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Critical text by Adriano Berengo
Glasstress. The Quantum Leap of Glass
There was a moment, during these months preparing for Glasstress: White Light/White Heat, when I knew for certain that the entire project was developing a fullness of meaning. And I’m not referring to the fact that Glasstress, thanks to the 2009 and 2011 exhibitions, is probably the most recognizable collateral event at the Biennale d’Arte di Venezia, or even that Glasstress has started to tour internationally (the previous incarnations have been exhibited in Riga, Stockholm, New York, and Beirut, and the current exhibition will travel to London and more cities in 2013/14).
One morning in our furnace on Murano I understood Glasstress had obtained one of its objectives. That day, in a coincidence of arrivals and departures, we were hosting artists from three different countries. Each had brought their own history, project, and expectations. During a break, these three artists – who had never met before – started sharing their impressions on glass and the experiments they were conducting. This dialogue, I noticed, had greatly influenced their original projects. And so, this is Glasstress. Not necessarily an exhibition, but rather a process in which the show is not a definitive outcome.
There are contemporary art works that are born as pre-established incarnations of knowledge, and then there are works that are born from experimental curiosity, where the final result is not foreseen. By allowing artists to come into contact with this known but seldom used material (in aesthetic terms), I like to think Glasstress has created for each artist the ideal conditions for limitless experimentation, open to failure, to second guessing, and to the elation of new discoveries. All of the artists have had to deal with glass, with its chemical characteristics, with its production processes, and with the aesthetic stereotypes that have accompanied this material for centuries. No one has simply expected to use glass as an interchangeable material with commonly used ones; each, in the end, has found a way to assimilate glass into his own poetic theme, expressing it concretely in the final work. These works would not have been possible without glass, they would not bear the same meanings and, in a similar way, each work of glass finds it has a new purpose it did not have before.
Glass is a solid material obtained through the cooling of a fluid, and one of its main characteristics is that it does not form crystalline structures. Its molecular structure stays amorphous, lacking a long-range geometric pattern. This greatly influences its physical and optical characteristics, but I believe this can also act as a metaphor for its ability to be used in new ways, in functional terms (what would contemporary architecture be without glass?), and in aesthetic terms as well. Here in Venice the history of glassmaking is long and glorious, scattered with changes and innovations that through the weight of tradition, inhibits our perception of it as an artistic medium. But there certainly is not, and never has been, a long-range trajectory to follow. This is why, when I state that Glasstress has to give birth to the future of glass I do not mean this future has to be in line with the past. Quite the contrary, I hope that Glasstress is an open space where, through the works and ideas of many different artists, something unpredictable can take shape. It is not about collecting pieces of art history, or about exhibiting projects in Venice that have been realized elsewhere and do not leave traces once they are gone. Instead, it is about bringing ideas, people, techniques, dialogue back to Venice. In short, to reinstate Venice as a crossroads, a pivotal centre of thought and art. It’s about making something happen, something new, here and now. I am grateful to all the artists who are taking part in Glasstress, because in the interaction between the work they do and the world they find here, something new has been created. Glasstress must continue in this dynamic space, in perpetual evolution, through voices, visions, failures, discoveries, second thoughts and new experiments.
During the Renaissance glassmakers on Murano would hand down – from father to son – “recipes”, instructions regarding the combinations and techniques of this ancient art. In each family there were secret formulas, jealously kept for generations. And each generation would add the results of new experiments, to increase knowledge. Glasstress aims to be the quantum leap in this increase in knowledge, utilizing the experience of extraordinary artists. What will remain will not be glass per se, but the works, the knowledge, and the experience in which they were born and shaped. I believe Glasstress: White Light/White Heat will be a crucial moment in this leap.
