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There are numerous books and academic papers published on the subject of skill and how to define it; is it genetic, achieved by dedication or does sheer repetition of a task bring about skilled work, are some of the questions raised.
The title of the third essay in Christopher Frayling (2011 p61) is ‘Skill - a word to start an argument’ seems to be an accurate heading on reading these publications on the definition of skill. According to Richard Sennett (2009 p20) all craftsmanship is founded on skill developed to a high degree. By one commonly used measure, about 10,000 hours of experience are required to produce a master carpenter or musician’. On researching this   statement the origin of this phrase is most often attributed to Malcolm Gladwell (2009 p33).  Gladwell cites K.Anders Ericsson et al (1993 p363) as one of his sources for this quantitative measure to define skill.The Ericsson paper publishes much scientific research, on how individuals achieve expert skills; exposure at an early age, inherited natural ability, experience and continued practice are some of the factors put forward.
 
The two glass artists I have chosen to discuss were both displaying artistic prowess at an early age and are now renowned for their work.Before looking at their achievements it is necessary to give some details on the  skills involved in creating  stained glass.
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                                  Fig 1. Medieval window York Minster Cathedral 

The  ancient skills, methods and materials  applied to the art of creating a stained glass piece, normally a window, have not changed greatly since medieval times, (Lawrence Lee 1967 p8 &9) the craftsmen during the middle ages  were in great demand, creating windows  for the many cathedrals and churches built in that period. See image 1 above.
The original designing of the pictorial story (usually biblical) the specialist painting using lead based paints on the glass and subsequent firing in kilns, a cartoon drawn up; which is a pattern for cutting the pieces of glass,  the subsequent leading and soldering. All of these individual skills were carried out  by allotted craftsmen. 
 During the Victorian era also, there was a demand for stained glass craftsmen.There were many stained glass firms such as John Hardman & Co  who employed large numbers of glass makers and their apprentices. It was a tradition to have long apprenticeships, within the stained glass industry and techniques were closely guarded secrets, according to Jonathan Cooke, (2013 p5)  he also points out that the first world war was responsible for killing many  with accumulated knowledge, so in essence their skills and secrets died with them.
 The production of the raw material glass has undergone mechanisation, factories are now capable of producing large sheets of rolled glass of varying qualities. Hand blown glass is still made, and sought after, but it is extremely expensive.
 Modern methods of creating glass for architectural use and objects of art, other than stained glass, is known as Contemporary Glass and it here that many innovations have taken place (Rachel Phillips 2014 vol.xxxv111 p5). The use of laser cutting, water jet cutting, printing machines that can transfer huge images onto glass, bonding with specialist glue, sandblasting, laminatination, acid etching have all brought new  techniques and  skills to the creation of modern architectural glass and works of art.

It is my opinion the two glass artists that  have brought about the biggest innovations in creating glass art and installations during the last four decades are Brian Clarke and Judith Shaechter.  
Brian Clarke, (1953 -) renowned for his architectural work, entered Oldham Art school at the young age of thirteen. This came about as the result of an archaic scheme within his secondary school that allowed early applications from talented pupils. (Martin Harrison 1981 p24)  After a period at Burnley Art College he became interested in architecture so when it became time to choose his path in the Arts he applied to get on a course run by North Devon Art College, Biddeford, as it was one of the few colleges, at that time offering an architecture course. ‘Architectural Stained Glass’ was the correct title but the glass part was irrelevant to him (Martin Harrison 1981 p32)
It was during his time at Biddeford and having to partake in the ‘glass’ part of the course that he came to realise that glass could be used  as a medium and brought up to date, as glass at that time had an fusty ecclesiastical  association, not part of the swinging sixties. 
 On leaving Biddeford with a diploma  he returned to his native Lancashire and set up a small studio. His first commission, at the age of twenty one, was for a church window in Preston  in which  he used some groundbreaking techniques  (Martin Harrison 1981 p36) using fused and screen printed glass. Also  at this time, he had applied for a scholarship to enable him to travel Europe on an art tour. He was successful and whilst in Germany met the glass artist Johannes Schreiter who became his greatest influence. Schreiter believed that being a painter leads to the best designs in glass inspiring Clarke to take up painting again on his return to Britain.
 His understanding of glass within the workings of architecture resulted in him becoming one of the most famous glass artists of today winning many awards, he changed perceptions of glass for architectural purposes, creating enormous installations including making a glass roof for Queen Victoria Street in Leeds installed 1989  and the Pfizer building  image2 installed 2001 are two of his many installations of renown.


[image: ]
             Fig. 2  Victoria Street Leeds Brian Clarke 1989
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                Fig. 3 The Pfizer Building New York 2001 Brian Clarke
                          

Clarke made an illuminative remark,  according to Doris Lockhart Saatchi ( 2008 p144), when she interviewed him,she  asked ‘do you think modern stained glass suffers from the perception that it is merely a craft?’  to which he answered ‘’Yes undoubtedly. The problem with works of stained glass is that they have been left in the hands of craftsmen who don’t think like artists about how to enlarge the possibilities of the medium.”   In my opinion this statement emphasises the difference between a craftsman and an artist which will be discussed in the final paragraph.
Clarke’s work  is now installed all over the world but he continues to evolve and experiment with materials such as in his exhibition ‘Night Orchids’ at the Pace gallery London.See image 3 . He uses sand blasted and engraved lead sheets to insert glass, which is a totally new and lengthy process.Doris Lockhart Saatchi (2008 p148)
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                         Fig.4 Brian Clarke Night Orchids Exhibition Pace Gallery London 2016

Brian Clarke  uses the services of technicians  to install his huge pieces of work, the second artist Judith Shaechter (1961-) works mainly on her own creating painstakingly crafted pieces of work (Wow x Wow online interview p7 2015)
 Shaechter is an American glass artist who has brought new methods, techniques and skills to the glass panels she creates. She has also brought about recognition from all factors in the art world, winning twenty one awards including the prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship in 2005. (Clair Oliver Gallery Artist Statement on line)
She has unique methods of working in glass some of which came about as chance discoveries such as multiple layering of glass pieces, sometimes as much as five layered together. According to Jennifer Hawkins Opie (vol xxv111 p124), Shaechter has found mastering the technique a demanding and rewarding process of learning and acquiring craft skills, despite its undeniable tedium Hawkins Opie (vol xxv111 p 124) also states in this article that during those early years Shaechter began to develop  a technique which, now perfected delivers the precise effects she requires. Her work is not easy to like, according to Hawkins Opie( vol xxv111 p123) ... it is extremely unsettling and hardly makes for a comfortable domestic companion. The first piece of work Shaechter exhibited fell apart according to her essay she writes on ‘Kill Skill’ (www.judith schachter) see image below, which she presents to  emphasise the progress in her work over thirty years. Not many artists would do this, she is admirable for passing on knowledge and skills as presented on her website (see above).
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                          Fig 5 an early piece of Shaechters work 
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                                         Fig. 6 Fisherman’s Wife 2004 
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                                    Fig. 7   Murder of Crows 2014
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                       Fig. 8 The Anchoress 2015


Shaechter gave  lectures on her work for the Weiner Lecture for the Arts 2014 (YouTube) she attributes her fascination towards the macabre to visits as a child to the Boston Fine Art Gallery. Here she viewed Saint Hippolyte being torn apart by horses with horror, as a result she came to realise the power of images. She also gives details, within the same lecture, of dismembering dolls as a child and uses doll’s head images in her drawings which are always the starting point for designing her images on glass.
One of Shaechter’s ambitions was to display her work within the now disused Eastern State Penitentiary. Her proposal was accepted and she began to make seventeen pieces of work over a two year period as documented by Edith Newall (vol.xxxv p258) for The Journal of Stained Glass.The largest of the panels created has ninety six figures within it ,see image below. This piece would have taken hours of work and the skill involved is expertly done.
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              Fig. 9 Battle of Carnival and Lent Eastern State Penitentiary 2012

 She has brought  huge acclaim to modern stained glass, she also gives many insights on her methods and skills via her website and numerous lectures and interviews all of which are on YouTube. She also states openly that she has ADD, attention deficit disorder, and how the long hours spent on her work calms her. This is an interesting fact as Richard Sennett in his book (2009 p171-172,177) discusses ADD and concentration affecting the acquisition of skills. She confounds theories on this subject and it must hearten other sufferers.

I have read much on defining skill, the most in depth understanding I have absorbed is within the paper The Role of Practise in the Acquisition of Skill. ( K. Anders Erricsson et al 1993) They cite many scientific papers on acquiring skills; environment, genetic prepondancy, how nurturing parents are on encouraging their offspring in to follow their aptitudes, as certainly was the case with Shaechter whose Mother praised and kept all of her early art work including a drawing of Churchill in his coffin done on a visit to London (www.missioncreep.com/ shaechter ) interview,  Clarke also came from a background that encouraged his talents early, few parents would have allowed their child, aged thirteen, to enter an art college in the nineteen sixties.
The numerous findings within this paper ,including the 10.000 hour theory which they claim is supported by data from a wide range of domains, are most interesting, one of which discusses whether a person having reached what appears to be their maximum performance with ten years experience can improve their performance. They report on a study conducted many years ago (Dvorick et al 1936) on typesetters considered to be at their peak, however when offered incentives in the way of bonuses gradually improved their performance over a twenty week period by 58% to 97%. This, of course, is using an example of people performing a repetitive boring skill but gives credence to how humans can focus on improvement, exploited no doubt by factory owners and bonus schemes. I have come to the conclusion that the skills involved manning machines in factory setting are necessary to earn a living, spurned on to maximum levels whereas those involved in craft skills, be it as a profession or a hobby invariably love what they do and wish to create to the best of their abilities. They want  to learn, and this brings about a sense of wellbeing and deep satisfaction, not achieved by operating machinery however skilled they may be.
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