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SONGS FROM MY SOUL

CATHYE YANG

Manager of Academic Research,
Shanghai Museum of Glass

We officially met with Meng Du in March 2016.

Professor Zhang Sugjia, then with the Central
Academy of Fine Arts School of Design, introduced
two artists to the Shanghai Museum of Glass, to
provide glass blowing performances: Professor
David Schnuckel from the Rochester Institute of
Technology, and Meng Du, who had just graduated
from the MFA program in glass, also at RIT, and was
still working on projects as a visiting professor. The
museum and | were impressed by Ms. Du’s inspiring
works and earnest, diligent attitude throughout our

talks and preparations.

Two years later, the Shanghai Museum of Glass is
honored to present Meng Du’s first solo exhibition
in China, “The Room”, which showcases her latest
thought and exploration of society and life. As
friend and curator to Ms. Du, | think it necessary for
me to record some thoughts on this lovely artist, so
that visitors can get closer to her art and her story, and
understand why we are hosting such an exhibition.

11

All Shall Return
All the taste, sound, words, and landscapes will

fade; only memory is preserved.

Memory and experience are the basis for Du's vivid
works, featuring the most inspiring emotions and
stories. They don'’t show off the glass as a material;
instead, they are an exit for all unnoticed desires
that are then passed on to the viewers. Looking
back on Du's works before her return to China,

each piece contains a story or a part of an experi
ence. “Such life experiences will enrich the language

of my works.”

In addition to the stories and unique “colors”, Du’s
works also have an aura that is unpredictable,
uncertain, and yet always present, which Du refers
to as the "ghost feeling". This “ghost feeling" cannot
be expressed via other materials; For Du’s part, she
rejects any label, but sincerely feels glass is the right

materials for her to work with.
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This is how Meng Du has built dots and connec
tions up into complete, fabulous works: songs that

belong only to her soul.

Dreamy and eccentric, they pry open your heart.

No part of your visit is wasted; this is the best part

of life.

The High Walls Intrigue

| opened a novel called The Handmaid's Tale one
afternoon in October 2017. When | recommended
the book to my friends, including Du, | did not
expect it to influence her works and solo exhibition:
in the novel, there is a seemingly impossible “cage”,
in a time only a few years away from our so-called

civilized world of today.

After several discussions on the theme and concept
of her 2018 solo exhibition, Du and | ultimately had
a realization on “rooms” as a concept: our life is
divided into many “rooms”, large and small. Both
physically and psychologically, we are always getting
used to things, obeying them and even accepting
them unconsciously. Some sense this, so they resist
and flee; others do not, and they feel comfortable
and joyful; still others have felt it, and resolved to

go along within the limitations in peace. Such an

12

unnatural relationship and space yields a changing,
fragile imbalance. Over time, this relationship may
turn into an inseparable symbiosis, or the old mode

will be completely replaced by a new way of life.

High walls and cages all present visible, material
limitations. For members of society, however,
restrictions are not to be seen as imprisonment.
“Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.”
Conventional rules, regulations, authoritative guid
ance, and even attachment to one’s home, nostalgia
for loss in the past, and the judgment of others...
such restriction is not within the “comfort zone”
precisely because it is not comfortable. The same
applies to glass: once the mold is made, it shapes
the liquid glass within a fixed area; even the more
free-style blowing techniques cannot extend the

glass indefinitely, due to the nature of the material.

In this sense, The Room eventually became the
theme of the exhibition. Du offers a dramatic inter
pretation of pervasive “limitations” and “boundaries”
in her subtle and intuitive way. In Everywhere,
Nowhere, a headless pigeon, filled with fake pearls,
stands in the cement and sand, as if it could return
home at the whistle. In Reference Reflection,
portraits are made as if they are twins, standing

across from each other, cautiously looking around.

When visitors step into the room, they feel their
look and gaze, though not made deliberately. "As
the land sleeps” depicts a girl floating in the well like
an island. In information explosion of today's world,
no man is an island, because people are drawn
too close; simultaneously, everyone is an island,
because they maintain a certain distance between
one another. "Fractured Distance" and "Fireflies"
draw inspiration from residence and migration,
examining how the neglected are changed and
influenced. Once Upon a time and Little Talks create
a miniature world wherein tiny items and individu
als depict bizarre scenes. How does one struggle?
How does one break through? How to make one’s
voice heard? Viewers not only feel the unpredict
able texture of the glass—which is half-transparent
and half-translucent—but also watch the exotic and
bizarre scenes in a theater. In this world created by
Du, what you see, hear, and feel are the stories, the

emotions, and the true immersion.

Break the Glass Ceiling

We can't find direct evidence or stories in ancient
literature as to whether women historically
succeeded in participating in glass making but,
fortunately, we can see them in the early 20th
century factory posters collected by the Rakow

Library at the Corning Museum of Glass. Moving on

13

to the 1960s, the “studio glass movement” proved,
for the first time, that glass can be used in the
artistic realm, beyond industrial production. In the
1970s, the studio glass movement was in full swing
at Pilchuck Glass School. Names of leading figures
at that time stand out in our mind. In this movement,
males may have gained more notoriety, but the
dedication and participation of female artists can

never be ignored.

Thomas Buechner, founder of the Corning Museum
of Glass, once commented on the status of female
artists within the studio glass movement, noting

that “from the beginning of the movement, the

most powerful figures have always been women.
They have been in this field for a long time; in

fact, glass art, | believe, is a rare field with gender
equality.”

In the face of the rapid, unpredictable changes

in this era, what can the public museum, with

three hundred years of history, do for the public?

In response to higher demands from the spec -
tators, and the requirements and responsibilities

of the people working in the museum, museums
today are—beyond their conventional functions of
researching, collecting, and displaying—attempting

brand-new measures in education, communications,

WOOY dH.L



public service, and even entertainment experience.
No matter how the functions of the museum alter
or how they are challenged, it is my belief that

the museum must always enlighten and serve the
future. Faced with a series of social and cultural
problems, museums should, by their very nature,

present their own thinking and expression.

Since the establishment of the Shanghai Museum
of Glass, we have presented 35 exhibitions of glass
to the public, including those from three outstand
ing female artists: Chris Wood, a British glass artist,
Xue Lu and Zheng Wenging, two Chinese glass
artists. The Shanghai Museum of Glass, as a public
platform, fully supports all female artists boldly
making their voice heard and displaying their pure

creations.

The youngest female artist to hold a solo exhibition
at the Museum, Meng Du explores the common
yet invisible walls and barriers in modern society
through her unique artistic expressions. She strives
to break her limits and the past, creating a new

world for the viewer. The reality is cold, gray, and
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solid, but every viewer is offered wings or a key to

break away from their room of reality. This is art. It

gives one unlimited imagination, rosy warmth, and
a demonstration of and a vigilance towards the

cold truth, all of which are precious.

Finally, on behalf of the Shanghai Museum of Glass,
I would like to thank Ms. Du for her interesting and
innovative works. | would also like to thank my
colleagues from the Exhibition and Communication
Department and the Operations and Development
Department at the Shanghai Museum of Glass

for their hard work preparing for the launch and
display of the exhibition, as well as our exhibition
and graphic design company, Coordination Asia,

for their excellent design work.

We hope that when you step into this “room”,
you can join us in breaking the glass ceiling. In this

world, females have never been absent.

Like men, they blow, cast, and polish glass, to con
vey their inner secrets and greatness to everyone,

using such a magical material.
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THE ROOM

MICHAEL ROGERS

Professor, School of Art
Rochester Institute of Technology

| was intrigued from the first moment | read the title
of Meng Du’s exhibition: “The Room”. Why refer to
a room, where is this room, and what is happening
there? | suspect that posing these questions to the
viewer is exactly what Meng Du has in mind. “The
Room” alludes to an interior space, a space set
aside, alone, but a space that is connected to other
rooms, which together comprise a house. In other
words the room is a part that, together with other
parts, makes a whole. Metapharically, | believe The
Room refers to the artist’s interior state of mind,

an emotional state not easily described in words.
As viewers, we are confronted with the artist's

inner intellectual and emotional landscape. This
landscape is to first be seen, absorbed, and then,
ultimately, felt. In this sense Du, as an artist, cleverly
involves the viewer in the ultimate creation of the
work. The viewers within this context operate as the
other “parts” that, together with The Room, create

a concept of wholeness, that of “being one among
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others.” There is the association of the individual’'s
interior state of mind as separate from others too,
as arich and free place for unbridled dreaming,

thinking, creativity, and innovation.

Cast glass, with its frozen, phantasmagorical
translucency gives these objects a quality of being
stopped in time and thus timeless. This timeless
ness conspires with the artist's poetic sentiments
to allude to the very human aspect of “being”,
essentially what it means to be an individual and to
be alive. Glass is the midwife to all metaphors and
so the perfect medium for visual poetics. Meng Du
as an artist and poet understands well the power
of lending materials and process to the conceptual
underpinning of her works. Though a rare occur
rence, it is both masterful and wonderful to behold
when material and process conspire with the
content of a work. The ultimate accomplishment

of Du’s work lies in the orchestration of material,

phenomena, and process to deliver visual poetics.
There is a narrative or story in Du’s work; to fully
understand, however, the viewer must learn to
really “see” to make creative associations of their
own, and complete the story for themselves with

their own senses and sensibilities.

With The Room, one can travel far and wide on the
wings of this young master’s imagination. If one
finds themselves Du’s Room, one should prepare
to take a journey of one’s own and, through the
expression of her state of being, begin to discover

an interior landscape of their own.

Meng Du is an exceptionally talented and visionary
artist, and a master of her mediums. Please join me
in congratulating Du on her first solo exhibition at

the prestigious Shanghai Museum of Glass. This is a

phenomenal achievement.
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THE ROOM: SURROUNDING US

AS INVISIBLE BOUNDARIES

MASAHIRO SASAKI

Associate Professor of glass,
Aichi University of Education

| first met Meng Du in 2015, at the GAS Conference
in San Jose. She became an artist-in-residence at
the Rochester Institute of Technology (RIT) after
graduating with a Master of Fine Arts in 2013. While
working as a teaching assistant to junior students,
she continued creating artwork with the equipment
available on campus. She was unable to stay longer
in the United States, however, once her visa expired.
| still emember how she worried about having to

go back to China in a few months.

Making glass art requires various types of pro -
fessional equipment. Artists living on university
campuses have the privilege of using this equipment
to create different kinds of artwork. For many
students, the question of how to create an
environment conducive to continued artistic work
has become just as challenging as the question

of what kind of art to make. Du has relatively few
connections to glass plants and glass education
institutions in China because she worked in the
field of graphic design before going to the United
States. She was bound to run into difficulty if she

continued making glass art when she returned to
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China. Her experience was reflected in the theme of

this exhibition.

Meng Du visited Japan after winning Honorable
Mention at the International Exhibition of Glass
Kanazawa in 2016. She was asked to give a presen
tation on her work at Aichi University of Education
(AUE) during her visit. At the presentation, she
mentioned that she was struggling to find good
place to make art for her upcoming solo exhibition
at the Shanghai Museum of Glass. We suggested
that she could work at AUE as an artist-in-residence,
and we believed her presence would be an
inspiration to the students. She talked about how
she found her own style as she navigated through
the differences between East and West and be
tween design and art when she studied glass art at
RIT after her ime as a graphic design major at the
Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing. | am sure
she can be a guide to the students of glass art in

Japan.

Du drew her inspiration for this exhibition from her

contemplation on the concept of “invisible bound

aries” or “invisible limitations”. Invisible boundaries
are society’s rules and regulations, habits and
general knowledge about our daily life, barriers
facing us as members of society, and the bound
aries of human consciousness. Du both accepted
and struggled with the different types of invisible
boundaries she experienced in the US as she
sought to define herself. Fragments of these mem
ories have been incorporated into her work, and
the objects and paintings she collected document
this period of her life. Her glass art extracts and rec
reates stories about the daily objects to tell a new,
vivid story. This art-making process entails focusing
on oneself and liberating oneself from pervasive,

invisible boundaries to embrace freedom.

The majority of Meng Du’s previous art was
comprised of Kiln-worked glass, but she began
working with blown glass when she stayed at AUE.
Although the melted glass has its own charm in
terms of its flexibility and fluidity, glassblowing is a
special, technically demanding process. This posed
a challenge to Du, who was creating in a new way.

Facing the “invisible limitation” of technique, Du

21

gave herself entirely over to a new art-making
process and set of values, and instilled her memory
into her work. This parallels her experience of
going to the United States by herself and working
through psychological barriers, through which she
continued making art. This group of new artwork
created with found objects using blowing and
Kiln-working techniques reflects Du’s perseverance

in facing the challenges of the exhibition.

In her exhibition The Room, where separated, inde
pendent spaces abound, tells the stories developed
from the fragments of Du’s memories from her own
rich life experiences. Visitors will walk through these
separated rooms and enter the tableaus created by
the artist to understand her unique worldview.

It includes the “invisible limitations” created by
cultural differences, the conflict between dreams
and reality, struggles in art creation and the dichot
omies around her, and the entire story framework
she put together when facing various limitations.
Walking in the story that contains much negative
emotions arising from the oppression of the envi

ronment and culture, viewers may become aware
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Stories may have a similar beginning, but their plots
and endings may have thousands of variations. You
may observe how others perform onstage, while
others are also observing your own expressions. The
transparent "skin" connects the separated inner and
outer worlds; the human form makes the glass akin to
part of the limb. Different roles and states of participa
tion make the characters play in their own segments in
the story, and extend the unknown chapter.
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No man is an island. Blood ties, social relationships,
and relentlessly updated information have been
interwoven into a dense network, a thick, gray-blue,
deep water. We are all struggling not to drown in the
intricacy and to keep up with others. How do we find a
home for our heart? In fact, everyone is an island.

30 31



"#80&67¥:$%!11401G UH
REFERENCE REFLECTION

g»baF~GF 1&U$UF~GF 1Q¢ &E: 8\
Cast glass, blown glass, multi media

2017

!
s
i
=~
@)
o
S




THE ROOM

THE ROOM

35

34



36

Ga?plG8|8|j%j%5M40! $OSE)E A &< A NE.! 5&6">" A DE. 5+CIGM=h- D&I8th- D&I.FI~
cA)&iRJ 40! v4Ga?pFr+F'0iA? IG&%URII»C I»igI»IU@UbO BOI &4 )6.d\%ed '+)-IG&%U &7!"
81$p[nanb|IG ASES\....¢J bee ASEINY16$2&79Z 3@0%k R i [n A .0.0IGINII$Y, 58116] IG
+U[+5X8a$Y4IW2,8T8VIGSH2T UH iilali# ‘D2ZRIJ 8. &Y QPQ°&0% I"Mdeb&"$ESI CURI

Q2 Q-1XSA+aI»!+IG&-IITO T

We are grouped in circles. Even though space and time may vary, the circles meet and interact
with each other as we change our living environments and demands. We meticulously observe the
changes around us, even as we are also being watched by all the things surrounding us. Common
as it may seem, there are surges and fluctuations beneath the surface. When one is hit by a small
incident, one’s calm appearance may indicate a complicated and robust inner world, in which one
cannot distinguish true from false. The days move forward, and people may meet again or depart.
In the end, we are the only one to be with ourselves.
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There has been a trend of overhauling and
revitalizing old houses, so that tiles that
would have otherwise been sealed in cement
boards and composite floors can be seen
again. These tiles have traveled through time
and space, communicating their unique
textures. Under the exaggerated interior
decoration, and through the rebuilds, the tiles
sustain their tranquility. Cracks and broken
pieces are inevitable, but the traces of the
people who have previously lived are pre
served. Their mottled surface cannot cover
the vastness of time.
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When pigeons fly by and their cooing spreads
through the buildings and over the city streets,
the staggering urban framework seems more
lively. Pigeons are, however, always bound to
return, which prevents them from living anywhere
that is not their home. In cities, no matter how

far the pigeons may fly, they eventually retumn to
their little cages and stay in their corer of the city,
waiting for the next release.
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Faint sounds coming through across the air seem to be overwhelmed
by the noises and crowds. So we are habitually silent, without knowing
that even the most trivial existence has its own voice.
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The glimmer of fireflies comprises a mysterious
midsummer night landscape. They travel along

the wind and drift through the forest. We do

not care where the fireflies come from or go to,
because they are the most average and insig -
nificant life form in the summer. By clustering

in a suitable environment, however, they can
illuminate the dark night.
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HERE AND THERE

MENG DU

Glass has officially been an inseparable part of my
life since August 2010. | can almost recall everything
in my studio, such as the buming fire, the red-orange
high-temperature furnace, and the clanging of

tools. With crucial temperature and timing, the

line between failure and success is sometimes
measured by mere breaths. Glass, a material that is
interchangeably soft and hard, has been my fond

companion for eight years.

In the late summer of 2016, which was also an
August, | decided to return to Beijing after having
studied abroad for six years. With the anticipation
and agitation of a 30-year-old, | decided to go

beyond my comfort zone and embrace new chal -
lenges and creative approaches. It took me a while
to re-adjust myself and acquire the skills essential

to an information society, as | had gotten used to

the well-organized, slow, and predictable life in the
US. As | marvel at the efficiency and convenience of
the fast-paced life, | also feel overwhelmed as | am
constantly exposed to the incessant information
which worms it way into our daily life. Boundar -
ies, tangible or intangible, are everywhere. These
boundaries set rules for us, much like the containers

that organize and separate space in our day-to-day
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lives. Those containers are in a different space and
timeline. They meet and fuse with each other
according to the changing circumstances and
needs. Within those containers, we are both
observers and participants. Or, in other words, we
ourselves are constantly-shifting containers in a
way, as we are shifting to different roles all the time,
as required by various scenarios. We stay vigilant
to changes around us, while we are also observed
by others. Things seem quiet on the surface, while

tensions are brewing underneath.

Changes in life paths also prompted me to
reconsider the role of glass as a media, i.e. the
information it conveyed, its physical properties,

and its boundaries. | deconstruct and reconstruct
our everyday life scenarios and create a seemingly
absurd yet familiar world with a sense of déja vu.

In such a world, glass is more like the characters in
those fictitious scenarios, wandering along on their
stages. For hollow glass, the empty space is like
the “skin"—every crease carries the marks of life,
so vivid and real. The internal and external spaces
separated by the “skin” are riddled with disturb

ing and indistinguishable information or “noises”

of the current world. With solid glass, the work is



completely different in both texture and the way in
which information is conveyed. When light as cast
upon glass, each sparkle reflected is like a mysteri

ous eye, with a unique soul and emotions.

Seasons change, the people we know come and
go; everyday scenarios are removed and rebuilt;
every moment in our life is fleeting. With evolving
environmental changes and social development,
we are constantly travelling between different
dimensions, embracing ever-changing landscapes
and new cognitive ideas. As a storyteller using glass
as my media, | have been seeking ways to weave
the scattered information and visual language of
our daily life into stories, and convey those emo
tions and feelings to others with my talent. When
an audience lingers on one piece of glass work,
they are building a special connection and having a
non-verbal conversation. Perhaps only at this very
moment can we read ourselves through the layers

of glass, and only then does everything make sense.
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MENG DU
(b.1986, Beijing, China)

www.mengduwork.com

Meng Du graduated from the Graphic Design program at the Central Academy of Fine

Arts, Beijing (BFA) in 2008 and the glass program at the Rochester Institute of Technology
(MFA) in 2013. Currently, she is living and working in Nanxun, Zhejiang Province and in Bei
jing, and has been teaching as an Adjunct Professor at the Central Academy of Fine Arts.
Her work has continued to be exhibited in China, Japan, Europe, and in the United States.
Her recent exhibitions include: Meng Du: The Room, Shanghai Museum of Glass, Shanghai
(2018) ; The International Exhibition of Glass Kanazawa at Shiinoki Cultural Complex, Ishika
wa Prefecture, Japan (2016); Flow Grow: 2015 Qingdao Contemporary Glass Art Exhibition
at Qingdao (2015) ; and Design Shanghai 2013 City of Craft and Design at Power Station
of Art, Shanghai (2013). In June 2016, she had her first solo exhibition in New York: Meng
Du: The Climb, The Fall at Fou Gallery, New York (2016). She recently won an Honorable

Mention for The International Exhibition of Glass Kanazawa.

Du is interested in preserving memories and keeping a record of them so they do not fade
over time. With an natural instinct towards extracting meaning from narratives, she also
wants to show memories in decay, as a way of memorializing them and showing the pro
cess of their slow disappearance from our consciousness. She incorporates the drawings
and found objects—which come from her personal life experience—into the glass’ surface
treatment and imaging techniques, to represent the nostalgic feelings and memories of

certain times and places that she does not want to let go of.
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Mr Zhang lin and curator team at Shanghai Museum of Glass; Mrs. Karen
Zheng and Levant Art Gallery; Mr. Fend Li and all the factory staff at

Liuli Manor; Masahiro Sasaki and his lovely family, Aichi University of
Education Glass Program; My professor Michael Rogers; Echo He and
FOU Gallery; My curator and dearest friend: Xin Yang.

Last but not the least, Mom and Dad, thank you for ALWAYS being
supportive.



