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Breathing through Translucence

Preface to the First Hangzhou International Contemporary Glass Art Triennial

My first visit to Teheran was toward the end of the year 2003. In the middle of the winter, the
ancient city was a picture browned through age, an uncanny contrast with the Glassware and Ceramic
Museum of Iran. The ancient Persian art of glassware seemed as mysteriously distant and alluring as
the magic lamp from the Arabian Nights. Yet as we followed the traces ot history and stood before the
works on display, we were still struck with awe, especially by the many miniature bottles placed in
a transparent lamp box. A warm glow emits from the jade-like relics from the Mesopotamian fluvial
basin, as if their millennia spent under the earth’s surface have lent them a ditferent aura. These
finger-sized vessels of differing shapes carry with them the handcraft of the artisans of a bygone era,
as well as the physical act of breathing of ancestors of the humanity. The glassware’s body is limpid
yet not fully transparent and covered with tiny metal foils as if a living organism expecting to morph
into something else. At that moment I realized why glassware was called “the fourth state’. In the tiny
volume there are drifting starry lights and rising energy, where life is given form and the landscape

chants a imeless ode.

The Chinese equivalent of “glass’, boli, finds its root in older words liuli or poli. The Chinese

characters adopted to inscribe this word find form in the hieroglyphic implications. The Chinese
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characters for Boli, or Glass, apparently adopt the radical denoting ‘jade’, in the same way that other
characters take up radicals befitting their own unique properties. The fact that glass adopts the ‘jade’
radical speaks volumes about the Chinese cravings for glass. The mild limpidness and glow of jade is
certainly projected onto this mysterious substance. In reality. glass is mainly composed of silica. With
different mixes of mineral components create varying effects in the process of molding. China is a
land with vast clay reserves and placid populaces, which has given rise to a ceramic culture complete
with its unique sensitivities. Consequently, in China there has never been any attempt to mass produce
glassware as vessels. Decisions over cultural species were made thousands of years ago, and the
choice of ceramics over glassware has meant that the form and shape of the vessels are imbued with
the express purport of the cultivation of the human mind, which in turn has exerted an impact on the
ensuing generations by way of the rather strict normative prescriptions over the vessels’ expressivity
and content. The firing technology of ceramics has a long history in China. The fine porcelain of
Jingdezhen and the clay of Yixing are stuff of legendary tales over the centuries. Yet the firing of

lassware is relatively new to China, with its main techniques starting to attract public attention only

2

since the launch of the Opening Up and Reforms. Since the beginning of the 21st century, accelerated
international exchanges have prompted many art universities to set up a glassware academic program
with the help of faculty members with a recently awarded overseas degree. Compared to the crafts of
ceramics and lacquer ware, the art of glassware needs to hone its skills at exhibitions with the support
of international exchange. This is what prompted the China Academy of Art to decide to curate the

Ist Hangzhou International Contemporary Glass Art Triennial.

Compared to ceramic material, the value of glass lies in its translucence. In the long lull of
ancient times, glass, even unpolished raw pieces. was treasured by the Egyptians as well as the

Greeks. Often gifted by the royals, glass inspired sacrificial rituals centered on its production. On the



one hand, man worshiped it as a ‘stone in flux’. On the other hand, its humble limpidness was seen
to be invaluable. Such was the fanaticism about the material and its ability to control the passage
of light. Ancient hot end technologies and cold end techniques of grinding and polishing helped to
produce the translucent effect of glassware, which in turn inspired the most spectacular imaginings
from the past. Lit by the flickering flame, the wine in a glass vessel instantly became a mirror of
human desire. The capacity of such a vessel was itself symbolic of a certain dignity and richness.
Such ‘translucence’ has lent more charm and breadth to the form and shape of glassware. It has also
turned the intuitive description of light into a gaze upon the entire production process of glassware,
which is continuously deepened into a kind of unity emanating from its material as well as the
morphological implications, as if at an especially propitious juncture, forming, firing and blending
came together to produce a perfect vessel. Limpid Vessels graduates from the use of the vessel to its
translucence, thus constructing an academic proposition of the art of glassware. It also attempts to

furnish a spiritual channel that is unique to the development of Chinese glassware.

*A rendezvous in autumnal winds and morning dew, surpasses all the earthly joys.” Qin Guan’s
(1049 — 1100) immortal description of the mythological liaison between Cowherd and Weaver Girl
may as well be used in praise of the art of glassware. In the early autumn of 2013, I installed 128
glass sunflower-shaped lamps in Yongjin Pond in the historical City of Hangzhou, in memory of
the educators who founded the National Academy of Art (predecessor to CAA) by the West Lake
85 years ago. Reflections of the limpid lights of those sunflower lamps seem to be telling a story of
nostalgia. Today, as we celebrate the opening of the st Hangzhou International Contemporary Glass
Art Triennial, it is our humble hope that our collection of the carefully crafted works by artists both at
home and abroad will send out new messages of contemporary creativity to the past as well as to the

present.

Xu Jiang

Dec. 16th, 2013
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From Imitating, Symbolizing to Reflection

~Thoughts from Hangzhou 2014 International Contemporary Glass Art Exhibition

When [ was discussing with some glass artists, [ always image the initial state of a glass artists.
Is that like a imagination of floating ice when people in the cold days? 1s that a outspreading memory
for an icicle under the eave in a sunny afternoon backing to the childhood? From a professional point
of view, those understanding from common people actually relating to the original intention for the

glass as a special material in art: imitate or symbolize.

For Chinese glass artists, contemporary glass art is relatively new (just like contemporary
ceramic art for Chinese ceramic art). There are some traditional glass goods before Qing Dynasty.
but tradition form limits the expression, it is hard to find works that can reflect artists™ feeling. China
has send students to Eastern Europe to learn glass art in 1950s. At that time even it effected by the
Decorative arts movement and Art Nouveau deeply, Czech still cannot turn the glass art into design
or contemporary art. Of course, they cannot beyond time. What 1 want to said is, the missed history
create a gap to Chinese glass art, when the first generation students coming back and bring the
decorative style glass art into China, the glass art in other world already start turning. The twenty
years barrier between East and West since the socialist state was dividing, it has made Chinese glass
art cannot develop into an independent contemporary art field but still at the edge of functional ware
and art. The imitating of nature and the symbolic expression has become the theme of many artists

and producer.

Therefore, Shanghai University College of Fine Art has founded the glass art department in

Baoshan Campus at 1990s, under the support from Andrew Brewerton, British well-known glass
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artist. Used to the imitating and symbolizing, the Chinese glass artists has spend long time on it at the
first period of starting the contemporary glass art education and creation. The crafts art and design.
of course, is also confusing them at that time. Based on the special historical period, quite a number
of artists in glass art field are trained in ceramic design before and it is hard for them to give up the
decoratively design intention at earlier age. The important thing is some young Chinese glass artists
starting back in China and working in Shanghai University College of Fine Arts, Tsinghua University
Academy of Fine Art and so on. They has become the major force of Chinese glass art, like Zhuang

Xiaowei, Liu Liyu, they are appeared as contemporary glass artist more and more.

Andrew Brewerton was the Dean of School of Art and Design University Of Wolverhampton,
an professional glass artists. but also a poet. His glass art has the intention of poetic abstraction,
expressing the world passing through the color and transparency by line. In recent years, his work has
more related to installation, and focus on the relationship between glass art and space. 1f Brewerton’s
aesthetics is a aestheticism kind of contemporary, then his Chinese student, Zhuang Xiaowei, is a
aestheticism but with more oriental conception, and Guan Donghal, is already backing into Chinese
tradition, his works has the simplicity and vigorous jade article of the pre Qin Period. Liu Liyu has
developing her art in contemporary conception, the glass part is only the symbol of her language, the

thoughts comes from space is her initial idea.

Since twentieth Century, the glass material has attracted many artists, some of them are famous

painter, some are sculptor or ceramists. Those artists has their own art style already and interested



