DEMO SYNOPSIS: Glass Painting for the Artist by J. Kenneth Leap

I have been painting on glass for approximately 20 years. I was first introduced to this technique while pursuing my undergraduate degree at the Rhode Island School of Design. Most of the techniques I have learned were acquired by what I describe as an archaeological approach: Looking at existing historic windows as “fossils” and trying to reconstruct the painting methods using experimentation and research into historic methods. I began my demo at the Glass Art Society Conference in St. Louis with a short slide show illustrating the history of glass painting and some images of my studio at Wheaton Village where I teach these techniques as a series of professional workshops. I continued with process photos from my architectural commissions using traditional stained glass techniques and concluded with the new work I have been doing using large sheets of enameled float glass which I am producing at Derix Glasstudios in Germany. I have posted these images on my website at: www.jkennethleap.com.
Glass Painting Defined
The techniques I presented during my demonstration are traditional to the medium of architectural stained glass and developed from ancient methods dating from the time of the medieval cathedral. A 12th C monk named Theophilus recorded one of the first descriptions of this art form in his famous medieval treatise on painting, glass making and metalwork, “On Divers Arts”. Theophilus described a simple recipe for glass paint consisting of fritted glass and copper oxide.  When mixed with a liquid it created an opaque paint, which could be applied with a brush onto the surface of the individual glass pieces in order to illustrate the folds of drapery, the hands & faces of figures and written inscriptions which were the subject matter of liturgical windows. Colors were not painted during this early period; rather color changes within the panels were created by cutting each glass shape from a different colored sheet of glass according to the design of the window.  The pigments were rendered permanent by firing them in a kiln to the point at which the glass frit contained in the paint mixture fused to the glass upon which it had been painted. My glass painting process relates to these historic techniques. The designs are usually rendered with a mixture of line and tone.
The Trace Line
I first apply the line work by mixing the glass pigment with oil and paint it onto the glass using a thin brush called a “tracer”. In the stained glass windows of the time Theophilus describes, glass was usually cut into very simple shapes and an opaque black pigment was used in the painting technique. I believe glass painting initially developed to modify the contours of the glass silhouettes creating the illusion of more complex shapes. It would have been impossible, for instance, to cut around the fingers of an open hand, but by painting the negative space between the fingers black, the same image can be easily described on the surface of a simple glass shape. The process of applying line work with a brush is called “tracing” because the glass is usually placed over a prepared drawing and copied. Depending upon the working methods of the painter and the medium used as a vehicle mixing for the pigment, the trace line is often fired in the kiln before the matting or tonal component is applied.

The Matting Step

Halftones and shading are created using a process called Matting. For this step I prepare the paint on glass slab approximately 18”x 24”. A small amount of powdered gum Arabic (a sticky vegetable sugar) is added and mixed into the dry glass pigment. Water is then added and the pigment ground on the glass slab to the consistency of sour cream using a glass muller – did I mention there was a cooking show aspect to my demo! This prepared glass paint is further thinned with water and applied with a brush so it is about 50% of the opacity of the trace line. Brushes made from the hairs of specific animals are preferred for each step of the process. The glass paint is applied to form a “matt” (or veil) with an “applicator” brush made from absorbent squirrel hair. The matt is blended and softened using a water repellant badger hair “blender” and left to dry. The dry matt is then removed with a series of stiff “scrubs” and “stipplers” which are white hog hair oil painting brushes that have been modified by trimming and shaping. Working the matt in this way is similar to the medium of scratchboard. It is a subtractive drawing process in which the highlights are revealed by removing paint from the flat ground of the matt. Shadows are represented by the areas of the matt which are left untouched. By skillful manipulation of the matt, the illusion of 3-dimensional space can be rendered. This technique has direct parallels to “Chiaroscuro” painting techniques developed during the Italian Renaissance. I also demonstrated that simple stencils (whether handmade or commercially produced) can be used to great effect in masking off areas of the matt to create decorative effects.
The Airbrush
Glass painters have developed several techniques for deepening the shadow areas to heighten the Chiaroscuro effect. The most straightforward is to fire the matt and apply a second layer of pigment. More complicated methods involve mixing the subsequent Matts with different mediums which can be applied directly over the unfired paint. In my own work, I usually use an airbrush to apply the matt. I demonstrated this technique during my presentation. To prepare the paint for airbrushing, I mix glass pigment with water and a small amount of gum Arabic. The paint must be thinned to the consistency of light cream and strained through a fine mesh in order to flow through the airbrush. I prefer to work upright by attaching the glass I’m painting to a larger sheet of plate glass called the “glass easel”. This method is called “waxing up” because melted wax was traditionally used to attach the glass to the easel; I prefer using small squares of double faced tape. A veil of paint is be sprayed onto the glass, allowed to dry and then manipulated with the scrubs in the traditional manner. The advantage the airbrush lends is that additional matts can be easily applied over the unfired pigment without disturbing the underlying layer. All of these pigments contain glass frit and most contain lead, so working with these paints, especially using an airbrush, involves developing safe handling practices.
Conclusion

For over a thousand years artists have been painting on glass. The pigments we use today have a rich pedigree stretching back into antiquity. All vitreous pigments must ultimately be fired in the kiln to fuse permanently to the glass upon which they have been applied. Hand painting, air brushing, stenciling, silk-screening, even rubber stamping can all be valid approaches suited to the individual artist’s style and temperament. A variety of mediums and additives have been developed over the centuries which facilitate these working methods. The only correct medium is the one that burns away cleanly in the kiln without causing the paint to blister up. The only correct technique is the one that allows the painter to communicate his vision to the viewer. The medium of stained glass, of which glass painting is only one aspect, has such strong associations for so many people that the artist who begins to explore this medium must ultimately confront its history. As a glass painter you can choose to embrace the tradition or reject it but you cannot fully ignore it. 
My schedule of workshops is posted on my website: www.jkennethleap.com
For more information email J. Kenneth Leap at: paintedwindow@comcast.net
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Image 1: Airbrush.jpg / Leap uses a single action Paache airbrush with an h-5 tip. PHOTO CREDIT: Indre McGraw

Image 2: paint-mix.jpg / The glass pigment is mixed with water and strained through a fine mesh. PHOTO CREDIT: Jeff Hitch

Image 3: painting.jpg / Leap applies pigment with an airbrush to glass pieces which have been attached to a glass easel. PHOTO CREDIT: Carol Moore

