
     The following interview with Tomas Hlavina was undertaken by Tia Blassingame (architecture editor for New York Arts Magazine) when both were residents at The MacDowell Colony in New Hampshire. Established in 1907 by the pianist, Marian MacDowell, the widow of the American composer, Edward MacDowell, the Colony is the oldest in the United States. Tomas Hlavina was in residence to complete his series of objects entitled Tools-Categories. 

TB:
In the Model for a System of Questions about Islamic Carpets, Kamil Nabelek mentions your use of what he calls non-spectacular materials. What was your interest at the time in everyday materials as opposed to more exotic ones?

TH:
I never use very spectacular materials. My works are more about form. Not so much about material or color. These ornate  materials, color would disturb the form. Not always, but it is another quality. 

TB:
You mean it would detract or distract from the form?

TH:
No, it’s some additional quality. For example, some red, some green, some blue, then you start thinking about the relationships between these colors. Not think, you are feeling this. It becomes completely different. 

So you completely avoid adding color?

Once or twice in the past I have used color. But it is quite unusual. For example, I painted my piece “Man between an Apple and Pear” grey. Because of the x-ray. It had to be a compact form. 

By compact you mean-?

It becomes very neutral.

Are your pieces always titled?

Yes. In the beginning like with this project about carpets, they were not so much titles as descriptions, cues.  And they were quite long.


Now the titles are shorter and shorter. And in this last series, my titles are usually just one word.

Do they help the viewer understand your process-?

No, no-

Or the work?

Like with Carpets, the sentences mostly are about form. Some are from me; others are from The Koran, other books, Socratic philosophers. It’s some context. It’s really part of the work.

Do you find you look at literature, philosophy to inform what the project will be?

 Earlier in my career, yes. 

For Carpets?

Especially for that series. I am not depending on literature so much now. My influences are wider.

From different art forms?

Anything. It’s really anything. Sometimes it could be some metaphor for life. For Carpets, I was much more focused on philosophical and religious literature.

Are you using these texts for initial inspiration?

I was interested in philosophy and these religious texts. It was something I was trying to understand. And it was some way, creating this object to find some result. But it is not result like some answer. Real answer, but some method of understanding.

What are some other influences?

They’re maybe more from my life, people.

Were you trying to understand issues related to faith?

No, no I think I had always quite a distance from religion.

But you are looking at religion something very ephemeral and creating something very concrete and present.

Well, especially at this time, I was interested in more than just religion. It wasn’t just about Islamic carpets. It was, for me, made from some distance. I was interested more in the structure of the religion. The system.

Its rules?

Yes, how it is structurally. I could find some relationships, similarities between these religions.

Between Islam and other religions?

Christianity, Judaism and so on. And relations within Islamic culture. The carpets were some kind of scheme of the world, in fact. Their ornaments were repeated in the architecture, calligraphy. Everything.

Scheme of expression, Islamic expression?

Yes, I used these carpets to understand their system, their world. 

What other sculptors or visual arts influence you?

I prefer mostly ancient art. Egyptian, Greek, Medieval.

What is it about art of these ancient civilizations that captivates you?

You can spend much more time with this work. They are always much more concentrated.

More detailed?

No, sometimes it’s very simple forms. It could be some very abstract, simple form, but you have this feeling that you can be with this work and find something there. It is difficult to describe what it is. I think these artists also spent longer time with their work probably. And it’s visible. 


I spend with my work also quite a long time. I prefer if people are able to spend longer time with my work too.

Your work, especially the Physics series, has a lot of wit visible. Is that a conscious effort?

No, it is not enough to make something funny. It must be something, some contrast there. some paradox and it’s about some forms also. Some contrast between some forms.

Does where you are working affect your art?

Of course, there are some influences like on material. For example, this white stopper in Prague is quite unusual. I have never seen this in my country; it’s always black. And I can’t do this with black stoppers. Maybe it is quite a stupid influence: white stoppers.

If that’s all American can provide.

I think it’s important in this piece that they are white. Without the white stoppers, maybe I could make something different, but-

You could have painted them white.

I’m not sure.

This is part of the series you are working on now?

Yes, the series is Categories. I took the title from an Aristotle’s book about logic. It’s very abstract; I think no book could be more abstract. (laugh) 


It’s one influence, but I really do not need to present this like some context to any philosophy. It’s just my private influence. You don’t need to read this book to understand my works.

With this series you’re finding forms for ideas presented in the book?

It’s more some collection of ideas. And I’m trying to find some relationships between them. And make some very abstract result.

Does it have to be very abstract? 

If you would like to connect many ideas from very diverse points of view, then it must be abstract. Also since I like to spend with my work a longer time, it is difficult to spend such time with a piece when there is one exact meaning. 

Then it is enough to be with this five minutes and you know what it is. But if you are able to find more points of view, then it’s quite important to be with this piece. It must be, in this sense, abstract.

How much time do you spend on pieces?

Could be one, two weeks. But usually I spend a month or more.

Is this because you focus on the craft and specific decisions related to composition?

In ”Position” for example, this realization is simple. I can make this maybe all these pieces here a couple days. It is not about the technique or the realization, but to find this connection of forms.

END


