Accidental chic of a 30-year affair
A long-evolving home is perfect for a man in love with materials
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Simplicity and focus. It’s a way of creating art and living life that Colorado sculptor Jerry Wingren has mastered. From his abstract wood and stone art to the mountain home he built and designed, less is definitely more. Even with food, fresh and simple top fancy.

Wingren invites me, as he does most guests, for a meal. When I arrive, he lays out lunch of Swedish potato sausages, sauerkraut and Norwegian mustard from a local German market, slices of ripe organic tomatoes, Swiss cheese, fingerling potatoes, fresh cream butter and a small round of Swedish rye he had baked that morning.

Sharing a meal “gets people to relax,” he says, one hand stirring the pot, the other holding a cigarette. Of course, he adds dryly, “over-cooked potatoes are grounds for divorce in Norway.”

In his art, Wingren works primarily with a few materials: western red cedar and Alaskan yellow cedar woods, Virginia steatite and Swedish black granite. The forms he creates, which have appeared in the Atlanta Sculptural Arts Museum, the Denver Art Museum and the Kleine Orangerie in Berlin, are abstract, asymmetrical and animated. Many pieces, including the “Totem”� wood and “Visitor” stone series are fluid, with mostly

soft edges and smooth surfaces. They’re also full of energy. One could suggest a whale

moving through water; another a bird taking flight. 

But, watching Wingren work, it’s clear that simplicity is not so simply achieved. The depth and placement of each curve is purposeful. A piece is finished when it feels right and getting there is about “the dialogue”� between Wingren and the material at hand – its density or grain. “The harder the material you work, the harder it pushes back,” he says.

Like his art, Wingren’s living space is a work in progress, a less urgent one. In April, he installed dark steel baseboards and a new stove and built a new dining table – Alaskan yellow cedar – with a smooth top and uneven edges. From one month to the next, there are new pieces, and old ones are moved to new places.

It was in the early 1970s that Wingren and his wife set out to build their dream home on this hillside above Four Mile Canyon, west of Boulder. The couple soon split. Wingren stayed but decided to live in what started as a one-room crash pad they had planned to use during construction of the main house, which he then let out. Over 15 years he expanded into what’s now a cohesive arrangement of four rooms above a ground-floor studio.

Facing west with mountain views on three sides, the exterior is cedar with rusted metal accents, several pitched roof planes and angled windows. The surrounding forested landscape is dotted with many of Wingren’s large-scale works, including totems as tall the trees. Approaching the house – on a wide gravel path that Wingren and his crew of artists and apprentices rake frequently – a rusted steel panel forms a half wall and border for the sculpture garden above it. 

But the structure of Wingren’s home is as much about function as aesthetics. His living space and the studio beneath it have ground-level access and in front of both sits a high beam with a harness to suspend large-scale pieces he creates.

The house’s interior is dominated by warm wood finishes, from the doors and cabinetry to the furniture and American cherry floor. Windows frame much of the space and bring in an abundance of light. High, angled ceilings lend more openness to the modest space. 

Like his art, Wingren’s home design rejects symmetry save for the straight lines of walls and doorways. The top edge of a bank of kitchen cabinets, built by friend William Jeavons, slants downward from left to right and they’re mounted off centre. Wingren or one of his artist friends made most of what’s in his house, including the kitchen’s copper-and-brass light fixtures, designed by Jeff Clark. 

Off the living room is a nook filled with Wingren’s most recent work, the “Resting Stones,” eight rounded and polished pieces of Virginia steatite. Smaller and quieter than much of his other work, each of the stones has a top and a bottom, which alternately reflect light and cast shadows, decided by the line where they meet.

Though Wingren favours natural materials, blue adds spark to the color scheme. Most striking is a large, deep blue photograph of a lake, a long-exposure shot by friend Scott Johnson. The home’s exterior window panes are robin’s egg blue, as is the bathtub, the paint chipping.

The latter contributes to the accidental chic of the house, where details are both old and new, added or altered one by one. On a low window sill above the tub sits one of Wingren’s rough-hewn steatite vessels, holding a single magenta lotus flower. The lower halves of the walls are washed in a watered-down gold. The room’s sliding glass-and-wood door, with parchment paper added for privacy, reflects both the Scandinavian and Asian influences on the artist’s style.

Wingren, who came to Boulder to teach Scandinavian language and contemporary German literature at the University of Colorado, launched his artistic career in 1974 while living in Germany on a Fulbright scholarship. Just after arriving, he met some sculptors, was captivated and began a two-year apprenticeship. “I knew as a little kid I was going to be an artist,” WIngren says. “If I hadn’t had kids I wouldn’t have stayed so long.”

Most of his inspiration comes from his childhood home: an island in southeastern Alaska where cedar is the wood of Indian tribes’ totem poles and Norwegian immigrants comprise half the population. The Asian elements in his work and his clutter-free home stem from time spent studying origami and sitting in the Zen gardens of Kyoto, Japan.
Wingren and his team work in his studio most days, sharing meals off plates and bowls created by apprentice and artist Kazu Oba. The day ends only when the studio is clean, one of the few house rules.

Preparing lunch, the artist is relaxed. His hair, solid white and shooting in all directions, is the first clue he doesn’t fuss over much besides his work. He has an understated sense of humour. He doesn’t wear his politics on his sleeve, nor is he the stereotypical Boulder health nut. Travel is a big part of his life. In June, he and his crew will make their annual trek to a black granite quarry in Sweden, where Wingren will continue with the Resting Stones series. “We’ll be working the rock there,” Wingren says. “It’s part of the process. We’re totally in the zone.”  
