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Define skill in the context of your own practice and the work of two artists/ makers/ designers from the lecture series.
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There are many interpretations of the word “skill”. The OED defines it as
a. The ability to do something well; expertise
b. A particular ability 
And its derivation as: 
Late Old English scele ‘knowledge’, from Old Norse skilja ‘discernment, knowledge’. 
Merriam Webster takes a more explicit definition:
a. the ability to use one's knowledge effectively and readily in execution or performance
b. dexterity or coordination especially in the execution of learned physical tasks
c. a learned power of doing something competently: a developed aptitude or ability. 
Richard Sennett (1943- ) in the prologue to his book The Craftsman (2008) links skill, commitment and judgement, so although the book is about craftsmanship he includes skill in his definition. John Piper (1903-1992) seems to put up a barrier between the artist and the craftsman in his tract Stained Glass: Art or Anti-Art (1968) and his collaborator Patrick Reyntiens seems not to accept this division (Obituary: John Piper 1992). 
Stained glass has a more than 800 year history. Christopher Whall’s (1849–1924) book Stained Glass Work links original and modern methods in designing and making.  Originally the elements of the craft were seen to be divided up between people who specialised in one aspect of its making. Cathedral building incorporated teams of makers including glass makers, designers who would draw the cartoon out full size on a whitewashed table, glass cutters to make the glass fit the cartoon, painters to create the details and apply silver salts to stain the glass yellow on firing, and leaders to lead the pieces together in order to fit them into the window. This division of labour meant that each craftsman was skilled in his own discipline, but not many people developed a sufficient range of skills to make a complete window. Dunne and Raby in Speculative Everything (2013) talk about ideas as stories. All early glass tells a story- there is a vast range of symbolism used to convey usually Bible stories in surprising detail. In medieval Europe there was scant literacy, but without a wide understanding of symbolism ordinary people couldn’t read the pictures either, so one can speculate on whom they were for. Today the high windows are much more accessible with the aid of zoom cameras or binoculars but when they were made it relied on acute eyesight. However the experiencing an ecclesiastical building with coloured light bathing the interior must have been awesome to people whose lives contained very little man- made colour.
After the medieval period church building veered away from the Gothic, and ecclesiastic and church glass became much simpler. Stained glass skills were lost as were methods of coloured glass making. Not until the Gothic Revival in the C19th were they rediscovered, when new churches in neo Gothic style were built to cater for the influx of people to urban areas to service the industrial revolution. Christopher Whall worked around the 1900s. He was one of the first people with the skills to design and make his own panels.  However he passed his skills on to others both in his studio and his book, and much of his later work was collaborative with his apprentices and his daughter Veronica (1887–1967). Fig 1 shows his skill in using the rich colours and varied patterns and thicknesses of the medium.  

[image: ]Figure 1 C. Whall, Honiley
In the C20th many glass artists were designer-makers. Some eminent fine artists became interested in the special qualities of glass. For an artist like Mark Chagall (1887-1985), glass design took his lifelong involvement with colour and imagination into a heightened world of colour and light. His skill as a painter developed over a lifetime reached its culmination aged nearly 70 when he designed his first glass window. [image: C:\Users\p133404\Pictures\Chagall-Church-Kent.png]
Figure 2 Marc Chagall, Tudely
A quote from Chagall which is widely quoted and for which I haven’t been able to find the source is: “If I create from the heart, nearly everything works; if from the head almost nothing.” His ideas were very powerful but he didn’t have the skills to make a window, so he collaborated with a well-known glass maker, Charles Marq, who was also responsible for realising in glass works by Georges Braque, Serge Poliakoff, Juan Miro, and Raoul Ubac. These artists along with Matisse (who was also a friend of Chagall), Leger and Mondrian, used the expressive power of glass without having to go through the hours of practice required to acquire the making skills. Malcolm Gladwell (1963- ), is credited with saying that it takes 10,000 hours to acquire a skill, but he was talking about a top level skill (Gladwell, 2008: 35). To become competent would still require a lot of practice so the collaborative process comes into its own. Chagall did paint the glass for his windows so is in that sense much more involved with the making than a lot of other fine artists, and it truly did come from his heart.
Anders Ericsson (1947- ) (2016) is a psychologist who researches expertise and performance. He says:  “Learning isn’t a way of reaching one’s potential but rather a way of developing it.” This links in with Cristopher Whall (1905: xviii), who was adamant that learning the skills of stained glass was essential for anyone embarking on glass design. He talked about the artists who take up the practice of a craft in order to design- “all would be well…if it was indeed the practice of the craft that they set themselves to”, it is a “fatal error” not to engage in the process of making. He sees the understanding of the medium through physical contact as being an important part of the overall skill of design. 
John Piper takes the opposite view. In his book Stained Glass: Art or Anti-Art, he starts by asking “Will good stained glass continue to exist?”  He is occupied by the thought that stained glass practice involves a craft, which drags it down from the level of the major arts. “There is a gulf fixed between art and craft.”  Piper wanted to bring stained glass away from gothic and neo-gothic practice and open it up to contemporary artistic ideas. His fear was that working with ancient techniques would encourage the designer to hark back to the ideas of the original makers. Piper wanted to elevate the practice to the level of Art and leave the artisans to their work. This seems a little odd when he designed work like Fig 3. Which takes a great deal from the idioms of medieval glass although with a very contemporary spin. One of the earliest extant windows is in Ausberg
However it is clear from the words of Reyntiens (1992), that Piper actually had a very good knowledge of stained glass from medieval to contemporary. He had copied 
[image: ]windows in great detail in his early years as an artist, and was overwhelmed by some of the glass he’d seen. In his collaboration with Reyntiens, Piper had overseen the use of acid etching- a process where flash glass, a colourless glass made with a layer of colour on one or both sides, was masked then etched away in a bath of Hydrofluoric acid leaving a gradation of colour depending on the length of the immersion and the strength of the acid- and the use of paint and enamels. These were all old techniques but Renyntiens on behalf of Piper brought a new range of ideas to them. So Piper did have a good grasp of the possibilities of stained glass even though he was never hands on. It is interesting to speculate on whether his designs would have been better or worse had he knowledge of the actual making skills themselves.Figure 3. Piper window from Oundel School Chapel

Reyntiens appears in several videos talking about his collaboration with Piper. His take on the collaboration is that a lot of the ideas for the glass were his. For example when the two were given the commission to design and make the Baptistery window in Coventry Cathedral, according to Reyntiens (1992) Piper was stuck for ideas and Reyntiens said: “throw a bomb into the middle of Coventry cathedral and design a great explosion of light around it”. Whichever one of them came up with the idea the finished result was so powerful that having seen it shortly after the consecration I can still feel the impact of the light and colour 55 years later, and subsequent visits have not disappointed. The combination of their skills went on to create a beautiful body of work. 
[image: C:\Users\p133404\Downloads\glass-painter-patrick-reyntiens-who-painted-the-baptistry-window-at-coventry-cathedral-50-years-ago-is-back-to-see-his-w.jpg]
Figure 4. Patrick Reyntiens with the Coventry Baptistery window
Christopher Frayling (1946-) in his book On Craftsmanship (2011), has a conversation with David Pye who wrote The Nature and at of Craftsmanship (1968), Pye holds that there is a great distinction between the craftsman-maker and the craftsman who is working to order. The knowledge behind the skill enhances the skill which builds the knowledge. This encompasses the idea that the hand- brain feedback loop is something that builds a better understanding of the world. I think that this is an important conclusion and although the collaboration between artists and craftsmen produces some amazing work, the whole process of combining the skills of designing and making produces a more complete understanding and a more complete person.  
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