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Embracing Upheaval, the new Wendell Castle show at Friedman Benda, is not to be
missed —and that’s a line I never expected to write. There may be only six works on
display — five in stack laminate ash and one imposing two-part bronze,
called Dante’s Heaven—but they offer a commanding vision of Castle’s ongoing
fusion of art and design. They also provide as the title—which sounds like the name
of an I-Ching hexagram—suggests, a triumphant response to the psychic challenges
of the creative process and, possibly too, this politically trying American moment.
Equally significant are the volumes the work speaks about the dynamic potential of
an elder artist.
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Dante’s  Heaven by Wendell Castle, 2015. Bronze. Courtesy  of  Friedman  Benda  and
Wendell  Castle,  Photography  by  Dan  Kukla
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made either through a personally devised stack-laminate technique or by castmolding fiberglass. That bodacious production put Castle at the forefront of the
American studio furniture movement in the 1960s, and he’s remained a star player
through its evolution into what’s most currently referred to as fine design. In fact, for
the past decade or so, he has spearheaded the melding of digital technologies—3D
scanning and modeling, along with computer-controlled milling—with traditional
woodcraft—carving, rasping, and finishing—creating ever larger works, now verging
on the monumental, at an age when most artists have long since put away their
power tools.
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the ugly and eccentrically scaled in an effort to advance a new realm of expression.
Yet rather than being bracingly fresh, Castle’s cacophonous chromatic palette and
exaggerated botanical forms and textures appeared only cloyingly peculiar.
	
  
To my eye, Castle’s production only became compelling again when he started
showing with Barry Friedman in 2008. At that gallery, which later became Friedman
Benda, it appears Castle found the space and security to take a deep creative breath
and reassess his path. And that led to a return to the organic formulations that had
distinguished his early work, but now those shapes were more refined, articulate,
and pure. He worked again in fiberglass, but this time elevated his designs with a
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selection of luxe finishes—gold or silver leaf or an automobile-grade iridescent
urethane. He explored making biomorphic chairs and tables out of cast concrete and
and one-off pieces were hotly collected, and soon attracted the interest of the then
welded stainless steel. These limited-edition and one-off pieces were hotly collected,
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He continued to make stack-laminate seats and tables, now evocative of roots,
He continued to make stack-laminate seats and tables, now evocative of roots,
sprouts, and tendrils, but stained the typically blonde ash wood with an ebony hue,
sprouts, and tendrils, but stained the typically blonde ash wood with an ebony
endowing the pieces with a sober majesty.
hue, endowing the pieces with a sober majesty.
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Hornet’s  Nest by Wendell Castle, 2016. Stained ash. Courtesy  of  Friedman  Benda  and  Wendell  Castle,  Photography  by
Dan  Kukla
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