressed more profoundly when it comes to
the creation and artistic expression of Richard Whiteley. The positive space interacts with the negative one,
living in harmony. The glass art has its particular distinguishing feature—relentless pursuit of negative space;
and its meanings can be conveyed in two aspects: first, stress is laid on the sense of space by the increased
points of sight; and secondly, the work attains its spatial completeness, in addition to form. The reverse
thinking of Richard contributed in no small measure to his creation. Breaking the mould occasionally,
though in the opposite direction, can sometimes be the gateway to a world that lies beyond. In terms of
artistic expression, the light is superimposed onto his work. As a result, the negative space extends the inner

spatial language of glass, extending the work’s meanings, intrinsic and extrinsic.
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The intangible of glass infuses the artwork with spirituality and wisdom in the imagery space of virtual-real

comparison. Artistic display and expression let the imaginations of the audience soar. Thoughts,

8/11



EBHEUR

KIIB®EOE85S

/ 685 West Changjiang Road
IREEEDE Baoshan District, Shanghai, China

connotations and ideas are expressed to their full potential in the work and, exactly at this moment. As is
stated in the theory of Gestalt Psychology, the whole is not equal to and is greater than the sum of the parts.
A thing consists of a number of parts, including the physical part and those beyond the physical part. In this

sense, the visible physical world is extended to a thought world.

Zheng Wenging
Artist, Associate professor

China Academy of Art
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Artist, Qingjing Glass Art Studio
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