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Mutable History: The Work of Ione Thorkelsson

By Virginia M. Eichhorn 

Glass is a malleable material. Composed of thousands of infinitely tiny grains of sand which are
melted down it can assume a myriad of forms both functional and decorative. Essentially, glass
is about transformation and mutability. Its composition and function are left to the artist or
glassmaker, however, retained within the translucence of the material is the innate history
inherent within the sand, which ultimately is the history of the world itself. As such in one sense,
regardless of the ultimate form which it takes, glass is infused with the past. This is a significant
and appropriate undercurrent which can be found within Ione Thorkelsson's most recent work.

Thorkelsson's latest body of work is titled Fragments and 2 Partial Reconstructions: Everything
we know about the Tropocene. It consists of what might be fossils of previously unknown
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creatures cast in glass. For several years now Thorkelsson's work has been rooted in the realm
of what is possible, rather than what is actual. The work has a symbolic substance where she
extracts associations of meaning in order to create something new. A glass cast of a sheep's
stomach gains a set of bird's wings thereby giving birth to a new creature. Casts of chicken's feet
supporting a bowl-shape take on a kind of dignity and elegance that was previously unseen.
These disparate and unlikely elements are treated as reverentially as those body parts which
were individually mummified in canopic jars by the ancient Egyptians. In doing so, they
acknowledged the importance of the individual organs to the integrity and substance of the entire
body. Each part was as important ultimately as the whole. This same feeling can be seen in the
early Christian church with the veneration of religious relics – often a tooth, finger or other body
part of a saint or holy person. This reverence for relics in fact is, to some extent a primitive
instinct, and it is associated with many religious systems.

While Thorkelsson is working without a theological framework her art nevertheless respects the
integrity and the beauty of the creatures with which she works. As with many visionary and
original artists, her tools or methodology might seem unorthodox, but the result is the creation of
something beautiful and unique.

Thorkelsson's invention of the term "Tropocene" is especially interesting as it describes her work
more appropriately than any other term currently in usage. In one sense, she has created the title
around the theme of what the exhibition is: and that, is mutability.

Mutability can assume many forms. It can be tangible - in shape, form or growth; it can be
transcendent - in vision, creativity and realization. Regardless it is the inherent quality of possible
change that makes it so interesting. Part of what draws the viewer to it is the implicit
understanding that it will not always be as it was. And that creates an interesting dynamic tension
in the relationship between the viewer and the object.

Thorkelsson understands the power of that tension. It is a kind of trope or visual tropism which
she has created and which embodies the fossilized creatures in glass which she has created.
Simply put, a trope is a play on words, a word used in something other than what is considered
its literal or normal form. In effect a trope provides a way of turning a word away from its normal
meaning, or turning it into something else. This is effectively what Thorkelsson has done with
both her current and previous bodies of work. She takes an object and through juxtaposition of
forms or purposes and via creative assemblage gives a new context for what is normally familiar.

Fragments essentially hybridizes different sources and abstract approaches in ways that are
provocative. Thorkelsson's work isn't didactic however, but rather is more like poetry in sculptural
form. She says of her intention in creating this body of work that she wanted "to suggest to the
viewer a possibly playful route by which he/she may approach these peculiar and sometimes
dark pieces. I would certainly be disappointed if no other routes existed". So even though the
work is presented in the context of a collection of historical (or pre-historical) artefacts she
alludes to what the works are, but always leaves open the possibility for individual interpretations.

The largest work in the exhibit is described as the following: Reconstruction of nearly complete
quondam marine avifaunum; (alternate) marine [avifuanum manqué] mammal. In this she gives
us clues as to what has been created, although there are no absolutes. Her choice of terminology
is as deliberate as the parts which she combines together in her assemblages. Quondam is that
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which once was, thereby intimating that this fantastical creature actually existed at one point.
However "manqué" is defined as that which might have been but which is not effectively
juxtaposing "quondam". Her inclusion of terms which are in essence antithetical to one another is
a subtle mimicry of what she does formally in her construction of these imaginary creatures. It is
up to the viewer to unlock the clues and provide a meaningful context for the fantastical
creatures which have been created.

In Thorkelsson's work there is an effortless and poetical synergy between material, medium and
allegory. Visual images and tropes work to organize and structure our understanding of the
world. Art provides an obvious medium for symbolic exploration and reorganisation because it
sets up a dialogue between established and novel representations. In essence, Thorkelsson's
glass tropes "make real" that which existed previously only as visual hypotheses. Her use of
invented words and terminology, like her invented creatures, are not meant to obscure or
subvert, but rather allow for an opening and expansion of meaning without limitation.

Thorkelsson has stated that "The glass comes first. All the other notions and inferences come
out of the glass. For me the ideas come out of the material, not the other way around." As such,
the potential for subject matter can be endless as glass encapsulates within the experiences and
history of the world itself. For as we all know the world, like glass, is composed of thousands of
infinitely tiny grains of sand which assume a myriad of forms both functional and decorative.
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