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Will Clift explores the wonder of balance in his own way: a series of elegant wood sculptures.
In each piece the slender parts, poised one against another, proceed into the air from the tenta-
tive foundation of a tiny base.

Clift got to this point, in one sense, via a relinement of furniture, which he had been
designing and making since high school. “The problem with the furniture is that I ran into the
pro_blem ?[ [unctionality,” he said. “As the work got more Man always
delicate, it lost the ability to hold books, and when it came
to a choice of beefing something up and compromising the
design or having it be sculpture, I chose sculpture.” traveis a|0ng

In another sense, the sculptor arrived at his present course
as an evolution from stacking wood blocks as a child — he
remembers being intrigued then, too, by playing with the i
limits of balance and stability. precipices.

Each of the works showing at Photo-Eye Gallery is com-
posed of sinuous strips of wood joined by a simple slotting His truest
system. Watching gallery director Wendy Lewis assemble
one and get it to stand on its own — gingerly making small
adjustments at the joints — stimulates an appreciation for
the improbability of the whole affair.

The pieces do add up to a perfect counterbalance, a fact
one can imagine being conceived only with a sophisticated .
computer-engineering calculation. But Clift just eyeballs it. is to keep
“For the most part it has become intuitive,” he said from his
home in Boulder, Colo. The sculptor downplayed the sugges- p
tion that he has an elevated natural sense of engineering. hls balance-
“Its rather because I've been doing things like this so long. .

You can get a sense of how the pieces will aflfect one another and where a picce may need to be
thicker or thinner. Almost always, once | get the pieces cut, I'm quite close.” — Pape John Paul li

Clift often starts out with a drawing that he modifies over time. At other times, the creation
of a piece is akin to improvisation. “When I'm in my shop with my hands dirty is when a lot of
the development of the piece happens,” he explained. “Otherwise, it's a little doodle, a pencil
sketch 1 may do from the smallest impetus of an idea when I'm doing other things. ’

i heres usually a lot of deliberation and retinement ot the design. having to do with the way
the forms relate to one another and the way they interact with gravity. If there’s a sketch 1t will
change over time, but I keep previous versions so | can go back and rescue something

obligation

that got lost along the wav.”
Clift. born in 1978 in Santa Fe, made his first sculptural pieces [rom

construction scrap when he was 4 years old. He sold his [irst commission Top, Will Clift setting up
at the age of 12, and by the time he graduated from high school, he Untitled #811
was designing and making tables on commission. Bottom, Untitled #3, 2000, wood,
He began the series ol balancing sculptures in 1997, The 19 7/8 x 37 1/4 x 1 5/8 inches
next year he enrolled at Stanford All images © Helios Southwest

University, where he

AN eye for equilibrium

details

¥ Will Clift — Fourteen Sculptures ¥ Artist reception 5-7 p.m. today, Sept. 12; exhibit through Nov. 8 ¥ Photo-Eye Gallery, 370 Garcia St. ¥ 988-5152
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A full-scale wooden maquette for a monumental outdoor piece Clift is casting in
Loveland, Colo.

recently earned his master’s degree. He pursued sculpture on his own time
while studying engineering, business and psychology.

Clift is a self-taught artist, by design. He has eschewed formal studies in
art history and artistic technique, but he says it's not because of a fear of
derivativeness. “I just feel my work benefits more from having a really broad
diversity of real experiences from traveling and learning,” he said. “When I
am broadening in this way, I feel most able to create new work.

After he graduated from Stanford, Clift did some traveling and returned
to Santa Fe. The move to Boulder coincided with a new challenge: a bronze
foundry casting of a 10-by-10-foot balance piece. The full-size wooden
maquette (which he plans to have on the patio at Photo-Eye for tonights
opening), he scaled up from a smaller piece done for a Santa Fe client.

“Nobody knows how it will work with the weight and structural proper-
ties of bronze,” he said of the project, which will be an outdoor sculpture.
“Something on this scale has to be hollow, so it will be done in the lost-wax
process, and I believe they can insert a fabricated interior structure. There’s
also a small chance the sculptures can be fabricated, cut from sheet metal,
instead of cast. There are also safety factors — lightning, the sharp, pointy
ends — I have to think about.”

Clift’s regular sculptures, designed for tabletops or mantels, are fashioned
from various woods including mahogany, black walnut and African wenge.
For the very wide piece Lewis took pains to balance during the reporter’s
visit, Clift chose the dark, heavy wenge. That one, though, would not be
possible in bronze, he said: the weight of the long, horizontal pieces would
be too much for the small supporting points.

Timothy Anglin Burgard, curator of American art at the Fine Arts Museums
of San Francisco, said of Clifts delicate sculptures, “Their arcing arabesques
evoke the contours of landscapes or human forms.” For Lewis, they're all
about line and energy.

This is Clifts first solo exhibition, and it is the [irst time that Photo-Eye
Gallery has mounted an entire show of nonphotographic work. <«



