
‘Lens’ by Glenn Carter 
Artist Statement 
 
The opportunity to submit a proposal for this space occurred in 2006 when 
Plymouth City Museum and Art Gallery in conjunction with the Arts Council of 
England curated a project titled ‘Looking Out- Looking In and offered several 
artists-makers a site within the building to install a piece of contemporary artwork. 
 
The title ‘Lens’ was conceived when I began to consider a theme for the piece in 
terms of  the building as a resource within the city of Plymouth and its collection 
of objects reflective, of this diverse geographical, historic and artistic centre. 
 

 
Lens sample. Painted, stained and laminated 2009. 50mm x 50mm x 50mm 
 
As a metaphor lens is - a piece of transparent substance, usually glass, 
having two opposite surfaces either both curved or one curved and one 
plane, used in an optical device in changing the co nvergence of light rays, 
as for magnification, or in correcting defects of v ision  - adapted well to the 
idea of focusing onto something as we use lenses to see as well as to see more 
detail more closely. The buildings and these collections offer the opportunity for a 
visitor to visit the Museum buildings and their collections and become more 
informed by their experience having spent some time getting to know a small part 
of the rich diversity and detail of the collection. 



To enhance the interpretation and this exploration, curators will often set up a 
magnifying glass over the collection of insects and butterflies. This is a chance to 
explore the detail of the structure of these beautiful creatures closely and to 
wonder and be inspired in their scale, pigmentation and structure. Observing 
these insects at close quarters in their natural environment is very difficult. 
So the museum was in fact acting as a type of lens and I felt the common 
denominator of the complete collection and the work I intended to make in glass 
was light. 
 
Inspiration 
Light exists to create and sustain life and it is therefore apparent that the 
collections are in some way or another are responding or are informed by light, 
both analytically and visually. Most of this is undertaken through the 
interpretation, manipulation and use of light through photosynthesis, drawing and 
sculpting materials. In keeping with the tradition, nature historically informs the 
sciences, visual arts and the way in which we live and these collections continue 
to support and celebrate this fundamental knowledge and aesthetic, through both 
historical and contemporary access and study. 
 
This glasswork has been created with this in mind. It becomes a planet lit by the 
external and changing natural light. Its image becomes a metaphor, an exchange 
of scale and fragility in terms of the micro and megalithic. 
 
Its ‘image’ is sourced from the butterfly wing and the pattern made up from a 
series of images painted onto several surfaces of laminated glass. Two shapes 
found in the wing are utilized—an elongated ellipse and a lanceolated rectangle.  
 
Both motifs appear in the actual structure of a butterfly wing and are repeated 
across several layers of glass thus building up a rich ’close toned’ texture of 
shapes that reference and reflect many kinds of natural cell, leaf and textile 
sources. 
 
Historical Context 
The yellow to amber pigment is a traditional ‘silver stain’ medium used in the 
decoration of vessel glass from the C7 and utilized in stained glass production 
from the early C14. 
 
It is thought the French glass painters witnessed this vessel glass being traded 
through southern France and Spain in the early C14 and decided try the pigment 
to architectural (flat) sheet glass. 
 
It is a pigment ground from silver nitrate crystal into a powder and added to a 
binder. This binder becomes a suspension medium into which a water / vinegar 
mix is added then applied to the glass with a variety of brushes dependant on the 
artists required application.  
 



Up to this point historically glass had to be cut as single pieces and traditionally 
leaded. Silver stain allowed the glass painter a broader palette of utilising original 
matting paints. 1. with the aid of abrasion on flashed glass 2. For example the 
base glass being a red or blue flashed glass could be worked upon with a 
number of layers of opaquing paint then with an application of stain could change 
from red to orange and blue glass to green.  
 
It was particularly useful in heraldic glass and the writer, designer and socialist 
William Morris1834-96 used it extensively when applying it to blue and green 
glasses in his painted and stained glass work. 
 
The earliest dated stained glass in France is1313 and can be found at le Mesmil-
Villeman (Manch) in France conversely the Peter de Dene window in the north 
nave of York Minster is dated c1307-10. 
 

 
C15 Painted and stained glass South Aisle, St Teatha, St.Teeths, North Cornwall.  
 
1. Tracing or matt painting is a traditional glass paint made from an oxide such as black iron or 
red iron oxide. An opaque pigment it is usually painted on the inside surface of the glass and 
defines both the drawing on the glass and the shadow. It is finally fired onto the glass. 
 
2. Flashed glass is a clear glass with a layer of coloured enamel to one surface. With abrasion 
and acids the flashed layer can be removed with differing degrees allowing for subtle alterations 
in the tone of the base glass. Often the glass will be the colours, blue and red.  



Process 
Silver staining is the term used predominantly by stained glass artists, glass 
historians and conservators to describe the application of a sliver nitrate pigment 
to glass in order to render the glass, with a transparent yellow colour. Variations 
of tone, from pale lemon to amber, and in some cases brick red, are dependent 
on the kind of application from thin to thick. Tone varies as softer glasses accept 
the stain more readily, than the harder glasses. The firing temperature is a critical 
consideration but the usual working temperature is between 530-650ºC. 
 
Historically the application of the medium is usually by brush, using traditional 
painted glass techniques. This application was applied in architectural glass to 
the exterior side of the glass then fired in a kiln.  
 
On the lens the staining of the glass was applied to several sides. Research had 
been undertaken to identify a base glass which would be suitable for this process 
and to also ascertain pigment stability. 
 
Most of this research was undertaken on a one year Masters in Visual Arts 
(MVA) at the Australian National University, Canberra and The Canberra Glass 
Centre during 2009. These procedures will be documented in a film that will be 
screened on an LCD screen in the Museum foyer while the work is on display. 
 

 
Painting glass. Canberra glass works. 2009 
 
Education and Ideas 
Since a small boy, I have found the natural environment a consistent source and 
inspiration to my work. I visited museums and art gallery collections, identifying 
birds and butterflies with the help of the labeling and drawing and note taking. 
My lifelong interest in birds led to identifying habitats where plants, trees and 
butterflies co-existed in specialist environments. These influences continue to 



feed and develop these visual sources and starting points. As a visual artist I still 
explore these ideas and sources with the benefit of new experiences, whilst 
developing, defining and gaining a broader understanding of the context in which 
I work. 
 
The lens is a commission and weighs 82 kilos so I had to consider a number of 
important practical implications. This is a south easterly facing window so all the 
brightest light would be in the morning and as the day got longer so the shadow 
revolve in axis from south east to south west. This would be a changing light and 
I was hopeful that the marks on the glass would be transferred to the floor of the 
stairwell, because of this and whilst painting the glass I needed to consider the 
depth of stain and both the natural and artificial light within the stairwell. 
 

 
Cold working the edge of the lens. 2009 
 
The lens is a lamination of marks which build into a single image. As a source 
image the butterfly wing becomes a point of departure, transitional and changing 
through light. 
 
This mark making focuses on the broader idea that a colour does not exist as 
one colour but as a build up, a layering of many colours. Each mark, like amber 
is frozen. 
 
To stain is a process which adds coloured light, altering the surface, texture and 
tone of the glass. 
 
Implicit in the collection is focus. By allowing the viewer to be absorbed by the 
image one small part of an exhibit can define an idea in glass which reflects the 
collections importance as a resource of shapes, form and structure. 


