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The brief run of an ambitious, cutting-edge museum in Venice
devoted to exploding the boundaries between glass and contemporary
art is a tale both cautionary and instructive.

BY LISE KJAER

n the banks of a peaceful canal in Darsoduro, Venice, opposite

the San Trovaso church where paintings by Domenico and

Jacopo Tintoretto hang, young students seek shelter from
the summer sun in the cluster of trees near the beautiful Palazzo Nani
Mocenigo. The atmosphere on these guiet side streets is tranquil and
steeped in history, a uniquely Venetian environment. A short stroll from
the oldest gondola boatyard, near the historic treasures of L'Accademia
and the Peggy Guggenheim Collection, the old palazzo is in close
proximity to popular tourist sights and presents a seemingly perfect
location for a new museum. It was here that the VITRARIA GLASS +A
Museum opened its doors on September 27, 2014. Less than a year
later, it would close down abruptly, leaving observers disappointed at
its unfulfilled potential. What follows is the story of a unique museum
concept 1 by ideas, i ive approaches, and an
admirable will that nevertheless failed to live up to its promise or
ambitious vision—yet it showed what might be possible.

It was Taddeo Zuccheri and Paolo Caffi who first:came up with the
idea. The two had met in 2006 while working together at the Abate
Zanetti glass school in Murano. By 2013, Caffi had bought the Palazzo
Nani Mocenigo with some partners. After deciding to open Vitraria, the
two invited the Austrian curator Ewald Stastny to be its artistic director
From there, it all took form very, quickly. Within three to four months,
the building was renovated into a raw historic exhibition space, staff
were hired, public relations were outsourced to the Austrian group Ana
Berlin Communications, and the first show was curated and installed.
The whirlwind transformation, at a pace not typical of the museum
world, might have been the first sign that there would be nothing
standard about this new art institution, and that impression would have
been just fine with its founders, who were looking to reframe glass art.

The word vitraria is a reference to the Latin word for glass. Adding
"+ A" signaled a broader perspective, reaching beyond the general
understanding of glass and its tradition, histary, and role in Venice. In
an interview with GLASS, Zuccheri explained that he had already used
the name for a series of exhibitions and art fairs that he had organized

starting in 1999. The Vitraria shows took place in San Vito al Tagliamento,

a city known for its glass factories 55 miles (88 kilometers) northeast of
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Venice. The municipality had embraced Zuccheri’s large-scale events, in
which he displayed the work of contemporary glass artists in churches
and public spaces. Although Zuccheri had never worked in glass, he had
grown up watching his father, Toni, design modern-style chandeliers,
pendants, and lamps for Venini, perhaps the most widely known glass
factory in Murano and one that set the pace for modern glass design
Although Taddeo would soon go into marketing, he was eager to push
the envelope for innovative visions of contemporary glass that included
other mediums as well.

The museum aimed to transform the ways in which we consider
contemporary glass. It sought to define the medium in the broadest
sense, as outlined in its mission statement: “from its first traditional
use via its artistic perception to the latest developments in the field of
technology.” The goal was to show glass from an interdisciplinary and
“holistic perspective” across time and culture, exploring several key concepts:
“FRAGILITY, TRANSPARENCY, LIQUIDITY and TRANSFORMALITY" —all
in capital letters, like the name of the museum itself. A press release
further explained that the museum was not to be seen as a traditional

31 : GLASS QUARTERLY : NO. 142






it is not anly an addition of pictures but a transfer of sense
material allows all the manipulations of reality.”

Such questioning of reality was also the basis for the Russian art
collective AES+F’s three-channel video piece Allegoria Sacra, inspired by
Ciovanni Bellini's painting Allegaria Sacra [Sacred Allegory) at the Uffizi in
Florence. While the historical painting remains a mystery to art historians,
some have interpreted it as representing purgatory. AES+F’s Allegario
Sacro places the scene at an airport, as “only there does one understand
* By placing
ambiguous figures in the limbo of awaiting their final destination while
drifting between light boxes that feature commercials for tax-free items
portrayed in dreamy states of paradise, AES+F transports us into 3
mystical, ambiguaus, yet highly contemporary space. The images include
mythological figures such as centaurs, dragons, and the Hindu elephant
god Ganesh. Presented on plasma screens in an exhibition space that
captures the history and spirit of Venice, a tourist dream space, AES+F
aimed to present a simultaneous parody and homage to the laissez-faire

that the knowledge of one’s “tomorrow’ is a total illusion

atmosphere and beauty of Venice.

Both AES+F and Mimmo Roselli had worked with Stastny for the
Bienniale. Roselli’s installation Scrigno at Vitraria consisted of six-meter
(19.5 feet) strips of window glass suspended in the air. Roselli has long
been interested in the concept of borders and a “transparency of thickness”
in which his installations would become a space-within-a-space for
viewers to investigate. At Vitraria, the glass intersected the space along
visible yet transparent spatial lines. Taking a similarly minimalist
approach, Pedro Cabrita Reis has long considered space and its relation
to the viewer while making use of industrial materials such as window
glass. Reis’s installation was part of a series in which he uses a fluorescent
tube, here hanging from the ceiling

Bruno Romanelli's abstract glass sculptures investigated the properties
of light and material. Using the technigue of lost-wax glass casting,
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Mimmo Roselli. Scrigno, 2014. Float glass
Dimensiens varlable.

Romanelli’s objects embody the shimmering forms and transparent
quality of glass, Tanja Pak’s work stemmed from an interest in fluidity,
water, undulation, and breathing. Her installation The Moment After—
Aling, made from blown-glass drops, evoked the lightness of being
suspended in air and fluctuating between fragility and strength. Light
interacts with the material in ways that undedine the form and material
achieving a special ethereal quality.

The inaugural exhibition presented a wide range of work in response
to the concepts of fragility, transparency, liquidity, and transformability.
Many of the artists have described the opening reception as a magical
moment in which artists of various disciplines came together and talked
Elena Tagliapietra calls it an “unforgettable event” in which different
artists from many fields and nations” came together in an exploration
of glass as material and concept. In this sense, Vitraria accomplished its
goal of fostering an international dialogue across disciplines.

To explore the conceptual praperties of glass, Stastny alsa included a
room with quotes from Jacques Derrida refeming to glass and transparency.
Fragments of text were printed on glass in three different languages,
and a soundtrack of actors reading them aloud played through speakers.
Another way of engaging the viewer was by omitting wall text and
instead having museum guides available throughout the museum and
ready to answer any questions that viewers might have. In lieu of a
printed catalog, a room with computer stations was installed where
viewers could browse information and watch videos on the artists and
the work they had just experienced. They could also bookmark and save
information to thumb drives to take home with them

When asked about the most successful aspect of Vitraria, most
artists we interviewed for this article pointed to the museum’s innovative
approach and beautiful interior. Tanja Pak says, “I believe it was very
ambitious and brave, especially when you place such an innovative
concept in central Venice, where you bump into the traditional approach
to glass on every comer you turn, with a few bright exceptions.” Several
artists pointed to fundraising, promotion, and visibility as the least
successful. As Elena Tagliapietra explains, “If you open a museum in
Venice, you don’t have to ask a visitor’s entrance fee. You need to keep it
alive with sponsorship.” Another artist wished that “the public refations,
or spreading the story/exhibition/vision/works in media, could have
been done more clearly.” Were the ambitions too high to achieve in just
a few months? While the amount of work accomplished in such a short
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