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Thomas Gentille

The Permanence of the Ephemeral

by Vanessa 5. Lynn

Although Thomas Genille has the distinction of having a
black ceramic glaze named for him, it is his licde-known
recovery of an ancient eggshell surface for jewelry that marks
for him an emblematic achievement. Eggshell, the skin of the
egg, the universal symbol of potentiality, captures all thar
Genitille seeks. Medieval man thought of the egg as container
of bath mareer and thought. So it must be for Gentille,

whao desires a monument to that most fleeting of potentiali-
ties, creativity. The inherent worthlessness of the material,
the strain of the derailed technique and the surface demareri-
alization build ro a erescendo as his lifelong concerns. To
take the most fragile and ephemeral of natural materials and
restructure ir, resurrect it, in a permanent form of his own
creation is the essence of whar he seeks to achieve as an artist,
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The time-consuming process involves thousands of eggshell
fragments painstakingly laid and permanently affixed to a
hand-carved armature. The material is emphasized through
his control of the scale of these calcified chips and by the
surface application of one or more pigments. The colors lodge
only berween the myriad slivers of shell, emphasizing the
irregular geometry that is the parchwork surface.

Six years to research and three years to complere the first
eggshell armlet: it is understandable thar Gentille is reluctant
to share his technique. Yer, because the eggshell surface is
the essence of so much that is his, it is doubtful thar anyone
could use it as effectively. For over 30 years, Thomas
Gentille has occupied a small and diminishing corner of the
artist/jeweler communiry. Although, like many peers, his
work is truly his raison d eere, he, in contrast, must often be
coaxed to bring pieces out of seclusion for viewing. Instead
of oppartunistic self-promotion and grandstanding, he

has been known to keep his work our of porentially profirable
venues and discourage sales to people whom he feels
misunderstand his intention. His work celebrates technique
vet avoids Hashy, trendy pyrotechnics. He could spend six
years researching a process; he has spent 10 on the completion
of a single necklace. In the past, his path has sometimes
paralleled and sometimes diverged from thar of mainstream
jewelry developments. Bur more ofien, in his isolation, he
seems 1o have been several steps ahead. The resulcis a
focused, exacting oeuvre, combining a modernist sensibiliry
with old-world craftsmanship that seems ar times in opposi-
tion to prevailing art world practice.

Pins, Surel, Pin, wood burl,
ultramarine blue pure eggshell inlay,

pigment inlays 11.5 x 6.9 x 2.3mm deep.
with metallic particles, Photo: Karen Bell
8.6mm d.

Photos: Karen Bell






His life fits the arc world stereotype of the pracricing, pas-
sionate maker. His cramped urban Aar, piled with a liferime
of paraphernalia, serves as living and working environmen.
Here he keeps his needs to a minimum, concentrating on the
vision, the work., Eliminating peripheral distractions per-
mits a disciplined life devoted to a slow, steady investigarion
of the things that make him passionate: geometry, tonality
and materialicy.

These preoccupations, so apparent in his mature work, seem
well defined by an early date. From the outset, he preferred a
two-dimensional formar, This provided the most receprive
plane for him to explore issues of nonobjecrivity. He respects
the inherent beauty and clarity of pure form and employs it in
his austere compasitions. He uses geometry to explore issues
of perception, reality and illusion. Similarly, he revels in color
for its own sake and for the evocartive power released through
juxtaposition. He favors two extremes of palette: primary,
unmaodulated tonalities and light-refracting, shimmering hucs
thar demarerialize in the viewing. In the service of each of
these concerns, Geneille lavishes attention o detail.

The lacter is not a skilled crafisman’s indulgence bur part of
a philesophical framework. At the core is his pursuit of
permanence, his need to make only what will endure. This
need prods him to seek both a physical and esthetic im-
mortality. It underlies the structural systems thar become
solutions for the conservation of ephemeral marerials.

The cold-connection acrylic sandwich, to take bur one ex-
ample, serves as protector to the host of delicare marerials,
gold leaf, feathers, glitter or hand-dyed silk. Gentille will not
incorporate them until he is confident they will not dis-
integrate in time.
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Pin, 18k gold, pearls,
approx. 5.5mm d.

The desire for permanence not only underlies his attraction e
innovative marerials, it offers another explanation for his
attraction to geometry. Geometry provides a language that is
both universally understood and transcendent of its time
and place. The issues of geometric abstraction can only be
pinpointed to the 20th century. Using it allows him to keep
company with the artists to whom he is most responsive,
from Mondrian to Halley. Bur geometry provides an advan-
tage beyond timelessness, It offers the opportunity to wed
the exploration of the above issues to the investigation of the
even larger motivating passion.

Gentille is maniacal about marerial. He has made his rask

as an artist to identify, enhance and release a marerial's in-
tegrity. His quest has not been for “the elevation of the
inexpensive,” although he has been conveniently caregorized
in the "alternative material” camp. His search pre-dares the
precious metal market frenzy of the 70s. In 1958, his last yor
as an undergraduate ar the Cleveland Institute of Art, he
chose 1o conclude his three years of training as a painter/
sculpror by a year of jewelry study with John Paul Miller, He
was, henceforth, a painter/sculptor pursuing fine art goals
with unconventional materials. He gained notoriety by using
ebony to carve a brooch; its application in metal studios was
heretofore reserved for holloware handles. He was che first
student at Cleveland to do a bronze casting in jewelry. And,
true to his passion for exploring new materials, he rook

the initiative that resulted in the establishment of the first
glass-blowing facility at the school.



Genulle's early work incorporates a vaniety of precious
matertals, which even then were used i unconventional ways,
He lad wilk into carved ebony channels, inlad dental amal-
gam intw a domed gold pin, and granulated 24k gold

for hairpick embellishments before anyone told him 1 was
techmually impossible. He used feathers m aerylic inlays,

and invented 4 wax on wax casting technique, which Oppi
Untrache asked him 1o detail for fewedry, Conceprs and
Technolagy. Always. as when he comented nny pearls in poc-
kets and made rased walls of gold for their protecuion,

the design and rechnique are interowined in the service of
permanence. He invented a pure-pigment inlay rechmique
that 15 now taughr in high schools meernanonally, The
pleasure and passion of this pursuit, of not only knewing and
conquering a method or matenal. but then actually invent-
ing one's own, drives him to be expenmental. Av the same
time, he has ulnmarely shared many of his discovenes, and i
the process lost credin for imitiating them., This 1s because

he has been neghgent in documenting his wotk, remiss im
photographing. datung and recording his own sales and
exhubitions, It remains for the next researcher to confirm

that his long love affar with acrylic sheet developed indepen-
dent of the published examples coming from Europe in the
early 70, bur it scems highly likely thar such i the case. More
important than the chronology of acrylics 15 his advanced
explorations with them. He has learned 1o maximize the in-
tninsic properies of acrylic and then alier them 1o create

and control a new set of colors. textures and light-gathening
properues. In so domg, he frequently manages to assemble

a combinanion of techmques thar defy expectanon and render
the alien matter with humanist sensibility. Genille 1s able

to bring a life force ro that which we think of as mert.

He 1s capable of doing this because he 15 very clear about the
driving force behind his contimuing imvestganons. He
believes that the less precious the maternial, the more difficult
it 1s 1o locare us integrny, its “soul.” And theremn lies the
challenge. “You can bite into 24k gold and create something
beautiful,” Acryhic. dental amalgam, paper fenl, thread and
cggshell offer no such easy answers. It may be romantic, vet nt
may well be this hard-won understanding thar underlies
Gennille's unique achievernents with these matenals. 1o in-
volves extracting essentiahity. Too many jewelers chose a
matenal simply because it 1 there, Their compositional need
for a pale. Aar passage in an assemblage, for example, may
just as eastly be fulfilled by gold. plastic, bone or enamel. A
found object or marerial, 1n other words, may be used

simply because 1t has been found, When at 1ts best, Genulle's
use of a parncular matenal insinuares wsell wathin a com-
posiion as the only choice and the only mamipulation to pro-
vide an effective result. Remove thar marenal, and the
integnity of the entire prece disintegrates, A late armlet (1989)
of mother-of-pearl. ehony and Caolorcore provides a hand-
same example, The graphic composinon calls to mind llya
Bolotowsky's Small Whase Fondo of 1960 (Yale Univerury An
Gallery), with 11s use of close white and off-white tonalines,
rhythmically punctuated by black lines and gray planes,
CGenulle has wsed the mtrinse grain i the pearhzed surface 10
exceprional advantage, placing each in juxtaposinon o

its neighbor so that cach captures and refraces light indepen-
dently. Consequently, cach becames a different colon

Ad Reinhardt's black canvases also come to mind. This
symphuny of whites further benefits from the introduction of
a rruncared, rectangle of matte-gray Colorcore placed at a
45-degree angle to the pearlized thythms. The denury of the
synthetic matenal and the finaliry of ws Hatness serve 1o
intensify the visual unpredictabiliry of the organic surface,
The narrow ebony divisions also used here share the pro-
pertics of both: organic by definiion, thewr grain compliments
the pearl at the same time thar their dense color resonares
with the laminate. It 1s nort just the unexpected harmony of
the naturalfsynthene juxtaposinon that makes this work so
powerful: it 15 the arnst’s ulumate abulity 1o understand each
matenal, Gentlle's handling of the mother-of-pearl grain
results 1n a tonal and rexiural complexity nvaling the power
of the brushstroke in the best monochrome pamning,
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To extract the essence of cach material in this way 5.1

a sense. 1o reduce it. To stiip away the hieral and figuratve
surface distractions 15 1o proclaim the matenal’s purest
facticay. The same impetus accounts for Genulle's structural
reducuvism in his mature work. As his progression with
matenials went from the precious as pnimary to irrelevant, he
reduced his dimensional vocabulary (by the 70s) 1o the
essence of geomerne perfection, the cirele, With rare ex-
ception, the aircular brooch or circular, planar armler became
the essenuially flat canvas for all his work. Yet. as he points
out, he works his flatness three-dimensionally.

Just as he secks to get “inside” a marenal, so too he parallels
1ts construction in his composimon. For example, his con.
structed brooches use thewr ¥-inch depth i two ways. First,
surface shn is penetrated and something  color, space,
light, dark or texture 15 revealed wathin, He creates aper-
tures through which we may peer to find a greater ruth.
Through thar revelation, the entire structure 15 aliered, and so
too 15 our understanding of the piece. The most dramanc
illustranion of this 18 a senes of 20 round, bronze brooches,
each of which had a central square worked upon it. The
circular surface of each was wreared uniquely, as was the hand-
ling of the square. One might be cut our, a secand might

be inser with ebony, a third could protrude in sandpapered
plexiglass. They call to mind a jeweler’s homage 1o Josel
Albers's Homage to the Sguare. But Albers's 40-year series
explored the calculated interaction of color and strasght lines
through his square-on-square formula. Genrille expands

the experiment by increasing the controlled parameters. By
adding vanation in material, texture and density to bus

own square-on-circle equanon, he explodes our preconcep-
tons of each matenal in each juxtaposinon as well as our
understanding of nonohjectve figure/ground relanonships.
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Pin, Sursl,

pure pigment inlays,
10.5mm d. x 6mm deep.
Photo: Karen Bell

The second way m which the pins and armlets take advantag
of deprh 1s the fact that both sides bear complete composs-
tons. In the case of a pin's verso, this 15 nor a remannic secre
berween artist and patron. Each 1s 2 complete composition,
including the consideration of the width of the pin stem as «
relates 1o the angle and font of the arnst's signature, In the
case of a flat armlet, the prece reads as rwo emirely differemt
compasitions. depending on whether the arm 15 up or down.
Like Gentille's obsessive exploration 1o find the inner truth o
a material, and his structural sandwiches whose layers ex-
pusc formal, textural or tonal secrets, these completely self-
sufficient “alternative faces™ use the strict vocabulary of
geometne abstraction to defy that modernist diceum, “What
you see 15 what vou see!” In the case of Genulle, what you
see in never all there s,
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Square in Circle Pins, 3
variafions from a series of 20;
top: bronze, chemical

pating; center: solid copper,
heat and chemical pating;
bottorm: bronze, pink

marble cube, chemical and
heat pating, each approx.
7.1mm d. Photos: Karen Bell

Armlat,

front and bock,
oerylic, 22.8mm .
Photos: Karen Bell




