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White Light/White Heat
There is a beautiful glass fish in the British Museum’s collection that was made by an anonymous craftsman in Egypt around 1350 BC. It represents a Nile tilapia fish, which the Egyptians associated with rebirth and would have been used as a container for cosmetics or precious oils. The ancient Egyptian word hemut is synonymous with both art and craft and in their language the expression for a sculptor, could be translated simply as ‘he who keeps alive’. Since it is an antiquity it is justifiable to perceive this fish as a work of art despite its utilitarian function but had it been made nowadays its material may also render this classification questionable. Glass like clay is traditionally a craft-related medium that has tended to be marginalized and generally treated with suspicion by art critics. Because of its bright and shiny eye-catching qualities it has been too often dismissed as a superficial medium better suited for applied rather than fine art. Although major contemporary artists have made works in glass ever since the pioneering collaborations between the Murano glassblowers and modernist artists back in the 1950s, it seems only quite recently that glass has been more widely accepted as a new fine art medium. This wider recognition of the potential of glass in contemporary art circles has no doubt coincided with the gradual breakdown of the traditional hierarchy of materials prevalent in the art market that has allowed artists more freedom to experiment with new mediums. 

This exhibition is called White Light/White Heat not merely in homage to the innovative 1968 album by Velvet Underground but because light and heat are fundamental to glass making – light is integral to our perception of glass while heat is required to shape it. Combining the word “white” with both light and heat provides a very evocative and symbolic semantic context. “White-hot” suggests intensely hot beyond red-hot and on an emotional level it suggests something exceedingly impassioned. In optics white is the colour the human eye sees when it looks at light that contains all the wavelengths of the visible spectrum. In a famous experiment using a glass prism, Sir Isaac Newton demonstrated that white light is a mixture of all the colours in the spectrum that can be separated into its constituents by refraction at the prism’s surface. White light is also visible from the heat generated by the sun and stars and also many man-made lamps. Light and heat are the components of fire, the destructive/creative element linked to the formation of this planet. Silica or sand is the most abundant mineral in the earth's crust, which can be melted at a very high temperature in a furnace to become glass, hardening as it cools. While transformed into a molten, semi-liquid state it can be blown and shaped into sculpture then slowly cooled over a period of a few hours to a few days, depending on the size of the pieces to keep the glass from cracking due to thermal stress. 

One of the most striking characteristics of glass is that it is completely dependent on how the light plays on it – it is possible for it to shine with the brilliance of a diamond. Glass interacts with natural light – light brightening the surface of the objects and emphasizing the purity of the material – a purity shaped by light. The quality of Venetian light from the reflection of the sun on the water is said to have been crucial to the development of the celebrated Renaissance school of Venetian painters like Titian and Tintoretto. Light and heat are the products of fire, which has always been regarded not as the destroying element but as the transforming element. Made from the four elements of air, water, fire and earth, glass is a “noble” material that relates to the alchemic transformation of matter. The alchemists used fire to change substances in unpredictable ways, exploring a hidden inner world within the “material” world. Alchemy, an early precursor to science, played an important part in the history of glassmaking and glass colouring processes. The intrinsic qualities of glass offer a multiplicity of uses and we are now literally surrounded by glass from everyday industrially-produced objects such as bottles, drinking glasses and light bulbs. Appreciated for its unique architectural design strengths, glass has also become the most significant 21st century building material, used for futuristic looking buildings like The Shard in London.  

Despite its use nowadays as a common everyday material, glass was once very precious. Glass-making probably originated in the ancient Near East as early as 3000 BC. By 1550 BC the ancient Egyptians were using glass as a substitute for semi-precious stones in beads, amulets or as inlay in gold and silver. Some of the most exquisite examples of ancient glass workmanship can be found among King Tutankhamun’s tomb treasure, such as the polychrome inlay on his gilded coffin. In medieval times, Venice had become supreme in glassblowing with its centre moved to the island of Murano in order to keep their processes secret. In the 16th century it also became celebrated for its mirror production using a unique mercury process. Venetian mirrors were highly valued as they were considered the purest in the world and placed in richly decorated frames and installed in the major palaces throughout Europe. The beauty of the glass made in Venice was attributed to the composition of the salt and soda in the Italian silica, the type of wood used to fire the furnace and the salt composition from the ocean water used. But the traditional skill of glassblowing is gradually disappearing in Italy. One of the aims behind this project is to keep this amazing industry alive and prolific in Murano.

According to scientists glass is not a single material but a state of matter. It possesses some extraordinary and unique contrasting properties such as fluidity, fragility, solidity, transparency, reflectivity, opacity and virtual invisibility. The essence of glass conveys a dynamic relationship between volume, density and empty space. The reflectivity of glass enables the viewer not only to see the work but also its surrounding space, optically projected on its surface. Glass is completely different in its hot and cold states, and it is transparent, denying its own materiality. It is unique for sculpture as no other material has such an ability to change colour, texture and mass. Glass holds and reflects light as it moves from transparency to translucency to opacity; its volume may be understood in completely different ways. A case in point: mirrors have some unusual properties in that they reflect light or sound in a way that preserves much of its original quality subsequent to its contact with the mirror. Unlike other light-reflecting objects mirrors can also filter out some wavelengths, while preserving other wavelengths in the reflection.

Glass is a magical and un-exploited medium for artists to work with because unlike any other material it has such a vast range of possible appearances – it can be bright or dull, coloured, transparent, mirrored and metallic or take any number of surface treatments and textures. Hot glass can be incandescent and glow bright orange yet still be transparent when it is molten due to different temperatures. Glass has been worked for so many centuries that a huge variety of techniques exist to produce a vast range of glasses with differing properties that offer artists fantastic possibilities to create work. The Glasstress project is quite different from other contemporary glass initiatives in that the majority of the participants have never used glass before in their work. This means that they are more likely to push the glass masters at the Berengo Studio to realize very diverse and challenging projects. They tend to bring a more conceptually-based approach to working with it than the so-called studio glass artists who are already so familiar with glass making techniques.

White Light/White Heat includes a broad range of established and emerging international artists whose works address some vital socio-political issues expressed through the multiple materialities of glass. While some artists have let the inherent qualities of the medium dictate the theme of their work, others have used this opportunity to see how glass adapts to their characteristic working practice. Besides traditional hand blown glass, the exhibition includes works in moulded glass fabricated with the latest technology, significant not only for their aesthetic appeal but because they illustrate the ever blurring of boundaries and collaborations between art and fashion and art and science. 

