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Bruce Guenther, chief curator at the Portland Art Museum, has organized
the first U.S. museum retrospective exhibition of the work of Klaus Moje.
Guenther, who is also the Portland Art Museum’s curator of modern and
contemporary art, has extensive experience with contemporary painting
and sculpture, including tenure as chief curator of the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Chicago (1987-1991) and as curator of contemporary
art at the Seattle Art Museum (1979-1987). The exhibition, titled simply
“Klaus Moje” will be on view through September 7, 2008, at the Portland
Art Museum, Oregon. Andrew Page, editor-in-chief of GLASS, spoke to
Bruce Guenther about Moje's influential body of work.
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hat do you see as Klaus Moje's primary contribution to glass, kilnfarmed and
the larger awareness of glass as a mediom for art? wihetl-carved. D 18 ¥ im
Klaus Maje i intellectually ane of the central keaders in glass e T e s, SV ey

mnbemationaly. In a quset way, his work has established a new baseling for
glass as klea, a5 a chromatic and paintedy experience. He has encownaged
the development of several generations. of artists who participate in & post-
minimalist dialoque that has moved kilnforring into the arena of sculpture.
Klaus Maje hay pioduced 8 continuing body of woik that mbegrabes
aeithetic ideas. From the Bauhaus, geametrc art, and buikds on his personal
response to place and native cultures, all of which are integrated inte a
coherent aesthetic that is curment —and has stayed current— for 35 years.

What inspired you to curate this retrospective exhibition of
Muaje's work?

The immediate response | had to his work. | was amazed at hosw inlensedy
s andl thorgughly resobeed his work b5 across the years, Thero's a cheomatic
sophistication about his color choices, about the wary he deals with color
and the contrast of valucs, transhucency and trarspanency, that | think is
sabering in s beilliance. He e valied lids fod its ehiomatic saturation,
versus that “cheap-and-chesdul” glosiy gfter seen ina lot of an glass
workes, A8 the end of the dey, | wanted to bring boje 1o 2 wider sudisnce
putside the cognescenti af the glass community.

To what extent does Moje's training come into play in the
evolution of his work?
Elaws's carser begind &5 b yourg man veorking in bis Pamily's glass working
shog in Hamburg, and his training i Geman vocatsonal schooli. He was
eapoded 1o a set of Meas and concerres chaped by the Bauhaus which
Focued or matedal and function, snahaes of stroctuee, and & condadenation
of farm and function. Klaus, growing up during the post-Waorld War 11
industrial rebuilding of Germary, is dearly aware of the lessons that come
froem an aesthetic that weloomes the workmanlike in its simplest and most
pure form.

O can trace the joint influences of traditional glass warking and Baubaus
functioralism from his eary canved onystal pleces— whene dlaboration oomes
fram the proces an 8 traditienal fam of a vessel or & column of gles—io his
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e o assemibled glass forms. As e moves to flat glass, we can see how
irtrigued Moje was by patierm making and surface. He works with optical
peoperties of glass and changing the surface of the glass in a vy that alowed
light bo seem o come froen within the waork to reveal his chromatic interplay
and the pattem, mudh in the same way that trarshucence of pairt works. in an
Impressionist painting. Having been raised irside the emeelope—that i, the
great Ceman tradition of engreved and tansed glass that was camied on by his
father's workshop—Klaus updated a S00-yoar-old tradition with new fomms
a#nd abstraction in his eary wor,

With the grinding tool and abrading of the surface, he pulls the sheen
off his objects. Sometimes the surface he's after is like sueded leather, some-
times it's thee subtle granulation of an arange pecl. It extraondinarny the way
thie glas feads under your fingsr, the way it moves; but 1'% maost important
how the: surface affects the eye. Your eye reacs certain of his textures &
beeaks i the color plane that emit light and begin to slmost ipakde.

You've talled a lot about the texture of his work, but what do
you sen as the content?

| would arswer rhetorically, What bs the “content” of Josef Albers’ work?
What i the “content” of Bridget Riley's work? Thedr work bs engaged with
the cptics of colar, chromatic density, and complexity of pattem, & of
which lead the mind into an altered mode of progessing, stimulating the
eye and the mind with this pattem, It subject i the release of namative,
Moje's work eloguently speaks to similar concems.

What Influence has Australia and indigenows art had on Maje?
Aboriginal art ts something Klaus has access b in Canbeira, but it i anly
part of a much mare complex: reference base that he has w diaw on for
his inapiration, W talk about aboriginal art as.a serkes of graphic prompts,
where line, dot, zigzag, and other forms of lnear patterming hawve a
semantic o social meaning. And while | think it might be an apt comparison
of means, it is clearly not a dinect souce for Maije, He reirvents pattemn
theowgh a pre-existing soreen that orginates in European Tunciicnalism
ard intemational dbstract painting.

Scurces are interesting bo condidar, because in coraersation, Klaus will
acknoadedge seeing a wide range of work, and he dearly thinis about all
af it. Homever, thens e things that hive touched him s 8 visual person,
that ke has absorbed and that am expressed throwgh his work.

It reminds me of a wonderful story about Clement Greenberg taking
the young Jacksen Pallock to look at Mark Tobey's work, and that their
dialogue about Tobey somehow activated a response in Pollock’s work,
which became something bolder and more phnsical than the wrist-based
meneement that defined Tabey's painting, Polack abandoned the fussiness
and scale of Tobey's work to embrace the wild openness of the American

TOP Untitled, 1985, Glass,
kilnformed and wheel-
carved. H 21 3. W 22 ¥,

0 Vi im,

P i i
PRRIT LCALBI A W VO

BOTTOM Lintitie T (#3),

A% 7 GLARE QUARTERLY ;| NO. TN



West, where he was from. In marry ways it 5 a paralbel to the way that
Elaus absorbs inspiratean from the workd amd makes it bis cwn volog—in
thee way he sees and responds through a material he knows intimatety.

It's interesting to see the oaft tradition expressed in the actual
form. Klaus is still making plates, or at least maintaining their
shape in many of his works.

Iv's as if Maje had to hanor that tradition using plate and bowd foems, but
subrvert them intellectually. | am reminded of the modernist artist Anni
Albers and her work in textilies, She was intimately imvolved in the histony
of her material and based the structure of her weavings on the loom
process. The constancy of her formal means provided a way of framing
the radical modemist dialogue in which she was engaged just as Moje's
use of the memary of functional farms allows for the imeention and the

explaration of 8 new vocabuliny for him.

With all of this focus on optical effect in Klaus's work, do you sea
any connection to the work of Chuck Close?

kn't it inleresting to think about Chuck Chose? Clese's work has been
based om & gridded image, and thrasgh various crcumstances, he has
freed the paint to be & mark and not an illusion, an image. Klaus Maje and
Chucl Choser botth achieve the power of their work through the stnuctune
of 2 grid and color, Now, would Klaus say he has been dicectly ingpired by
Chusck: Closa? | don't think so. Interestingly, they both share the influence
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of Josef Albers and his theories of color—Maje through the Bauhsus
legacy and Close throwgh Albers’ affiiation with Yale, where Close did
graduate studies, And Albers” color theory has shaped my own under-
standing of Klaus's wse of color dynamics.

Can you speak a bit about Klaus's role as a teacher?

Tha beawty of Klaus Moje's influence & a teacher is that none of his students
have aped his work. Each one has discovered his or her independent aes-
thetic vocabulary through his encouragement and exacting standaeds,
But each also owes a debt 1o Klaus &5 a role model for his absolute integrity
&5 &0 antist, his technical inngwation, and his spirit of expedmentation,
One of the things | see im all the Canberra gradwates & a figorous intel-
bectuaal Framewark for working that comes out of Moje™s truly Gesmsanic
rigar and analysis.

Take, for example, Jessica Loughlin, who reduces colof in her sculplure
to values of gray, white, and black, and buillds her work with layers of
sheet glass and ground surfaces not unlike thase you decover on Klaus's
objects. But you wouldn't say they are like an artistic father and daughter,
or mven the fist and thied generations of the same school, &5 their works
are so different in natune.

Do you sei graduates of the Canberra glass program as

comtemporary sculptors?
I s&e them as sculpbors, object makers, and innowvatars whe use the
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transsparency and opacity of gliss in all of its possibilities to create new
experiences that an paralisls o the experimental wods of other contemporary
antists such as Rudolf Stingel in painting. Caloe is liberated to become
sctually physical, tatally liquid, and tradition challenged,

Was there any new work created for the exhibitian?

As we waled through the exhibition space a vear ago, | challenged Klaus
o creatie 3 rew work that would not be just 2 20 % 20 Inch square abgect,
but something that could command the entire wall, Klaus went cut and
created The Portiond Porels st the Bullseye Glass studi, They are 3 tour
de force technically and magnificent visually. | would venturs to say that
they may well be one of his masterpleces, thowgh | am self-conseicws in
saying 10 The way that the four panels in their complexity and wie of
pattem reinvent 4pace is amazing, You read them as one reads a painting
of overapping patterrs; becoming immerssd in this completoly Susionary
space of a lapping. teeming coliion of form, A wnified field was created
from 22,000 strips of glass, which became four panals, but the pattern
opens up and dances from one to the nexd io the thisd onto the fourth,
It's breathtaking, Maje had to break new ground to creste these
mammaih fused glass panels that could survive the fusing, the grinding,
the abrading of the swdace, until they emenge a5 a totality, somithing
wnitary while independenily rich and engaging.

What were your goals as curator of this exhibition?
My qoal was toe create an exhibition that would leave people thinking
about color 24 an emotional and intellectual framewark through which
experience & shaped. | ablo wanted to show Klaus's journey from the initial
carved three-dimensional eryital formes to the fused, patbermed kilrfoemed
vesel forms onito the wall icself, and uhimately The Portiand Panets.
Klaus Maje’s accomplishments are vast. | want the exhibition to reveal
his complexity in the way he introduces and bridges the native patteming
af abariginal abjects, the color theories of Josef Albers and the optical
explorations of Bridget Riley, To celebrate work that deals with the
responsive gye and how we understand two colors placed together
in close value, how color can optically activate the eye 1o generate
brain waves, leading mol 1o meaning, but sensation/experience and
mathematical order. =
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