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ON OCTOBER 25, a major retrospective of the work of
CHRISTOPHER WOOL oponed at the Sol R. Guggenheim
Museum in New York, the artist's most comprehensive exhibi-
tion to date. But just last year, Wool pleted a much quiet
and more unusual project: a series of stained-glass windows for
a Romanesque chapel in France's Lolre Valiey. Artforum invited
curator ANNE PONTEGNIE, who helped commission the work,
to refloct on the windows' luminous realization and their relation
to Wool's oeuvre—in a context equally digital and archaic,
painterly and crafted, earthly and divine.
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CHRISTOPHER WOOL is not the first name that comes
to mind for a church-window commussion, Indeed,
he is one of the few artists of his generation to have
resolutely stayed in front of the earthbound plane of
the casel: fighting, sweating, swearing, and bitching
until be could find his own solution to the problem
of what a painting—and an American, abstract one
at thar—can be today. He has become celebrated for
infusing his abstraction with the rhythms and reali-

ties of our time, but also for stubbornly shutting out
the very world whose spirir be is chasing

So when Xavier Douroux, direcror of Le Consor
tium in Dijon, France, asked me if | thought Wool
would be interested in making a series of windows
for the chapel at La Charité-sur-Loire—a small town
of medieval origin aloog the Loire River in southern
France—I expressed serious doubt. The eleventh
century church is registered as a UNesco world hen-
tage site and was an important Cluniac center; the
commission came under the auspices of the New
Patrons, an innovative program that allows anyone
to commission an actwork through a mediaror
Douroux has, in Burgundy alone, overseen more
than cighty such commissions, The process involves
a long negotiation in which every participant—the
commissioners, the municipality, the medintor, and
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The windows had no deadline
attached, would not enter the
market, and would become part
of areality that had existed long
before them—and might continue
to exist for an even longer time
together with them.

the artist—has a say. Nothing could seem more dif-
ferent from Wool's intensely focused relationship
with the canvas, Yot the complexities of this commis-
sion did not so much bie in social relations, but in the
necessity to engage and address a material context
ranging from late-Romanesque architecture to the
texrures of lead and glass,

In fact, that very context managed to capture
Wool’s interest, and so—against all expectations—he
decided to give it a try, | think that when he visited
La Charité for the firss time, he was touched by the
bare brilliance of the architecture, by the golden day-
light specific to the Loire Valley, and by the genuine
respect, trust, and understanding coming from the
commissioners and from Pierre-Alain Paros, the mas-
ter glassmaker who would translate Wool's ideas into
their final medium, The peoject was taking place in a
context so remote that it offeced a perfect break from
art-world pressures, It had no deadline attached,
would not enter the market, and would become part
of a reality that had existed long before it—and
might continue to exist for an even longer time
together with it.

The next meetings, four long sesstons over two
years, were held in Parot’s studio in a small village
close to Dijon, where we were surrounded by bits
and picces of glass, from thineenth-century frag-
ments to elements for contemporary designs, Parot
does not speak English, so 1 ranslated. At first, Wool
struggled with the material’s rransparency. He tried
o paint directly on glass but was surprised again
and again by how contradictory it scemed to add
muatter onto a transparent background, He guickly
understood that this would generate darkness where
fight was needed. At the time, Wool was alo work-
ing on a series of computer-based drawings, which
led him to switch his atrention from the opacity of
painting to the structural quality of line.

In glassmaking, lead is used as a bordes, 2 support
to partition and hold together the glass segments.
It is a structural constraint. But, characteristically,
Woal decided to use that very constraint as a compo
sitional device. He would use the lead—not pamt—
to reproduce the intricate vectoes of a drawing, These

contours would both hold and define constituent
areas of glass, And unlike in tradivional stained-glass
compaositions, here the lead lines would sometimes
fully demarcate bur also sometimes stop short of
forming contimuous boundaries for the glass—ending
abruptly, with no clear clesure in sight, Paror imme

diately understood Wool's intention, and he worked
hard 1o solve the rechnical difficulties and to make
the design feasible, while the artist refined the com-
position of cach window, following its shape and
predetermined division inro o grid of six partitiona,
Later, the artist would begin investigating the glasy,
115 color and rexwure, and the relationship between
the five windows.

The last decision—and the one it took Wool the
longest to make—was whether to include colored
ass. As we worked in Paror's studio, filled ro the brim
with magnificent samples of tinted glass, it became
increasingly clear thar the addition of color would
inatill the windows with life. After much delibera-
tion, a bright yellow was chosen to lightly punctuate
the compositions. Depending on the ime of day, the
color and glass would glow as if from within, or the
looping lines would appear in all their sturkness.

Once these decisions were made, Puror was left o
manufacture the windows, and Wool woukd only see
the finished peeces once they had been put in place—
barely an hour before the entire city of La Charité
could see as well. For an artist who stays so close o
his work, the separation and remporary loss of con
trol turned that moment of unvetling into an intense
mix of expociation and anxiety, keading to decp relief
as it soon became clear that Wool's mstincts had been
right and his intentions perfectly realized. It is hard
to imagine a place further from the one that gave
birth to Wool's abstraction. Yer while the chapel win-
dows are unmistakably his, they do not function in
contrast to their unlikely site but in natural adequa-
tion, Their beauty is the result of n close encountes,
ope that comes as still greater evidence of Wool's
capacity to connect to the outside, and to use that
porasity to grow and continually transform. [
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