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Day One, June 11
The conference began with demos and 

lectures that were worth the registration 
fee many times over and gave attendees a 
chance to view practically any technique 
performed by masters in their respective 
fields. The day began bright and early at 
8:00 a.m. with an Elio Quarisa demo, 
which was held in the outdoor hot glass 
road show stage.

The road show program is a semi 
trailer that has been retrofitted to become 
a traveling hot glass studio. It is the only 
one of its kind in existence. Even though 
this was not Quarisaʼs shop, he seemed 
completely at home, working the glass 
with ease. Elio and his team made a 
cobalt-blue and gold-leaf vessel with a 
dragon clinging to the side. Quarisa made 
everyone laugh by taking a phone call 
in the middle of shaping the dragon. As 
he hung up, he had the crowd call out a 
hearty good-bye. The dragon, in spite of being done while on the 
phone, was immaculate. It was truly inspirational to see that kind 
of skill in action.

Inside the Museumʼs Magic of Glass Theater, Robert Mickelsen 
prepared to demo a pepper goblet containing sculptural and graal 
elements. Mickelsen, besides being an exceptionally talented glass-
blower, is quite a card. At one point someone asked him why he 
doesnʼt use a blow hose to inflate bubbles and he replied, “Because 
they make me drool.”

Joking and talking with the audience as he worked, Mickelsen 
made the assembly of the goblet look like childʼs play. Once the 
stem and peppers were together, he took from the kiln a previously 
blown and sandblasted top and foot, which were made from reduced 
Blue Moon Northstar tubing. The graal pattern was a Mayan theme 
to complement the pepper stem.

In the CMOG auditorium, John Leighton and Marvin Lipofsky 
were honored with Lifetime Achievement and Lifetime Membership 
Awards, respectively. Leighton gave an insightful look back at his 
experience in the glass community and told us about the importance 
of friendship, collaboration, and working to overcome obstacles. He 
ended his lecture by physically breaking through boards inscribed 
with obstacles he has overcome in his long career—a rousing and 
literal demonstration of the power of perseverance.

Lipofsky took us back to the origins of GAS and the attitudes of 
the early 1970s. Seeing the rich expanse of Lipofskyʼs career, it is 
inspiring to see how far GAS has come from such humble origins. 
An accomplished world traveler, Lipofsky showed slides from many 
different countries and cultures and encouraged the next generation 
of glass blowers to go far in their own journeys.

This yearʼs series of lectures was both informative and topical, 
ranging from ways to tweak your studio to run more economically 
and ways to reduce your environmental impact to new frontiers in 
glass as a building material. The keynote speaker, Tim Macfarlane, 
spoke on these new innovations in the architectural glass industry. 
As the technology and understanding behind architectural glass 
grows, the complexity and aesthetics of what is possible are com-

ing to light. From the Apple cube on 5th Avenue in New York to 
the proposed project at Menokin, Virginia, new ways to use glass 
as a load-bearing element of design is being explored. Exciting 
new ways to preserve failing historical sights have surfaced from 
this new research data. The project at Menokin involves bonding 
nonglass structures such a beams onto acrylic supports, which are 
used to make a hole in the structure linear. Architectural glass is 
then used to seal the remaining hole. The overall appearance of this 
technique must be seen to be believed—the illusion of a crumbling 
structure but totally enclosed. By the end of the lecture you could 
feel the crackle of inspiration shooting like lightning through the 
audience. The collective power of some of the best minds in glass 
today is a staggering thing in and of itself. Get them amped up on 
creativity and inspiration, and the results can and will be profound. 
This is what GAS is all about.

Later that day, everyone gathered in the town square for the 1,000 
Gaffers in the Gaffer District photo. Their estimate was probably 
conservative, since nearly everyone from the conference was packed 
in to get a spot in the photo. While waiting for them all to assemble 
it began to rain, but everyone was having such a good time that it 
was hard to find any sour faces. The Corning photographers climbed 
out onto the fire escape of the building overlooking the square and 
with a thousand people saying “Cheese!” they snapped the photo.

Next it was time for a bus ride up to Corning Community College 
to see the wood burning furnace demo. Associate Professor of Art 
at Corning Community College, Fred Hurbst, and Manager of Hot 
Glass Programs at CMOG, Steve Gibbs, coordinated the event. An 
elegant design, the furnace uses only strategically placed vents to 
supply air to the flame. This furnace was designed by Mr. Hurbst 
to not only melt glass but to fire ceramics simultaneously.

As a special treat, Murano master, Davide Salvadore and his son 
Marco decided to give a short demo. Firelight from the furnace illu-
minated the team as they worked. The combination of wood smoke, 
steam, and the clang of metal tools made you think of glassworking 
in centuries past. The entire experience was simply enchanting.

Day Two, June 12
The demos continued with presentations from Matt Eskuche, Vittorio 

Costantini, Gianni Toso, and many more. Eskuche demonstrated his 
Trash series in which he makes stunningly accurate-to-scale models of 
everyday containers. He spoke candidly as he worked on the dangers of 
corporate greed and the necessity of sustainability, illustrating his passion 
not only for glass but for conservation and reason as well.

Costantini showed his beloved birds and bugs, each one meticulously 
crafted in such a way that they seemed almost to come to life upon 
completion. Watching the demo was surreal—the type of control that 
this man possesses, such detail in such a small space.

Toso lectured on the history of flameworking technique and on his 
own perspective in the last forty-seven years. Beginning his education 
as a traditional maestro, he later branched out into lampworking and has 
established international acclaim with his work.

After the morning demos there was a lull in events for 
lunch. Many were congregating outside the vendor tent 
in the courtyard. Emilo Santini, Loren Stump, and Robert 
Mickelsen were all sitting at one of the tables immersed in 
conversation and were gracious enough to grant interviews. 
Santini discussed his connection to glass through generations 
in glassworking. His family began in the industry in the 
1580s. He explained that being part of such a rich tradition, 
while gratifying, at times makes him a little self-conscious. 
With the economic challenges in Murano taking place today, 
new ideals and ways of approaching Italian glassmaking 
are taking hold. No longer are the old ideas of secrecy and 
production styles as profitable or even feasible as they once 
were. Mr. Santini said that he looks forword to seeing where 
the future will take the industry.

Past GAS Vice President, Robert Mickelsen, spoke on 
the state of the glass market today and how new economic 
environments are being witnessed. As the older generation 
of collectors begin to fade, there is some apprehension as to 
how and in what way they will be replaced. New dynamics 
in the industry such as a rise in the number of borosilicate 
workers, the expansion of the hobbyist market, and the de-
cline in gallery sales raise interesting questions.
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I asked Loren Stump about the effect of the boro movement on 
the industry at large, and he talked about the history of past glass 
movements in the United States and how this new activity may af-
fect the long term. In each subsequent glass movement in the United 
States there have been artistic, population, and market surges—the 
studio glass, beadmaking, stained glass, and flameworking move-
ments, to name a few. The dynamics of the boro movement, while 
not necessarily being unique, are a valued market driving force 
today. Less people may be getting into the industry with dreams of 
quitting their day jobs, yet the surge in hobbyist and craft markets 
remains promising.

Luckily enough Paul Stankard, another renowned flameworker, 
was passing by as we talked. He agreed to speak on the matter as 
well and told of his own experiences. Having been introduced to 
boro workers such as Scott Deppe and Clinton Roman, Stankard 
expressed his respect for this emerging field and shared his excite-
ment at what is possible in an artistically immature medium. He 
cautioned against trying to replicate what has already come before in 
soda lime glass and encouraged innovation and research to continue 
to drive the boro market.

As dusk settled in, people gravitated toward the pedestrian bridge 
for the neon display. The show was coordinated by Angus Powers 
of nearby Alfred University. Eerie glows and dazzling artworks 
speckled the bridge. Some were smaller, image-related neon while 
others brought huge installation-style displays. There was even a 
neon representation of Little Joe, the thermometer tower. The people 
seemed delighted as they wandered between illuminated sculptures. 
From a distance the bridge appeared to shimmer like the northern 
lights off of the water.

Day Three, June 13
A full twenty minutes before the Ceseare Toffolo demo was set 

to begin, there was already a line wrapping all the way back to the 
elevators. People from all over the world came to pay their respects 
and to watch the maestro in action. As people began to file into the 
Magic of Glass Theater, there was a tangible sense of apprehension 
in the air. No one was sure just what would be made in the demo. 
Cesare has promised a new technique never before demonstrated 
to a public audience. People squeezed in as tightly as they could. 
The faces of both master and novice could be seen in the crowd. 
Gianni Toso and Vittorio Costantini were seated toward the rear, 
and Bhandu Dunham, with camera in hand, took a seat next to me 
in the front row.

As soon as the introduction was finished, Cesare Toffolo ad-
dressed the crowd. “The technique that I will show you here today 
is very secret, so after the demonstration I will kill everyone.” The 
audience laughed and Cesare smiled. This was his first live demo 
in four years, yet you would never know it. As he lit his torch, his 
subtle smile was replaced by a mask of absolute focus. The man is 
a machine. Profound dexterity complementing superb control, he 
breezed through a complicated goblet top. Amber sleeve in ribbed 
tubing was necked in strategic spots to trap air bubbles. Gold leaf 
encasement was used to produce the stem pieces. A collective gasp 
rippled through the crowd as Toffolo removed from the kiln a previ-
ously constructed floral stem. It sparkled with gold in the lights of 
the auditorium. As he neared completion of the goblet, the crowd 
radiated apprehension, but with a daring snatch he removed the 
final punty from the foot and flashed the piece once more before 
setting it on the table. As soon as the goblet was down, Toffolo was 
met with a standing ovation. It was simply intoxicating to watch 
Toffolo work.

Winding Down
At three oʼclock the vendor tent, which had been a buzz of activity during the entire 

conference, was wrapping up. Vendors from all around the industry came to represent their 
companies here. The tent itself was like a candy land for glass people. Every tool, torch, 
kiln, glass, or equipment you could dream of was represented there, as well as a few exciting 
new technologies, such as camera-aperture-style glory hole doors and torches constructed 
from fused quartz. The economy seemed to be a common theme as well, with many discus-
sions over the best way to cut costs and make business models more efficient. The tone was 
hopeful, however. People industry-wide are adapting to change and thriving in this new 
economic environment.

The next series of lectures were in the Corning Inc. building across the river. The wide 
concrete steps lead up to an impressive structure framed in dark, tinted glass. Inside the mas-
sive lobby of the building incredible works of faceted crystal add light and beauty.
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Erwin Eisch spoke on the history of the glass movement and 
of his personal journey. Dr. Adam Ellison gave an informative 
and fast-paced lecture on glass chemistry, his dry wit comple-
menting the presentation. He left us with a better understanding 
of the process of creating glass and excitement for how much 
there still is to learn.

Next up was the live auction, which proved to be a great 
success, raising more than $40,000 for GAS. Many top-name 
artists contributed to the auction including Cesare Toffolo, Robert 
Micklsen, Vittorio Costantini, and current GAS President Shane 
Fero, to name a few.

The evening took a markedly more whimsical turn as the 
Glass Fashion Show, coordinated by Laura Donefer, began. 
Glass artists from around the world worked tirelessly to make 
this show happen. It is important to note that all of the seventy 
artists represented are self-employed and generously made the 
costumes in their spare time. Laura brought to the CMOG Au-
ditorium the latest in wearable glass and glass apparel. Models 
sauntered down the runway to throbbing pop songs and music 
that Lauraʼs daughter Ana Matisse had composed herself. Corn-
ing went all out to supply top-notch lighting effects and even a 
smoke machine. The designs varied from fanciful to downright 
steamy, the highlight being two all-glass kimonos made from 
fused tiles. Each tile was the face of one of the creating artistʼs 
ancestors. Even longtime CMOG instructor, Bill Gudenrath, got 
into the action sporting a bright green wig and pink tutu, a glass 
pickles necklace, and real pickles. The models were collected by 
Laura largely on the spot and represented a diverse population 
to say the least, from waitresses at local restaurants to notable 
glassworkers such as Susan Glasgow Taylor. The energy in the 
crowd was electric, with cheers and camera flashbulbs erupting 
throughout the show.

A Fitting Finale
Immediately following the fashion show, people streamed out of the Auditorium and began the 2300° party. 

At the end of every GAS conference a rocking closing party is held, and this time was no exception. The mod-
els came off of the stage and into the crowd, mingling in their outrageous glass garb. There was a bluegrass 
band plus strategically placed, bountiful crudités tables piled with cheese and sausages. As the beer and wine 
began to flow, people seemed overcome with what a great conference this had been. Original GAS member 
Fritz Driesbach told me about the first GAS conference in North Carolina, with fifteen people in attendance. 
With attendance for this event reaching nearly 1,400, the Glass Art Society has seen exponential growth. Yet 
after all that time and expansion the core values remain the same—share, grow, network, and have a blast. 
Fritz said that one of his favorite dreams, which he has had the pleasure of seeing come to fruition, is to watch 
his students grow and surpass him.

In these challenging economic times it is easy to lose sight of what really matters—friends, community, the 
impact one person can make, and the act of making art. Looking from face to face, seeing new relationships 
being forged and old ones cherished, I was overcome with satisfaction. The party went on into the wee hours. 
By the end people seemed to be getting tired, but no one wanted the conference to end. As people filtered back 
to hotels and then on to airports and cars, they carried with them priceless memories of another successful 
GAS conference. This is what GAS conferences are all about—a place where master and novice can stand 
next to each other where both are proud to be called artists.

A huge thanks to all of the people who helped make this wonderful event happen—the Museum staff, 
volunteers, demo artists, sponsors, vendors, and especially the attendees—for putting their whole hearts into 
making this incredible event a reality.

A summary of the main events of the 2009 GAS Conference in Corning, New York, can be found in the Fall 
2009 issue of Profitable Glass Quarterly.
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