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Sheet glass and glass powder which has 
been fused

Based on the gable-end of the late 
Orcadian writer George Mackay 
Brown’s house in Stromness and the 
shadow it casts across the year, starting 
on St Magnus Day in April.
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KARLYN SUTHERLAND

Where are you based?
Based in Lybster, Caithness.  I work 
between two spaces. The first is 
actually the entrance lobby at the front of 
my home, and is where I do the majority 
of my preliminary drawing and model-
making - I relocated back to Lybster (from 
Edinburgh) in 2011, in order to finish my 
thesis and to make some work for an 
exhibition, and quickly commandeered it 
as a workspace. Although fairly compact, it 
has everything I need, plus it gets a lot of 
light and looks right down on the harbour 
and out to the North Sea, so I have few 
complaints. The second space is the studio 
at North Lands Creative Glass, which I 
hire when I need kiln or workshop time. 
It’s a five-minute walk away from where I 
live, and is incredibly well-equipped - I’m 
very fortunate to have such a great facility 
on my doorstep. It was formerly the 
village school, which my father attended 
- it’s a lovely thought that we’ve both 
known and used the building at different 
stages in both its life and ours.

What is your definition / the 
definition you prefer of craft?
To me, craft is a highly-skilled exchange 
that takes place between an individual and 
their chosen material(s), and which takes a 
great deal of time and practice to develop. 
It is a dialogue between the hand and the 
eye, and also between making and thinking; 
it requires the possession of what Richard 
Sennett describes as ‘a material conscious-
ness’ - the curiosity, instinct and thought 
process which drives a person to engage 
with and alter a material, and to explore 
its possibilities. 
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How does craft relate to your 
practice as an artist?
My background is in architecture - I 
graduated from Edinburgh College of Art 
(University of Edinburgh) earlier this year. 
My PhD focused on the human sense of 
place and place attachment, and in 
particular how architectural practice in 
the Western world often fails to genuinely 
understand or engage with either;  this is 
attributable to the impact of modernism 
and, in part, to the resulting disconnection 
both between architecture and craft, and 
between the architect and the realities 
of site and context. In hindsight I can see 
that my work in glass and mixed-media 
emerged partly in response to this, 
although it wasn’t a conscious move.
Through my work as an artist, I reflect 
upon the the relationship between the 
loss of craft and meaning in our built 
environment and the loss of haptic 
connection in contemporary architectural 
practice; I see my work in glass as an 
extension of my architectural design 
process - regardless of material, the act 
(and craft) of making by hand helps me to 
think, to clarify my thoughts, and to 
understand and relate to the subject 
matter on a deeper and more meaningful 
level.

How did you acquire the skills 
required for your practice?
For me, acquiring the practical skills I 
need or desire in order to make work is 
very much an ongoing process. I’ve had no 
formal training as a glass maker, and only 
began working with the material in 2009, 
during a master class with Jane Bruce and 
Bruno Romanelli at North Lands 
Creative Glass. Over the past five years I 
have been fortunate enough to have been 
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Cooperage, Lybster (sections)

Drawings & finished glass piece

part of some really remarkable 
residencies and symposia at North 
Lands, which (despite tending to be 
ideas-based rather than technically 
driven) have allowed me to observe 
and pick up techniques and skills which 
I have then gone on to explore further 
as my ideas and work have developed. 
My practice is heavily influenced by my 
architectural background - the drawing 
and model making skills I gained over 
the course of my education have come 
to play a particularly critical role in the 
development of my work.
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How did this prepare you for your 
practice?
Being highly trained in another creative 
discipline before beginning to work in 
glass has brought with it both advantages 
and disadvantages. Skills related to 
working in three dimensions (such as 
model making, and the ability to judge 
proportion, scale and form 
simultaneously) have proven to be readily 
transferable and greatly beneficial. By the 
time I began working in glass, I think my 
aesthetic sensibilities, beliefs and 
personality as a designer were already 
relatively well-established - they have 
formed a good basis and reference point 
for me to begin exploring a new medium 
and way of working; I have become 
accustomed to working and thinking in a 
particular and instinctive way, and this has 
provided a solid grounding for me to 
begin to push my abilities (both 
intellectually and as a maker) in a way that 
isn’t possible or practical in my 
architectural practice. 
On the other hand, I feel that I have quite 
quickly reached a point where my lack 
of technical training and experience has 
begun to hold up the process of 
realising work; my ambitions can outweigh 
my ability, particularly in terms of my 
three-dimensional work, which is 
frustrating. I know that what I want to 
create is possible though - it’ll just take 
time and patience to learn how.

Thoughts on the future of your area 
of practice?
As a relative newcomer, I find this a hard 
question to answer! But, personally speak-
ing, at the moment I am perhaps most 
excited by those who are working across 
disciplines to interweave techniques and 
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create new methods of working in and 
with glass, often challenging both the 
material and our perception of it as a 
result. The evolution of the discipline is 
inspiring to witness and to respond to; 
the future feels full of potential, and I 
am thrilled at the thought.

3 key opportunities you have 
experienced in your career?
1 - I was invited by Jane Bruce to be 
part of a symposium (titled Place, Light, 
and Space) at North Lands Creative 
Glass in 2010, which, incidentally, was 
where I first met Alison. The purpose 
of the symposium was to deepen and 
intensify our current work and to push 
it forward in new directions, with group 
discussion and playing a central role. It 
was an incredibly eye-opening, 
challenging and enriching experience, 
and a rare opportunity to engage in 
critical conversations with an 
immensely talented group of artists and 
educators from around the world. 
I made a number of good friends whose 
opinion I hold in high regard, and who, 
despite living in other countries and 
timezones, are always willing, in 
between symposiums (which are held 
at North Lands every two years) and 
via the wonders of the internet, to offer 
support in the form of 
recommendations and honest critique, 
which I also value greatly.
2 - SOFA Chicago 2011 (where I was 
represented by Bullseye Gallery) was 
my first experience of an art fair, both 
as an exhibitor and a visitor. I’d never 
seen anything quite like it - in excess 
of 30,000 people visited the expo over 
the course of the weekend. I was blown 
away by the calibre and range of the 
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work that was shown (from emerging and 
established artists alike), and was excited 
and inspired to see  pieces by some of the 
most respected glass makers in the world 
for myself, rather than on a screen or in a 
book.
I have a tendency to be overly self-critical, 
which makes my confidence in myself and 
my work falter; being new on the scene, 
the prospect of showing at SOFA Chicago 
(whilst exciting) was incredibly surreal and 
daunting, but it was to prove a significant 
turning point - I came away from it with 
my confidence boosted, feeling like I was 
beginning to find my place, full of excite-
ment about the possibilities and what was 
to come. 
3 - In 2012, Bullseye Gallery (Portland, 
Oregon) mounted Conversations: Archi-
tectural Responses to Place, a joint ex-
hibition by Richard Parrish (a glass artist 
and former architect who lives in Boze-
man, Montana) and myself. I met Richard 
through a residency that he and Steve 
Klein facilitated at North Lands in 2010 - 
although at different stages of our careers 
as architects and glass makers, we realised 
we had a lot of common interests, the 
most prominent of which being an inter-
est in the topic of place, and how the two 
of us as individuals contemplate and at-
tempt to understand it through making. 
The work in the show represented our 
responses to various locations and build-
ings within Caithness that one or both of 
us felt a connection to on some level, and 
included sketchbooks which we had ex-
changed by post over the course of a year. 
It was my first opportunity to create and 
exhibit a body of work, and to really ex-
amine the relationship between my work 
in architecture and in glass.



What does the work of Alison 
Kinnaird mean to you?
I admire Alison and her work a great 
deal - far more than I am able to 
express in a few short paragraphs, but I 
will try my best! 
I first met Alison at an international 
symposium (facilitated by Jane Bruce) at 
North Lands Creative Glass in 2010, at 
the start of which each of the 
participants were asked to give a short 
presentation on our backgrounds and 
previous work; I remember Alison’s 
vividly - I was completely enthralled. 
I think she possesses the enviable ability 
to make acute and meaningful 
observations about life without really 
needing to say a word; her work is 
universal and deeply relatable, and rich 
in a narrative that I think is sensitive, 
heartfelt, honest, and often deeply 
moving. Alison doesn’t allow the 
perceived limitations of the medium to 
compromise her ideas or her ambitions 
- instead, she sees no end to the 
possibilities, and seems completely
 willing to keep pushing her work and 
the discipline forwards in new 
directions. Her dedication and open, 
fearless attitude towards the medium 
and her work is hugely inspiring. 

Download this booklet free from 
http://www.fcac.co.uk/event/craft-genera-
tion/
Text © the artists;  images © as credited




