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For this essay, I will be exploring the deeper contextual meaning behind my chosen words, while also considering their relationship to glass, both as a material itself and through the exploration of other glass artists. My three key words that will be discussed are Transparency, Fragility and Fire. I will be exploring how these three key terms are central to the physical properties and processes of glassmaking, but also their depth in a more emotional, metaphorical sense. I will be touching on the works of theorists such as Jean Baudrillard, Heraclitus, and Gaston Bachelard, in relation to key glass artists such as Dale Chihuly, Nancy Cohen, Sybille Peretti and Toots Zynsky, in order to discover the internal and external transformations that occur through working with glass. 
Fragility 
When something is describes as fragile is related to something being easily broken or destroyed (Press, n.d.) , going further by relating it to the concept of something lacking in physical or emotional strength. Fragility is one of the defining qualities of glass; it is difficult to work with as it is renowned for being easily broken and can take a wrong turn with even the smallest of changes to the process. However, this is what makes it so alluring to artists, the fact that something so easily broken can create such delicate and complex artwork. However conceptually, it opens a powerful space for artists to explore human emotion and their own fine line between strength and vulnerability, allowing them to express themselves freely. Djikic and Oatley call this urge an ‘artist’s compulsion’: the emotion-impelled compulsion to create and thus explore “issues” through a given artistic medium’ (Djicik & Oatley, 2014). This can be further explored through the work of Nancy Cohen, a multimedia artist who often uses glass and other materials such as wire, ceramics, rubber, and handmade paper. When being interviewed about her meaning of ‘narrative’ with her work, she explained that “My work is abstract with specific references. In material, concept and form I am trying to balance a line between fragility and strength, survival, and collapse” (Cohen, 2018). The physical fragility of her work reflects the fragility in areas she is communicating through her work, such as ecological breakdown and fragility in her works such as Hackensack Dreaming. An artist’s inner fragility can also refer to more personal connections. In the hands of an artist, glass becomes a symbol of hidden vulnerability, whether emotional, physical, or cultural. Jean Baudrillard goes deeper into these ideals, referring to glass as a symbolism of access to a secondary state of consciousness (Baudrillard, 1996). While Baudrillard was not specifically referring to the state of fragility within glass, the principal can still apply when considering the ‘secondary state of consciousness, as the concept of emotional vulnerability and fragility that an artist brings forward through working with glass. However, fragility can not only be used to refer to exposing negative emotions or experiences, but it can also represent care and intimacy in a way that forces us to slow down, be considerate and gentle when handling glass or putting emotion into it. McKenzie Sue explains this when relating her glassblowing work to her relationship with religion “I am that hot mess of a blob I love everything about glassblowing, and I think the connection it has to God might be why. I am that hot mess of a blob at the end of a pole. We are this fragile, beautiful matter in the hands of God, our Master Artist, you could say.” (Sue, 2021). By linking her glass work to her religion and relationship with God, Sue shows how fragility within glass and also within the artist themselves does not have to have necessarily negative connotations; it just reveals a different side to the creative process, one that revolves around care, precision and pride, both in self and art. Overall, the concept of fragility is one that is openly explored in many ways through using glass as an artistic medium. The discussion of fragility can often have negative connotations as it relates to ideas of mental fragility, struggle, and fear, which are valid emotions for an artist to express through their work. However, fragility is also explored in a sense of quiet strength and approaching work with care, delicacy, and a higher level of attention.
[image: Nancy Cohen: Hackensack Dreaming by NEW JERSEY CITY UNIVERSITY - Issuu][bookmark: _Toc198198016]Figure 1- Hackensack Dreaming

Transparency
Transparency in its most literal sense is defined as something that can be seen through very clearly, and/ or is clear and easy to understand/ recognise. When looked at more thoroughly, especially in relation to its ties to areas of art and the artists themselves, it becomes a lot deeper and more conceptual, as when it comes to a more personal approach, transparency can come to adapt its meaning. When people interact with and create their own art, it becomes a way for people to confess themselves, and be open, without secrets, as it becomes an extension of themselves. For artists, this often means expressing deeper ideals and beliefs by allowing these thoughts to become visible through their artistic medium. For myself, this means using glass as a ‘window’ into my feelings at the time of making something and treating each project as a way to expose what I have to say at that point in time, forever fluid and changing, yet still vocal. For glass, transparency is one of its most defining characteristics. However, this is not just in a simple, ‘clear as in see through’ sense, as when discussing transparency within art, especially glass, it is important to consider two main concepts: literal transparency and phenomenal transparency. Literal transparency means the physical quality of glass letting light and images pass through it. Phenomenal transparency, on the other hand, is about how we experience and consider its qualities and how it can reflect on us personally. This theory is initially laid out by Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzsky, stating that “transparency may be an inherent quality of substance, as in a glass curtain wall; or it may be an inherent quality of organization. One can, for this reason, distinguish between a literal and a phenomenal transparency” (Rowe & Slutzky, 1963). Physical transparency is the foundational quality that defines glass. In glass, the space between these energy levels is broad enough that electrons require more energy than is provided by a photon of visible light to be moved from one level to the next (Hyde, 2015). It allows light and images to pass through, making glass appear almost invisible but still constantly present. This literal transparency shapes the way we perceive glass artworks and allows artists to manipulate it to interact with its surroundings, through the use of light, shadow, reflections, and colour. Toots Zynsky embodies this concept with her ‘tout-de-verre’ method of thread drawing with glass strands, and her use of translucent glass and iridescent finishes creates a sense of depth and luminosity (Galleries, 2024). 
(Zynsky, 2014)[image: Reminiscenza]
[bookmark: _Toc198198017]Figure 2- Reminiscenza
However, transparency in glass doesn’t just relate to its physical qualities. As Dunstall discusses, transparency, after all, is a metaphor taken from a visual medium (Dunstall, 2019). Artists use glass not just because of its physical qualities, but because it offers a layered way of seeing both in and through. It makes it possible that things can be both visible and hidden, and this duality can be used to evoke memory, fragility, longing, or transformation. This can be explored through the work of Sibylle Peretti, a German glass artist who explores creating “a dreamlike atmosphere where connections are tenuous and brittle. Most of my work in Germany explored that dialogue between idea and material, between creating layers of meaning and the object.” (Peretti, n.d.). Therefore, transparency in glass art is both a physical and an emotional experience. It invites us to see more than just an object as it makes us see through, around, and beyond. This dual nature of glass, being both present and invisible, makes it unique and exciting for exploring light, perception, and meaning.

Fire 
Fire is the origins of everything, both life and art. It is defined as a material in the state of burning that produce flames that give off heat and light (Press, n.d.). When looking at fire in a deeper and more contextual manner, the meaning of it can be applied to many areas of art and artists themselves. For myself, fire in an integral part of my processes when working with glass, yet often so easily overlooked. Fire has been the basis of glass art since ancient times, turning the simplest of materials into complex works. As both art and technology have advanced, the relationship between glass and fire has remained constant; glass is created, shaped, and constructed from fire. However, it is important to view the relationship between glass and fire not just as an unseen force that just performs a simple process hidden within a kiln or oven, but to bring it forward as a joint collaborator and key feature in any design process. This can be seen in many ways of glass art processes, such as flameworking, lampworking, glassblowing etc. Artist Dale Chihuly incorporates this alongside his team to create a tandem in the production of his works. His work explores the transformative, expressive, and often chaotic role of fire within glass art. Fire plays a key role in Chihuly’s glassmaking. While traditional glassblowing involves carefully controlling fire in a furnace, Chihuly treats it more like a performance. Because of an eye injury in 1976, he no longer blows glass himself, so he works with large teams, guiding how the hot glass is moved and shaped. His large-scale installations — like Chihuly Over Venice (1995–96) and Chihuly in the Light of Jerusalem (2000) — are immersive and dramatic. The flowing shapes in these works resemble flames, tentacles, or melted forms. In them, fire is not just part of the making process, it also shapes the look and feel of the finished art, in which heat and movement are essential to form. Molten glass is a literal expression of becoming, shifting between solid and liquid, by being shaped by fire, time, and human intervention. This sense of movement and transformation resonates strongly with the ancient philosophy of Heraclitus, who viewed fire as a symbol of the ever-changing nature of existence. As he famously put it, “Into the same rivers we step and do not step; we are and are not” (Heraclitus, 1979) .Like the flowing river, Chihuly’s glass seems caught in a moment of change, solid, yet formed by liquid in motion. The furnace doesn’t just shape the glass, it captures a moment of change, reflecting Heraclitus’s belief that everything is always in flux. This links into the idea that fire becomes a metaphor when translated into art for an artist’s inner thoughts and feels, using fire to translate them into something tangible. Gaston Bachelard reinforces the idea that fire isn’t something that’s purely functional, it is the explanation behind inner transformation; “Fire is a privileged phenomenon which can explain everything. It suggests extreme purity.” (Bachelard, 1964). Fire, then, becomes a language for transformation, not just with materials, but within artist themselves. This is especially true in the work of artists like Dale Chihuly, where the act of working with molten glass is as expressive as the final form. The furnace becomes a space where thought is made physical, leaving behind only what [image: Gallery: Dale Chihuly Glass Art – Pop and Thistle]matters most. 
[bookmark: _Toc198198018]                                               Figure 3 – Glasshouse Sculpture

The keywords I chose for this essay are all stand-alone key areas within glass art and its deeper meanings. While transparency and fragility could have been mixed together, I have kept them separate by focusing on distinct areas within each section, such as focusing on the literal and phenomenal differences in transparency and their applications, and the different positive and negative connotations surrounding fragility within glass work. I explored fire in terms of its developing relationship with glass artists and how when used as an equal partner in the creative process it can express and translate an artist’s thoughts into something tangible.
Working with glass personally and considering each word separately has made me realised how deeply interlinked transparency fragility and fire are, how they overlap in both the making process and in the meaning in the finished work. At first, transparency may just seem like a physical property, however when combined with the care and thought behind the fragility of glass, it becomes so much deeper, and allows us to see further into the work and expose what the fragility is holding beneath the surface, and interact with it with more care and attention. Fire is the link between all forms of glass art, it is a necessary part of the process, however it can take on different meanings depending on how each individual artist treats their relationship with it. Some like Dale Chihuly use it as a translation in a group performance operation when creating large scale pieces along side their team, whereas others like Sibylle Peretti use fragile, translucent layers to translate emotional depth and memory. In both cases however, fire fragility and transparency all work together in shaping not only the materials themselves, but the meaning behind them. When you place these three ideas side by side, they don’t cancel each other out, they deepen one another. Transparency feels more vulnerable when it’s paired with fragility and fragility feels more meaningful when we understand what it’s gone through; the fire that shaped it. These key words can lead to deeper research in areas such as emotional responses to art, the relationship between glass and intimacy in craft, and materialist philosophy, leading to research questions such as: Does the use of glass as an artistic medium allow for the same amount of transformative change to occur within the artist as it does within the glass?

Figure 1- Hackensack Dreaming, Nancy Cohen, 2014-2015, Glass, handmade paper, rubber, monofilament	4
Figure 2- Reminiscenza, Toots Zynsky, 2014	6
Figure 3 – Glasshouse Sculpture, Dale Chihuly, 2012	9

Bibliography
Bachelard, G., 1964. Psychoanalysis of Fire. Boston : Beacon Press.
Baudrillard, J., 1996. The System of Objects. s.l.:s.n.
Cohen, N., 2018. One Substance from the start [Interview] (8 October 2018).
Djicik , M. & Oatley, K., 2014. Creativity and Mental Illness. s.l.:s.n.
Dunstall, A., 2019. THE CONCEPT OF TRANSPARENCY, ITS HISTORY, AND THE THEORY OF BEGRIFFSGESCHICHTE. [Online] 
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/hith.12127
Galleries, H., 2024. Habatat Galleries. [Online] 
Available at: https://habatatgalleries.com/blog/discovering-the-artistry-of-toots-zynsky-a-journey-through-glass/
Heraclitus, 1979. The Art and Thought of Heraclitus. s.l.:Cambridge University Press.
Hyde, C., 2015. Corning Museum of Glass. [Online] 
Available at: https://blog.cmog.org/2015/transparency-light-glass-art?
Peretti, S., n.d. biography. [Online] 
Available at: https://sibylleperetti.com/page/3-Biography.html
Press, C. U., n.d. Cambridge Dictionary. [Online] 
Available at: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fragility
Press, C. U., n.d. Camebridge Dictionary. [Online] 
Available at: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fire
Rowe, C. & Slutzky, R., 1963. Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal. s.l.:s.n.
Sue, M., 2021. McKenzie Sue Makes. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.mckenziesuemakes.com/the-glassblowers-refiners-fire/#:~:text=I%20am%20that%20hot%20mess%20of%20a%20blob%20I%20love%20everything%20about%20glassblowing%20and%20I%20think%20the%20connection%20it%20has%20to%20God%20might%20be%20why.%20I%20am%20th
Zynsky, T., 2014. Reminiscenza. [Art].



DUNSTALL, A., 2019. THE CONCEPT OF TRANSPARENCY, ITS HISTORY, AND THE THEORY OF BEGRIFFSGESCHICHTE. History and Theory, 58(3), pp. 460–470.
ROWE, C. and SLUTZKY, R., 1963. Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal. Perspecta, 8, pp. 45–54.



image1.jpeg
NANCY COHEN

Hackensack Dreamin

g ;

@




image2.jpeg




image1.png




image3.jpeg




