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uch can be said in
defense of the glass
aesthetic that
emphasizes glass-
as-glass, in all its
light-catching
opticality, liquidity,
and solidity. Pure
glass as sculpture,
however, is
problematic. It
tends toward the
icily transparent,
the jewel-like and
the prismatic,
qualities that do not
usually call forth
much depth of
expression. Perhaps
this is why
nineteenth-century
art-glass sought to
imitate the
accidental irides-
cence of ancient glass, eschewing crystal;
perhaps this is why the current movement
toward glass sculpture so often uses glass
in conjunction with contrasting materials.
Even in vessel formats, satin glass and cut
glass notwithstanding, glass is not the
most tactile of materials. Pure glass is as
nearly invisible to the touch as it is to the
cye. Sculpture may not emphasize the
haptic to the extent that all the nonglass
crafts do, but traditionally it delights in
tactility as well as three-dimensionality.
The objectness of sculpture, necessarily in
contrast to composition, is anchored by the
overt materiality of particular surfaces.
This is not to disparage the real achieve-
ments in pure glass by pioneer Harvey
Littleton or more recently Dale Chihuly,
who uses container and now vessel formats
to sculpt color, as it were; nor do [ wish to
denigrate the glass vessel, which, with its
roots in the utilitarian and the ceremonial,
has a noble history. Nevertheless, it is well
worth pointing out that some of the most
aesthetically rewarding work now being
done in glass as sculpture is in marked
contrast to the largely nonarticulated but
pervasive aesthetic of glass purity. Mary
Shaffer, Howard Ben Tré, Jane Bruce, and
now Michael Aschenbrenner, no matter
what their allegiances to the studio glass
movement, make glass visible and more
sculptural by using it in conjunction with
other materials.

Michael Aschenbrenner:
Glass Plus

John Perreault

ichael Aschen-
brenner, although
his output is not
limited to glass, has
been exhibiting
glass sculptures for
at least a decade. He
had a solo exhibi-
tion at The New York
Experimental Glass
Workshop in 1984,
was represented in
the Philbrook
Museum of Art’s
exhibition “The
Eloquent Object,”
and was seen in the
inaugural group
show at Franklin
Parrasch’s New
York gallery this
fall. He has also
received consider-
able national
attention for his wallpiece in Lucy
Lippard’s traveling exhibition “A Different
War: Vietnam in Art”
There is no question that Aschenbrenner’s
experience in Vietnam has influenced his
art: Around the time of the Tet Offensive
he injured his knee when jumping from a
helicopter and, since he could not be
rescued, had to walk on it for two weeks.
After that he was no stranger to various
orthopedic wards and lived among those
who had fared far worse than himself. This
was in 1968, and yet his wartime
experience in Southeast Asia still haunts his
art. The work itself, however, is by no
means antiwar agitprop; it aspires to and I
believe achieves a more complicated
message. Yes, he makes glass bones that are
bound up with and protected by found
sticks and other materials, but these are not
simple illustrations of the equation that
fragile glass equals fragile bone.

fter Vietnam, Aschen-
brenner began his art
studies with ceramics.
When one of his in-
structors at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota
pointed out that the
linear forms he was
trying to make in clay
might more casily be
made in glass, he shifted
media disciplines.
Certainly his commit-
ment to glass must at
least partly come from a
personal affinity for the
material and for the
process of glassmaking,
which he calls “the
spiritual dance—in
which there is nothing
else but the artist and
the furnace” More
significantly, it is the
surprising conjunction of material and
subject matter that illuminates this
commitment. The linear forms soon
revealed themselves as bones, and once the
autobiographical content emerged it
rapidly moved toward the universal.
Aschenbrenner makes bonelike shapes by
joining héated rods of glass with a hot glob
or bit. After the jointed “bones” have been
properly annealed, he begins the
orthopedic stage: splintlike arrangements
of found sticks and metal are tied or
bandaged to the bone form; turnbuckles
are attached. The effect is shamanistic; we
see outsized healing objects from some
latter-day medicine bundle. Aschenbrenner
is not using glass-as-glass but glass as
symbol. Life itself, his sculptures
announce, is fragile —like bone, like
glass—and therefore all the more precious.

Damaged Bone
Series: delta ex
(1989), mixed media
62" x 52" x 6"
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Bones from the

Damaged Bone Series:

R.V.N. (1980), mixed
media, width 32"
Collection of The
Corning Museum of
Glass, Corning,
New York.
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‘ | Damaged Bone Series
| {1990), mixed media,
24" x 13" x 4",

Damaged Bone
Series (1990), mixed
media, 18" x 9" x 3".

are so conditioned not to touch what is
displayed on a wall by the conventions of
painting display that glass art on the wall is
virtually immune to fingerprints, Another
advantage of the wallpicce or installation is
that the artist can fix positioning and
display: thus the glass or glass-plus object
is separated from everyday tabletop flux
and de-chatchkaed at last. The viewer is
less likely to touch the art—no grear loss in
regard to glass —but may be forced to look
at the art more intently.

Aschenbrenner’s bone-pieces, whether
offered singly or in groups, are like
trophies 1n a hunting lodge or fetish
objects in a minimal muscum of anthro-
pology. They could also hold their own in
a muscum of primitive medicine. But
trophies of what? Fetish objects designed
for what magical effect? Aschenbrenner
sees his artworks not as therapy for
himsclf—his Vietnam experience was not
ple
The single bones {wallpieces) are particu-
larly magical in their stark isolation;

the multi-part installations have a slighely
different effect—one becomes more
conscious of the artist’s inventiveness in
exploring a formal and emotional theme.

asant—but as instruments of healing.




Damaged Bone
Series: Chronicles
1968 (1987), mixed
media, 24" x 24!

ill Aschen-
brenmer,
burdened, alas,
by lus pre-
ferred materal,
be able to cross
over into the
world of
sculpture per
s¢? The key 1s
that his work,
although n
draws a great
deal of'its
strength from
glass as a para-
doxical matceri-
al, is not
strictly about
the medium.
Glass is forbid-
den, There are
precedents for
glass in the ant
world: Marcel Duchamp’s Large Glass or
The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors,
Lven begins most slide lectures on contem-
porary glass, tollowed by Larry Bell, and 1
supposc soon to be joined by Sherrie

Levind's recent three-dimenstonal glass
versions of the bachelors from Duchamp’s
Large Glass. These exceptions aside, the art
world sees glass as a threat, as contamina-
tion by a nonart or an oftensively decora-
tive material. Is glass automancally Kitscl

Ubiqguitous and tainted by use, glass suffers

from class snobbery. The crafts gave birth
to formalism, and the art world of panung
and sculpture wants formahsm for tself.

The separation of painting and noncraft
sculpture from crafts and the decorative
arts traditions is simply a marketing
strategy that has nothing to do with
aesthetics.

From a strictly acsthetic point of view,
Aschenbrenner is making art of a high

order of scriousness. Aschenbrenner has
something important to say and he is
saying 1t with glass because it cannot be
said with any other matenal. Using color,

surface treatment, and the ability of glass
to freeze and present s own quality of
molten liquidity —and emphasizing these
attributes by incorporating other
matcrials — his works are formally
satisfying and symbolically coherent

John Perreault 15 o
New York based are
critic and indepen-
dent curator who
regularly contributes
to the Village Voice
He 15 the author of
The Drawings and

Watercolors of Philip
Pearlstein (Harry N
Abrams), and a
former President of
the American
Section of the
International
Association of

Art Critics




