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At the time of this interview Shane Ferro was President of the Glass Artist Society of 
America 
 

 
Shane Fero 
The Conversation about Eggs 
2005 
flame worked, acid etched: soft glass 
12.7 x 20.3 x 8.9 cm 
 
What is the current membership of the Glass Artists Society of America? 
 
About 3,500 members in 52 countries. 
 
How long have you been president of the society? 
 
The usual presidency is for two years. I’m into my third year and I’m probably going to 
go for two, two-year terms.  
 
In terms of the way they work people identify themselves – artist, craftsperson, and 
commercial producer.  
 
It’s true that there are many categories. The language reveals something and I know 
twenty years ago I might have said, “I’m a craftsperson”. I’d have conversations with 
people and in those discussions they would say, “Well you’re not really a craftsperson, 
you’re an artist”. I’d say, “No, no, no, I’m a craftsperson”, and subsequently – probably 
for the past fifteen years – I would say I’m an artist primarily working in glass, but 
working in other mediums as well. 
 
Why the change? 
 
Well because I think I went in a direction where I didn’t care as much about the craft. 
Although it was important, the ideas were more important. That’s a classical view of an 
artist – where the ideas are important, not so much technique. Harvey Littleton had this 
famous statement, “Technique is cheap” – the craft is subservient to the idea.  
 
I don’t necessarily go along with that, but I do think that I’m really more involved with 
ideas. If you reach a certain skill level it doesn’t really matter much anymore. But then 
again I know people who are totally unskilled (say in flame working) and they are great 
artists because they have an idea. I’ve known many people over the years (and it has 
become more of a trend) that will do an installation piece. Maybe they will know a 
couple of little techniques to make squiggles of this, or some kind of shape, but they 
turn it into an installation with an idea and it’s fascinating. It used to be my idea that 
you had to be able to make things really well, be a maker. I’ve changed that view 
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because these installations are wonderful, even though the person doesn’t have much 
technical expertise.  
 
What do you get from physically working the material?  
 
For me it’s important, but it isn’t really important from other people’s perspective, like 
Dale Chilhuly for instance. There are a lot of people who can orchestrate an idea by 
utilizing other people’s talents. That’s admirable in a way. I remember back in the late 
‘80s and early ‘90s, there was quite a goblet movement, particularly around Seattle. 
People took flame working classes with Ginny Ruffner and James Minson and different 
people at Pilchuck. Goblets were very popular. Of course that’s not an artistic 
endeavour per se, but it’s a fashion.  
 
They didn’t really know how to blow a cup or a foot, but they could flame work the 
stem, which was very artistic. It was not necessarily done well, but what they would do 
was take an antique glass, or get it from a glassblower and cut it off and glue the stem 
to it. When I first observed this phenomenon, I thought that’s cheating; they can’t even 
make the thing. Not all of them were particularly good at it, but after seeing it for a 
while, it was – yeah, but they have this great idea. It doesn’t matter that they didn’t 
make the whole thing.  
 
That’s the concept held by Dale Chilhuly and a whole lot of people. The idea that 
group cooperation can make a piece. Somebody has the idea to design ‘whatever’ and 
then can orchestrate it using other people’s talents to finalise the idea. That comes out 
of a factory system like Murano, and it’s a long tradition that really goes back to the 
medieval guilds. 
 
There would be no separation between art and craft for them. If someone wanted to 
produce a painting for a patron in sixteenth century Italy, there was the master who 
had the commission to make the piece, but he had a studio with apprentices. He had 
different apprentices who could paint different things. He was a good painter himself, 
but let’s say someone was really good at trees and someone was really good at 
mountains in the distance, or someone was good at clouds. He would orchestrate the 
painting and he would do the final touches. That was the standard thing and not out of 
the ordinary. Since then it has become really important that the artist actually makes 
the whole piece and understands the processes of the piece and understands the 
history of the piece – the whole thing. That was a switch.  
 
Now in the glass world it has come back. A lot of Italian maestros were brought across 
to Pilchuck in the ‘70s and 80’s. They had great skills, but they worked in teams to 
produce pieces. You end up with this incredible result that you couldn’t make yourself 
–  no matter how good you were. 
 
Certainly in furnace work, but less so in other areas? 
 
That’s probably true, but then again in casting, Bertil [Vallien] utilised different people 
to do the boats. Then again, he came from a factory situation. He was a designer at 
Kosta Boda. He designed production work, then he designed his grand ideas and he 
utilized a team. 
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There is not enough time to gain all the skills to create ideas, the same as Chilhuly 
who had these teams of young people. Maybe it is even a weight issue in handling the 
glass. You can say, I like these colours, here’s the sketch  
 
I suppose that’s reacting to material through the people who are working with you. 
 
That’s right, and like I said that’s a medieval guild idea. 
 
How does that fit with your training? 
 
It does have a whole lot to do with me, because I was an apprentice. I came from an 
older fashion, I guess like a guild situation – where you’re taken in by a family, you’re 
part of a family and they teach you basic skills until you get to a certain level. If you 
exhibit enough talent, then they let you go a little bit. In my life for example, what 
happened was that my teachers had other people working for them in production of 
pieces, I guess their view was that I had a little more talent, or something that they 
deemed worthy, so they gave me keys to the studio. I would go in at night and work on 
my own to practice, whereas employees just went to work. So I gained this extra 
experience, but a lot of that was by failing, but trying to gain certain skill levels. 
 
Other employees (that I guess were apprentices as well) the teachers didn’t mentor as 
well. Another thing that was to my benefit was that I also trained in front of people and I 
became a good demonstrator. So while there were these other people working in the 
factory, they were going to train me as this guy who was good at performing in front of 
people. He’s creative. We are going to push him and give him free rein to a certain 
extent. 
 
Were you developing a language? 
 
When I was younger I thought there was something there that I wanted to express, but 
I wasn’t really sure what it was. I was young – 17, 18, 19 years old at that point. I 
moved to New York and got back with my original teacher (his wife was also my 
teacher). At that point I was a demonstrator. I had these friends and one night we got 
together drinking beer or wine and I said flame-working is so trite in so many ways, 
wouldn’t it be interesting if you could express yourself with flame-working, with 
religious, psychological, philosophical symbols and really go crazy with it instead of 
making traditional things. I think I was 21, maybe 22 years old. At that point I said wait 
a minute, we don’t have to be making bells or whatever, why can’t we do this? And 
that was when a personal language came to mind. I thought I could express what I’m 
interested in through flame working. 
 
Academically my background was in philosophy. I was always questioning things. I 
believe that artists try to express themselves – their interests, and their values. I don’t 
mean moral values necessarily. I mean an evaluation of their perceptual world. To take 
it in through your perceptual field and then push it back out with your skills. OK I’ve 
seen all these things (birds in the bush whatever) and I say, “Wow, what has 
impressed me most about these birds?” So you take elements (of different birds) 
whether the colouration, form or gesture whatever. This comes through your 
perceptual field and filters through your neurological, psychological system and then 
you come up with some creative idea or impulse and then you push it out as a piece of 
art by using skill.  
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It doesn’t matter what skill level you have, it’s the whole process of gestation of things 
that are coming through that are important to you. That’s what I mean by valuation – a 
heuristic point of view. This is what I feel about whatever particular interest I might 
have. So I feel this about an aspect of religion. You make a statement through your 
skills. 
 
As a literate and articulate person you chose glass? 
 
It’s weird, I know. I might have done it in another medium, or another discipline. It 
could have been through psychology, but I think I was that sort of person. The fact is 
that, through happenstance or synchronicity, I became this. I moved from Chicago to 
Florida as a kid and half a mile from my house there was this flame worker. I’d run my 
bike down there and watch this guy make things and the process fascinated me. He 
wasn’t doing anything that I consider that great, but just watching him got me. It pulled 
me in and then he sold out to a younger guy who had a son about my age. The next 
thing you know was I was 15 years old and I was sweeping his floor and mowing his 
lawn. I started doing it through high school and through college, living with the families 
and actually studying philosophy and psychology and still doing it, but why? 
 
Something about the flame obviously, but there is also something about the fluidity of 
it, the way that it moves. The language of it I guess, the way it expresses itself. 
Looking back you could say why didn’t you draw, but there is something about the 
glass that attracted me. I’m sure it was the colours and the transparency or 
translucency of the glass, then the fire and the movement.  
 
Then also there is something that people talk about in glass. In terms of movement 
there is a musicality to glass and I was always a musical person even though I was 
never a super musician. The musicality of it and the process of producing music have 
very similar hand movements and breath control, almost a dance. I think watching my 
teachers work, it impressed me that they could use their hands in a flame and move 
things like that. Later when I saw people blowing glass in the studios it was probably 
even more dramatic then flame working. It was, “Wow! I love this.” It’s a magical thing, 
but all the while my own family was asking me what was I doing? You think you are 
going to do something with this? I persevered and I said, “Yeah I think I am”. 
 
Your parents saw your glasswork differently? 
 
Making a living sort of thing. My family is more in the business world. They didn’t 
actually encourage me. I wouldn’t say they had a rigorous objection to it, but on the 
other hand it was, “Why are you doing this?” The fact is (except for very brief periods) I 
made pretty good money when I was young. When I was twenty-three years old 
working in Canada, I was a business partner and I made like $3,000 a week at times, 
from $1,000 to $3,000 a week. In 1976 that was a lot of money.  
 
That wasn’t why I was doing it, but what I was actually doing was demonstrating in 
front of people. Like I said, I was a demonstrator. I always had this response from 
people that I was good. Like, “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re doing that”. So it was 
a performance art with people appreciating what I was doing. It is like when you watch 
Billy Morris and his team, or Dale Chilhuly in videos and stuff, it’s like the music is 
pumping, it’s a ‘Tom Tom’ club, people are dancing around and making these things. 
Flame working isn’t on that same level. You’re generally sitting at a desk, but at the 
same time your fingers are dancing and moving the glass through the flame and all of 
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a sudden you have a piece and there is an audience. They’re all going, “Wow!” You 
can’t say that sucks (laughs). This is instant ego gratification, isn’t it? 
 
They are responding to it as theatre? 
 
Performance art, right? 
 
Talking of the pieces, what do you see? 
 
I think you have a more discerning eye. For one thing, when you are making a piece 
you have a concept, even if you are being spontaneous. You have a concept of what 
the piece should look like. You have an aesthetic. People who are artists have an 
aesthetic they are looking for. How that is developed who knows. So when you have 
this final piece that you have made, you are going to have an audience, whether or not 
you are to show at an exhibition. You have a certain view of that piece. Not all the time 
do people have the same view of that piece. 
 
It is interesting. There may have been a long process in making this piece. It might 
have been an idea you had five years ago when you didn’t have the skill level. Then 
you make this piece and people don’t understand it – the skill you needed to gain to 
make that piece, or why you made it, or what your thought process was. You think it’s 
the best piece you have ever made, but people go, “I don’t know, I guess it’s kind of 
cool”. 
 
The piece is standing on its own. The theatre’s gone. 
 
Right. But the interesting thing is that a successful artist (and I don’t mean rich) 
understands the response level in other people and utilises that to affect his or her 
sensibility in making pieces. People might not be particularly adept at understanding 
the piece in particular, but because they respond in some way (and you are 
psychologically relating to why they are responding one way, or another) to a piece, 
that affects your future making.  
 
It is like a Socratic dialogue, and you can internalise that dialogue. Looking at the 
piece asking why would someone like this, why would someone respond to this and 
why am I making it in the first place? That’s important. 
 
An interesting question is my response to pieces I made at a previous point in time and 
how I relate to those. You really do change your point of view. Relating to that – say 
you are trying to make a standard piece. All of a sudden in the making, something 
happens that is not good – a technical failure or something. Then it’s wow, what if I do 
this with that technical failure? All of a sudden it turns into this fantastic piece. 
Everybody – curators, critics whatever – respond to this piece that was really a failure, 
but you altered it in such a way that it turned out aesthetically pleasing. That’s how 
advancement takes place in the arts. It took me somewhere else and that is really a 
very important part of the process. Problem solving is important in art and/or craft. How 
that happens is very interesting. 
 
Then there is also the historical value. Sometimes you make a piece and you think it’s 
important. Let’s say you make a range of pieces, OK. Let’s say you have ten pieces at 
a certain point in time. Out of those ten pieces one is particularly valuable to you. 
Maybe there is another one that is really good, but you really don’t know what to think 
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of it. Then it’s put out in an exhibition, or contest. There are all sorts of ways this could 
happen.  Maybe you’ve had it photographed really well and it appears in a magazine. 
This piece has a life of its own, but you didn’t realise at the time how significant that 
piece was. It might influence other artists as well. 
 
Like Brancussi making a number of sculptures, but one grabs everybody’s attention, so 
there is this analogue that is the historical value of a piece. It’s funny because, if you 
look back at your body of work you really do have a different view of the significance of 
that piece and other pieces that you made at the same time, you thought were 
significant, but were not. 
 
Work shifting in time and in context? 
 
I think that is true with anything in the theory of ideas. A philosopher may come up with 
a concept that may be part of his general argument and all of a sudden people go, wait 
a minute! This person has really created a shift with this. The person who had the idea 
didn’t even realise the shift had taken place. 
 
The second point I was going to make is that the thing has a life of its own. 
 
Right, exactly, that’s very important. Sometimes if you have a piece and you see it 
again you go, “Wow! I didn’t realise that was when I made this jump” (whatever it was). 
 
What about the label or title you give a work? 
 
The naming of pieces is very important. I started making my Birds series in 2001 and I 
still name them. Now it’s seems not so important because it is a long series, but it is 
really important to name them. A lot of things I make have significance to me 
philosophically or psychologically and the naming, or its titling, is very important 
actually. Usually it has some humour, or poignancy. 
 
From your distant view as President of GAS, do you perceive an Australian studio 
glass culture?  
 
I think it is a combination of things, but for one I think of Klaus Moje coming from 
Europe prompting techniques like the ‘roll-up’, using Bullseye.  
 
Are you talking about technique? 
 
It’s also an aesthetic. Utilization of kiln formed glass. Taking that with his own work and 
with all his students and utilizing rods of glass and sheets of glass in combination and 
altering them in certain ways. A lot of that has to do with colour, almost a painterly 
effect. Then that was taken and integrated with blown glass with Scott Chasling and 
others. Even though Klaus is from Europe, he started a whole thing here. It would be 
like the Libenskis in the Czech Republic where you see a lot of work coming out of 
there and you think that is like the Libenski’s work. That’s probably a student of 
Libenski.  
 
There is more than Klaus obviously. Dick Marquis came down here and did a lot, and 
Nick Mount. 
 
Within one generation there was an internationally recognised group of practitioners. 
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Well, all of a sudden Ausglass is thirty years old. In terms of flame working in Australia 
you have James Midson, Peter’s cousin. And you have Blanch Tilden and Giselle 
Courtney, these people utilizing flame work from a jewellery perspective making 
fantastic flame work jewellery, which also turned into a sculptural thing. Those are 
really big names in terms of flame working worldwide. Of course James moved to the 
United States and worked with Judy Rufner with her pieces, but he still made his own 
work. Blanch has done industrial looking pieces in terms of jewellery. There is a 
jewellery tradition here as well. Peter’s work is different because he comes from a 
scientific glass background. 
 
I knew almost twenty years ago that a lot of innovative flame-work jewellery came out 
of Australia. 
 
So we have internationally recognised names? 
 
I don’t know if you are familiar with the show Latitudes and its catalogue. Right there, 
that was about Klaus’s students and I’m aware of all of that stuff. I’m not just an artist. I 
consider myself a scholar and an historian in certain things. I’m really interested in why 
the Japanese did this sort of thing, why did the Germans use these sorts of 
techniques. I’m a curious person. 
 
It’s interesting that as an international figure you know of particular Australian names. 
 
Yes. I knew Ben Edols when he was pretty young and he came to Penland where I live 
and worked with different people. He was kind of a journeyman, and then after 
Penland he went to Pilchuck where he hooked up with Dante and everybody there and 
now he is a huge name. When I knew him he was a young kid with great skills and I 
was friendly with him. That was in the nineties. 
 
Is there cross-fertilization? 
 
The whole idea with GAS when it was formed was this interchange of ideas. It was to 
take away the factory mentality where there were secrets – the security system for 
ideas, the ‘we don’t want to tell them how we do this’ mentality. The idea of GAS in the 
beginning (it’s almost forty years old now) was the free exchange of information. That 
is lets free up everything and tell anybody anything. That’s anywhere in the world, let’s 
start talking to glass communities around the world. 
 
The antitheses of guild? 
 
Exactly, and that’s what is exciting. It’s how glass communities have thrived – because 
they could freely learn from each other. That didn’t mean they copied each other. 
Because of cultural differences, technical differences, they could develop their own 
system. It doesn’t necessarily homogenise the work. I think the guild system is 
antithetical to creative spirit.  
 
All the glass societies around the world are based on that same concept – the free 
exchange of information. We talk; we come and teach workshops in each other’s 
countries. We lecture and we see each other’s work and that doesn’t mean we copy. 
Copying is actually part of the guild system, rather than the system we are operating 
under now. 
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The thing is that people operating in Australia and around the world know that the 
major markets are in the US. They exhibit in SOFA. That is another way I was exposed 
to Australian work. Maureen Cahill and other gallery owners brought the Australian 
work there to be shown. Back in the nineties I used to show there and would go 
around and I’d be impressed by different twists to the work. 
 
What about the influence of manufacturers like Bullseye? 
 
Bullseye has been influential particularly in kiln and casting work and somewhat in 
flame working. Bullseye and Uborous (different glass systems that’s came out of stain 
glass and utilised recycled glass, altered with different oxides to make different colour 
systems then homogenising the COE) were very important. I think Uborous had a lot to 
do with Australian glass, not for flame workers, but for kiln workers and blowers and 
casters.  
 
When I was young you didn’t have industry standards about coefficients of expansion. 
You didn’t have all these materials. That grew with the idea of free exchange. Some 
people chose to be involved with product and produced the glass that the artists 
needed. They saw that need for glass or tools and that became an analogue. Building 
kilns and furnaces was going on as well as this idea of the artist. You had to have this 
support system, and Bullseye for one, provided materials. 
 
They started with stained glass, then fusing and then kiln casting, then flame working 
rods and then bead making. You can see how it goes and with Bullseye it is now 
almost an empire – all around the world, establishing distributorships everywhere, 
having a school in Scotland, running workshops educating people and especially by 
developing patronage by establishing a collector system through showing exhibitions. 
These artists are using our materials and if they are using our materials why shouldn’t 
we be in the business of exhibiting them and having them in our gallery in Portland or 
at SOFA or other international exhibitions. Promoting our artists, because they are 
using our materials and because they have our aesthetic (which we are trying to push). 
 
This hints at the collector. 
 
Without collectors none of this would happen. It’s funny to hear artists deriding 
collectors. That’s short sighted, because unless you have a trust fund, how would you 
survive if there weren’t people buying your work. There is the grants system I suppose. 
 
The main collector base is in the United States. Everybody wants to show in the US, 
no matter what country you are from. Take Japan for example. It’s not that there are 
not collectors from Japan, but Japanese housing is smaller and if people are making 
huge pieces they won’t be bought for those houses. There are these cultural 
differences. 
 
Actually the Chinese market is developing. Chinese collectors are going to Murano and 
buying glass now. It is always the wealthy merchant class that buys art. The idea is 
that if you are an artist, whatever part of the world you come from, you want to sell in 
the best places. As far as art goes everybody is now talking about Dubai. 
 
There have been people like the Saxes – George and Dorothy Sax – with major 
collections, Sosens in Detroit, but collections wax and wane like anything else. There 
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are people with a lot of money and they may not even know anything about glass, but 
they say, “I want to collect glass”. They go to a couple of curators, or appraisers, then 
they start going to exhibitions. 
 
There is a group of people who are part of the Contemporary Glass Alliance – that is a 
major organization of collectors, but they are in different cities. They have different 
collectors’ groups, Cleveland, Chicago. I know a lot of them. They actually have lists of 
people to collect and they have a newsletter.  
 
I’ve lectured for them. I would be in some major collector’s house and they would come 
in and have cheese and wine. I would listen to the comments. “I just bought …” “Oh 
yes, I got one too, it was this colour and it was this big.” That could be a conversation 
on collecting Ferraris. When people have money it can become a trendy thing, 
followed like a ‘lemming’ thing. I have ten ‘Chilhulis’; I have six ‘Dan Dalleys’ sort of 
thing. But patronage has always been like that in the arts. You have the rich count and 
he has to buy the best of the work in the area. 
 
I am not saying that the Contemporary Glass Alliance is not trying to educate 
collectors. They promote lectures, they have articles, they go on tours and they have a 
listing of exhibitions. That is the whole idea. Collectors should be educated about what 
they are collecting and why. If they don’t know anything about it, that is suspect. 
 
It was fortuitous that glass became collectable. Glass has superseded a lot of other 
mediums. To the chagrin of others it is now, “How come glass is so expensive?” I’ll tell 
you why. Basically you have Dale Chilhuly; great PR people did it. There was Harvey 
Littleton and his students who went into all the university programs in the United States 
(that didn’t have glass programs until the late 1960’s). You had Erwin Eisch in 
Germany. You had Fujita in Japan. Different key people (like Klaus) in different 
countries – they promoted glass and had students with connections in the financial 
sector. They had gallery systems at work, curators promoting work. You had collectors 
(getting back to that issue) who were collecting and that later (obviously wanting to 
promote their own collections) deeded them, or had their collections acquired by 
museums. 
 
There is a whole system at work here. It’s a movement and who knows how long it will 
go on. It is called the studio glass movement. It is still fairly strong, even given these 
economic times. I think it is even a little impervious to the markets. My observation – 
when I went to SOFA Chicago (just after Obama’s election) was that it was fantastic – 
people were buying $50,000, $100,000 works. Well there you go! 
 
 


