
ALISON
KINNAIRD





3

Unknown II
by Alison Kinnaird
2010-13

Optical glass, water-jet cut, wheel 
engraved and sandblasted; LED lighting; 
Painted textile backdrop.

50cm H x 65cm W x 110 D (base and 
soldiers) . Backdrop: 120cm x120cm

This installation was created in 
response to the conflict in the world 
today, and lessons unlearned from the 
past. Glass seemed the ideal medium 
in which to depict the fragility of life in 
war.

There are references to the Terracotta 
Army of the Chinese Emperors, and to 
fairground shooting galleries.
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ALISON KINNAIRD

Where are you based?
Based in Temple, Midlothian.
Studio is within her home, a converted 
church, and her workspace is the landing 
at the top of the stairs.

What is your definition / the 
definition you prefer of craft?
The skills that allow me to give my ideas 
an actual form.

How does craft relate to your 
practice as an artist?
Craft is very important in my work. Glass 
is a very special and demanding medium 
that can do many things that other media 
cannot. It has transparency and 
translucency; it can be mirrored or 
opaque;  it can be coloured or colourless, 
apparently weightless or extremely solid. 
It can also imitate any of the other media 
- ceramic, stone, metal, wood or textile - 
but it has its own distinct character.  The 
technical skills that I have acquired over 
40 years of intensive practice help me to 
exploit this character.  At a certain point 
of skill, technique becomes effortless, and 
subservient to the idea;  so that in the 
end, my craft allows me freedom in 
expressing my thoughts.

How did you acquire the skills 
required for your practice?
When I was refused entry to Edinburgh 
College of Art, I decided to go to 
Edinburgh University instead and studied 
Archaeology and Celtic Studies, both of 
which still influence my work.  When on 
holiday in Forres, just before my final year 
at EU, I happened to visit the studio of a 
glass-engraver – Harold Gordon.



5



6

I was very impressed with his lovely work. 
He saw some drawings that I had been 
doing, and invited me to work with him 
for the summer. I was completely hooked, 
and took what I had done with him to 
show Helen Turner at the Glass 
Department of ECA. She suggested that 
I drop in from time to time to use the 
equipment. I had no formal teaching, but 
it let me keep up my basic technique until 
I was able to set up a small studio of my 
own.

How did this prepare you for your 
practice?
As there was no formal tuition involved, 
I became very self-reliant and good at 
working out how to achieve the results 
that I want.  On the downside, it took 
a long time for me to step outside my 
comfort zone and take the steps to make 
more innovative work.

Thoughts on the future of your area 
of practice?
Glass is a particularly exciting area to be 
involved in, with new technology 
opening up opportunities to integrate light 
or sound into the work.

3 key opportunities you have 
experienced in your career?
1 - A Creative Scotland Award in 2002 
allowed my to spend a year experiment-
ing with incorporating light into the glass, 
and moving from small intimate pieces 
to architectural scale installations which 
have attracted a great deal of international 
interest and moved my work to another 
level.
2 - In 2003 I was commissioned to create 
a window for Dornoch Cathedral, which 
was to be 5 metres tall. 
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Praise Window
Dornoch Cathedral, 2003
5 x 1.5m

Commissioned by Isabel Anderson in 
memory of her husband, Stuart, 
organist of the Cathedral.
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My first reaction was that I could not 
work on this scale, but my husband, Robin 
Morton, pointed out that large windows 
are made up of small elements, so I was 
able to design the window to 
accommodate the size of glass that I can 
still engrave with the wheel.   This gave 
me the confidence to take on larger scale 
work.
3 - The Scottish National Portrait Gallery, 
which was undergoing major refurbish-
ment, invited me to create the Donor 
Window which would honour the 
generosity of major donors. This was a 
complicated and demanding project which 
involved 13 individual portraits – always 
an artistic challenge, but particularly so in 
glass.  To be commissioned to create an 
important work which will be a 
permanent part of a national institution, is 
a particular honour.

Why did you select Karlyn 
Sutherland?
I first met Karlyn Sutherland at North 
Lands Creative Glass in Lybster, 
Caithness, her home town.  We had both 
been asked to take part in an international 
symposium, exchanging ideas and 
producing new work.  I was impressed 
with the way that her architectural train-
ing influences her photographs and draw-
ings, which are lovely things in themselves; 
how she handles light and space and 
brings this sensibility into her sculptures, 
which often combine Caithness stone 
with glass.  Her work has a strength and 
deceptive simplicity, which to me seems 
very rooted in the landscape and 
surroundings where she grew up.

Download this booklet free from 
http://www.fcac.co.uk/event/craft-generation/
Text © the artists;  images © as credited
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Donor Window
Scottish National Portrait Gallery, 
Edinburgh
2012
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Adam, 2008

Eve, 2008

Wheel engraved & sandblasted glass, with 
LED & dichroic lights.

The Glass Engraving Trust purchased 
‘Adam’ & ‘Eve’ and presented them to the 
Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead. 






