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Holly Williams: Looking at //luminated Space, the sublime comes to mind. Is touching into the

unknowable something you consciously wanted to evoke?
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Richard Whiteley: Without question. | think there's a sense of wonder and transcendence that | find
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really a powerful motivator. It is partly what glass does — glass has the ability to trap

light in a way that makes the experience mysterious.
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And there is an ephemeral quality, because without the light, it would just be solid matter. Is

“/lluminated Space” about creating a container for something else?

HR. EEAGHNEEERINTNER, EXHEENBEBMARFHMEN . ZIAERT, XEE
WmPies T AR NERNERERNES AN X—HL. RERANIRE, E=NEBER
MK, EEFERETIHINIER, ILAABRZEEZREMERTERNENTE.

Certainly. And the void itself has the capacity to be ephemeral and yet it's being trapped and
defined by the glass around it. | really respond to the way that these voided spaces function as
these powerful positives in glass. | want to give the impression that the void is punching out of the
glass and actually transforming the outer form, to give a sense that the void is the more powerful

element within the composition.
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Picking up the concept of the void and of interiority and exteriority, how some of these
recent works have come from attending your aging parent’s medical appointments and

seeing their body scans?
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The voided form is something that I've always been drawn to; the ability of light to move through
glass and to really be trapped and refracted by the glass. And in that way, the outer shapes and

the inner shapes of the glass become one and they create a compelling conversation.
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Over the past four years, as both my parents’ health was failing, | was looking at MRI's on a regular
basis, and although | didn't understand those MRI and CT images from a medical perspective,
there was a sense of horror and awe with these images. Then without even thinking about it,

abstracted bodily forms started to become visible in my drawings and models.
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Looking back, the origins of the void in my work originated in response to forms in architecture
where there is a stronger geometry around the voided shape; and then through that experience
with my parents the works became much more organic and asymmetrical in response to these
organic, bodily forms. This gave rise to this idea of transcendence — but these evocative forms that
are really not about a known space and even space within the body, but more of a transcendent

space.
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In your pursuit of the transcendent, how does colour comes into play?
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Colour is important and yet | don't want the colour to overpower the form. Colour has to be
understated; it has to have an emotive quality, a tone. | work closely with glass manufacturer
Bullseye Glass Company to develop colours that are subtle and ideally multidimensional, which is

they change hue as well as colour with changes in thickness.
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When you say emotive qualities, you mean a feeling that you want to evoke? Because there's
an emotional resonance in some of the colours where they speak to the natural world the
way storm clouds gather when they thunderstorm. Or a bruise on the skin or smoke in the

sky.
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Yes, light through glass is very powerful and you just need a subtle hint of colour to change the whole
feel of a work. Light, colour and form are intimately related with glass. | have undertaken wider
research into light and colour, and the complexity of colour and light is something that I'm focusing on.
Some of the paintings of J.M.W Turner from the 1800’s for example, where he’s looking at atmosphere

and you'll see these cloud formations that are quite complex in colour and the way that the light
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moves around the space. Turner was heavily influenced by the research on light carried out by Newton
and Goethe, and he devoured their scientific research to understand light in the atmosphere. He did
this to assist him render light in his landscapes and he even titled some of his works after concepts and

quotes from Goethe.
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/lluminated Space includes some of your most ambitious works to date. Can you talk a bit
about that experience of trying to push the boundaries both in terms of technical
requirements and scale?
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Balancing the relationship between the technical requirements and the conceptual ambition for
the work is the tension within the making process. The technical requirements of the work are
driven by the conceptual ideas as they manifest in development. However, like anything with cast

glass, it's a slow process.
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It has taken a long time to assemble the skills to be able to cast glass in these voided structures.
Glass does not like to be held in this kind of scale with these kinds of hollow forms in it. There are
number of engineering problems that need to be overcome and there have been a considerable
amount of failures within the process. And by failures, | mean works that would literally rupture
because of the phenomena of things like shape-induced stress. I've spent a lot of time working
with engineers on glass formulations and approaches to casting just to be able to realise these

formes.
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With the cold work — the carving, the shaping, it is a slow process. It's subtraction, taking glass
away and shaping the form. And the casting process is an additive process. So there's always this
adding and subtracting through the model making, through the casting and through the final cold

work.
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And it's only after that moment, completing the cold working, that you actually can see if it's

turned out the way you envisaged it in your mind's eye.

R

Yes, that's right.
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Your career began working in stained glass. What drew you it?
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When | was 12 or 13 years old, | was a church altar boy and | remember being quite mesmerized
when | was covered in the coloured light at certain times during the church service. When | was
16 | was in high school and a local stained glass artist came to our school and gave a lecture, | was
transfixed as | didn'’t realise stained glass could be a contemporary medium for artists. At the end
of the talk he said to the class I'm looking for an apprentice and | just put up my hand without
thinking. The next day | dropped out of school and commenced the three-year apprenticeship in

commercial stained glass. And | loved it.
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At the end of that, | applied to study with Klaus Moje in Canberra at the School of Art and Design
and | had a pivotal experience during that time, and | was introduced to different way of working
with glass. | was fortunate to gain a scholarship to the Pilchuck Glass School in the United States
and study with Stanislav Libensky and Jaroslava Brychtova. It was through that experience that |
was saw the power of cast glass and its' relationship to stained glass, the way that light moves

through the material.
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Beyond glass, you've recently completed a large public art commission in concrete for the

Cotter Dam. How was that experience?
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It was quite an experience. The client came to me and said, they wanted a large piece of glass
sculpture to sit outside of this new dam which is about 900 thousand tons of concrete. They were
building a dam and it sits like a ziggurat with two mere shelves of concrete that step 80 metres in
the air. | wanted to make a form that was contrast to the outer brutalist form and was more
interested in the voids within the dam structure. | suggested early on that we make the sculpture
out of concrete, the same material as the dam. However, | had not worked in concrete before and

this was a steep learning curve. There was certainly a rawness and a brutality about the concrete
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that has a parallel to glass. What | wanted to do with the concrete was give it a finish and a surface
that was contrasting from what you expect from that material and we worked for months on the
mould to achieve a polished finish. Then we poured fifteen tons of concrete, in one go, over 6

hours. | worked with an incredible team of engineers and mould makers.
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What do you think has been the most influential technical development in the medium of

cast glass over the years and what influence has this had on your practice?
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Cast glass has struggled somewhat because there hasn't been an expansive international
conversation and exchange around it, like there has been with hot glass and kiln-formed glass.
The international exchange of hot glass and kiln forming skills and knowledge has been
remarkable, as a result the skills and knowledge are easily available in many locations across the
globe. That has not been the case with casting and, as a result, | don't think cast class has
reached its full potential as yet. | hope this will change as more artists are drawn to this medium
and share their knowledge and skills. Interestingly, within China there are many artists working
with the casting process. | think the next chapter of innovation could easily come from Chinese
artists. One of the reasons I'm attracted to working with the schools in China and bringing my

work to there is because of this potential.
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What are your thoughts on Australia’s contribution to the studio glass movement?
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| think the contribution of Australian artists to the international community has been remarkable and
sustained. Many Australian artists use layered and sophisticated surface processes as a key and
transformative aspect of their work. All former heads of glass at the School of Art and Design, Klaus
Moje, Stephen Procter and Jane Bruce all addressed surface within their work...as do I. All of us utilise
surface in very different ways, yet surface was/is a key component of their work and many of the
graduates from Canberra. At a wider level, | think many Australian artists consider surface and have

developed an awareness and understandings of ways to transform how light moves through their work.
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Research and teaching are also key parts in your career.
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Teaching within the Glass Workshop at the School of Art & Design is a real privilege. It's one of the
leading glass programs around the globe and we have been able to graduate extraordinary artists
over the years, many of whom have made significant contributions to glass and the wider visual
arts. It is through my teaching, along with my studio work, that | came across the potential for a

research project working on Roman cameo glass.
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As part of our syllabus, we run a series of historical glass lectures that includes handling ancient
glass forms. We are fortunate to have support from the Classics department at the ANU; and
through these hands-on experiences, | could see the surfaces of Roman cameos were not
consistent with the explanations from historians. | undertook further research, and then began a
collaborative project inspired by the work of an independent researcher, Rosemarie Lierke from
Germany. | have built a research team with the head of the Research School of Physics and
Engineering, Dr Tim Senden, and also Emeritus Professor Elizabeth Minchin in Classics, both from
the ANU. We have been using a sophisticated computer tomography imaging machine,
developed in the physics department, to look inside the pieces of Roman cameo glass. The
research is significant as it provides evidence that Roman cameos, we possibly not examples of
early blown glass, as previously thought. | have been invited to present that research at the British

Museum and for the Glass Art Society conference in Murano, Italy.
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HW: When you hold a piece of Roman glass that's a couple of thousand years old in your hand,

how do you feel?
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RW: We invite our students handle ancient glass forms so they can gain a deeper insight and
appreciation for glass skills and its history. Handing this glass is quite different to seeing works
from images or in cabinets. Our students understand, with their hands, what these ancient
craftspeople were capable of. It's an extraordinary experience for all of us and it has fed my

teaching, studio work and created new directions for my research.
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