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a exhibition together with Ulrica Hydman-Vallien

Material: spyglass, Plexiglas, glass, textile, chocolate and wig 

Maja Huer on Ulrica Hydman-Vallien and Åsa Jungnelius; themes, symbols and points of intersection
Both Ulrica Hydman-Vallien and Åsa Jungnelius have contributed to the development of glass art during its different phases of transformation. The late 1990’s was, as well as the 70’s, a period of discussions and redefinitions of the status and position of glass as a material. In the 70’s, there was a strong focus on craft, and glass artists were experimenting with new techniques. Hydman-Vallien reinforced the artistic expression of glass by introducing a whole new world of painted images on glass, as early as in the beginning of the 1970’s. She painted “Angel-Nun-Witch” and “Rat Bowl” in 1972. Soon, the glass had become her canvas. “I always enjoyed drawing and painting, and never cared much about the fact that it was glass I was painting on. I could just as well have been painting on any material,” she says. Still, the most important thing for Hydman-Vallien when working with glass has always been her role as a designer. The strong, painted motives recur on her unique art glass pieces as well as on the mass-produced collections she designs for the Swedish glassworks. “I’ve kept my original painting style even in the mass produced product series. It got me a lot of attention at an early stage, because no one had painted in such an unconventional way before. I taught for many years at the Pilchuck Glass School in the 1980’s, and I got a few followers there. My paintings are still colourful and lush, often with distinct, black outlines. Stubborn and courageous, I have followed my own way and my work has remained consistent. I’ve always enjoyed adorning and decorating, and I’ve never been afraid of the purely decorative element in my role as a designer.” 

During the late 1990’s, there was a discussion of craft as a phenomenon. Glass as a material then took on a more conceptual role. For Åsa Jungnelius, it became her medium of choice as an artist, dealing with everything from aesthetic hierarchies, power structures, taste, and the social construction of gender. One of her main reasons to work with glass is that it’s a material that’s difficult to grasp. She started out as a glass blower, but soon, she began looking for a deeper dimension. She treats glass as an artistic material, and she produces a large part of her works on her own. In the late 90’s, Jungnelius created a series of “rat goblets” in an attempt to contaminate beauty: “It was a way of dealing with the seductiveness of glass, a material that so often entices you to make beautiful things.” Even though glass artist Erik Höglund turned against the conservative forms and patterns of glass as early as in the 1950’s and 60’s, Jungnelius feels that the respect surrounding the crystal vase is still present. “I like the bling-bling effect of the classic anniversary crystal vase,” she says. Jungnelius loves the sparkling cut crystal and wishes to translate its qualities into something contemporary in her works. This has, among other things, resulted in the “Koh-I-Noor” diamonds. The way she sees it, her role as a craftsperson is a way of dealing with the world that surrounds us. Being a craftsperson isn’t limited to simply creating things. She uses craft in a social context, as a way of communicating in different situations. 

Hydman-Vallien and Jungnelius are both exploring themes that connect to the woman’s role. Being a woman who takes what she wants is completely natural to Jungnelius, “the fact that it needs to be pointed out just demonstrates that the patriarchal power structure is still the norm.” Jungnelius investigates these power structures in her works using stereotypes. “I look for stereotyped objects and use them as a model or reference, trying to point out or question their conventional meaning.” The objects she uses in “I like your hair style! II” are high-heeled shoes, makeup, phalluses, chains, diamonds, beauty accessories, a cut-glass chandelier, pedestals, chocolate, hair, and gold. These objects have been assigned their meanings as a result of power structures. Jungnelius questions why they have become stereotypes, what that signifies and who has the power to decide these things. 

Hydman-Vallien’s themes revolve around motherhood, birth and death. She depicts the powerful woman, often in the centre of the family, embracing her husband and child. She is strong, protecting and life-giving. But she can also be a demonic creature, the center and subject of erotic games. Hydman-Vallien doesn’t characterize her paintings as consciously feminist. She simply depicts the world she lives in. 
“I’m depicting the woman that I am and the things that surround me, the things that surround us all—men, children and everything,” she explains. “I’m not a women’s libber, and I never have been. My role has always been independent. I’ve never had to fight because I was a woman. On the contrary, I’ve been strong, both as an artist and as a woman/wife/mother… I’ve always been firm and I’ve followed my impulses,” she continues. 

Hydman-Vallien’s and Jungnelius’ worlds each contain a set of symbols. Recurrent themes in Hydman-Vallien’s work are the breasts and the womb, that she often paints muzzles and eyes on. The breasts of the nude and semi-nude women’s bodies can see and feel, almost as if they were living creatures. Hydman-Vallien feels that breasts are often used to communicate. They can be pushed or brushed against someone. 

“Looking down into a cleavage is a sensual and exciting experience. Besides, the breasts are the first part of the mother’s body that a child gets to know. It’s a very important symbol both for the child and the man, especially if the woman needs to be a bitch sometimes, to feel strong and secure. It’s almost an over-explicit symbol,” says Ulrica Hydman-Vallien. Another important symbol for her is the snake. When she was four years old, she sat down in a grass snake’s nest in her parent’s garden and played with the white eggs and the emerging hatchlings. This episode recurs in her early works, the snakes symbolizing not only danger and horror, but also shelter and protection. 

One of Åsa Jungnelius’ most essential symbols is “Snippan”, the vagina. The mirrored vagina reflects the surrounding world. All the other objects that Jungnelius has worked with in “I like your hair style! II” relate to the mirrored vagina. The female genitals are often depicted with an underlying sexual meaning, or as a symbol for motherhood and childbirth. “In the piece ‘Snippa’, I wanted to depict the female genitals as the norm.” When it was created in 2004, the word “snippa” hadn’t yet been entered in the Swedish Academy Glossary (the norm for the spelling and inflexion of Swedish words). To Åsa Jungnelius, the word itself was important, since it illustrates the absence of a word for the female genitals that is undramatic and innocent, just like the corresponding “snopp” (willy). Being a new word, it’s free of old, normative meanings, which allows the creation of a new norm. 

Jungnelius also works with different phallic symbols, attempting to explore their meaning. “From an aesthetic point of view, phallic symbols have never had a negative meaning, while the vagina as an aesthetic reference will invariably provoke giggle,” she says. Through history, it’s typically women who have been objectified through depiction. Jungnelius’ uses the symbols in a different way, turning the male into an object. He is passivated, disarmed and becomes a ‘babe’. The craftsperson takes the active part and becomes ‘the maker’. Other symbols are the cut diamonds and the gold. Through a prolonged taste debate initiated by the Arts and Crafts Movement, Ellen Key’s aesthetical ideals and the “manifesto of taste” of functionalism, phenomenons like decoration, extravagance and imitation have been regarded as bad taste and coded as feminine. Jungnelius questions the aesthetic hierarchy that marginalizes fake and imitation, and advocates a more open attitude in the taste debate. 

Another recurring element for both artists is the cube. In the late 19th century, a “cube world” for women was constructed. A number of feminine, secluded spaces were created, where women could move freely. A few examples are the “home cube” representing the private sphere and the family, and some semi-public spaces like department stores and cafés, where women could move about on their own. Jungnelius investigates the cube from the point of view of shopping as an activity; from the shop design to the actual products on display. In the white cube of the museum, she builds a symbolic, fictitious shop. The act of shopping gives the shopper a confirmation of her/his identity, but at what price? 

Hydman-Vallien’s cubes often contain a man and a woman tightly pressed together, embracing each other. The cubes usually have three walls and an accentuated opening. To Hydman-Vallien, the cube symbolizes security. “It’s about protecting, shielding and caring. After all, we are still living in houses, made up of rooms—we can’t find anything better,” she says. The eggs and the nest in Hydman-Vallien’s work also refer to home and the love and care of family and friends. 

She has two recurring themes in common with Jungnelius: the bitch and the bimbo. Hydman-Vallien sees herself as a mix between angel and bitch—caring but also short-tempered, furious and troublesome. “Being straightforward is hard on myself as well as on others, and sure, I am a bitch sometimes… you can see it in the artwork, it shows who you are and if you’re being honest with yourself,” she continues. 

A bimbo is thought to be hypersexual, narcissistic, and not too intelligent. Jungnelius questions whether this is really true, or if it’s possible to look like a bimbo and still be in charge. In the 18th century, it was considered masculine to wear makeup, lace and high heels, but today it no longer corresponds to the norm. In fact, the attributes of the bimbo today used to be symbols of power and a male ideal. There is nothing that prevents the “bimbo attributes” from becoming symbols of power again, it’s just a question of what values we assign to them. Jungnelius appreciates the bimbo aesthetics and attributes, and wants to change their meaning by using them in her own way. “When I put on high heels, the world is at my feet.” 

Hydman-Vallien and Jungnelius represent two generations, working with glass as a medium to express and investigate different issues. In Hydman-Vallien’s painted glass as well as Jungnelius’ conceptual glass, the glass acts as a means of communication, dealing with issues like the woman’s role in society. In Sweden, glass has long been seen as something conservative, and many still associate it with bowls, vases and carafes. However, in the last few years, glass has been used more and more to problemize important subjects, which gives it a new and important dimension. 

