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it’s just two weeks before the July opening of Seattle-based 
artist Preston Singletary’s show—Preston Singletary: Echoes, Fire, 
and Shadows—at the Museum of Glass in Tacoma, and his studio 
is a literal hot spot of activity.

Three focused young men, surrounded by kilns, workbenches 
and metal tools, seem mostly unaware of my entrance into their 
workspace in Seattle’s South Lake Union neighborhood. One of 
the men is blowing into the end of a long metal pipe. On the other 
end, a fist-size bulb of glass glows orange with heat. 

“It’s a basket form,” Singletary explains, as he oversees the 
assistants, who are busy with the delicate task of coaxing shape 
from what appears to be, essentially, fire. Though the pieces for 
the exhibit were completed months ago, Singletary’s studio bustles 
today as the group crafts small items that the museum will offer 
for sale in its gift shop.

When one thinks of glass art, objects such as vases, bowls and 
paperweights come to mind more readily than the “basket form.” 
But Singletary has taken his glass art into largely uncharted  
territory by transferring the shapes and images of his Southeast 
Alaska Tlingit heritage into the medium of glass. Using glassblow-
ing, sand-carving and inlaying techniques, he renders baskets, 
masks, hats and other forms that were traditionally created 
through woodcarving, weaving and painting.

The Museum of Glass exhibit, on view until September 2010 
and presented by Alaska Airlines, honors Singletary’s 20-year  
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evolution as an artist. It features 
more than 50 of his works, includ-
ing the centerpiece, Clan House—a 
10-foot-by-16-foot cast-glass trip-
tych that resembles the interior of 
a Tlingit cedar longhouse.

Singletary, 45, began his career 
in glass in 1982, when he got a job 
as a night watchman at Seattle’s 
Glass Eye Studio through high-
school pal Dante Marioni, son of 
studio glass pioneer Paul Marioni. Within months, he’d been 
moved to the studio’s production floor.

“I like to credit the eruption of Mount St. Helens with foster-
ing my art career,” he jokes. During that first job, Singletary 
melted volcano ash to create glass mementos for tourists.

That Singletary would push his glass-making skills beyond 
simple souvenirs was, perhaps, inevitable. At the Marioni home, 
he’d met some of glass art’s greatest, who would drop by follow-
ing sessions at the famed Pilchuck Glass School, an hour north 
of Seattle. Important mentors included Lino Tagliapietra and 
Benjamin Moore. It was in 1989, however, that Singletary 
found his unique direction, following a chance meeting at 
Pilchuck with artist David Svenson. 

Svenson, who had worked with Tlingit woodcarvers in 
Alaska, spotted Singletary copying Northwest Coast Native 
designs from a book and was intrigued by the young artist.  
Singletary’s interest in this art had been awakened by his mater-
nal great-grandmother, a charismatic Tlingit woman who 
moved from Sitka, Alaska, to Seattle in the 1920s. 

“That connection—even though I’m multicultural—was the 
one that spoke loudest to me,” recalls Singletary. Encouraged  
by Svenson, Singletary embarked on his nascent path. Now, he 
is the mentor, encouraging young Native artists to experiment 
with materials such as glass, concrete, steel and bronze.

For more information about Singletary and the Preston  
Singletary: Echoes, Fire, and Shadows exhibit at the Museum of 
Glass, visit www.prestonsingletary.com or www.museumof-
glass.org, or call 866-4MUSEUM. —M. Susan Wilson

Eagle/Raven  
(Ch’áak’/Yéil)—
2008, 22 inches x  
7 inches x 5 inches— 
is a blown and 
sand-carved glass 
piece inspired by 
tlingit mythology 
(left); singletary at 
work in the Museum 
of glass Hot shop in 
2008 (right).

Tlingit Crest Hat 
(s’áaxw)—2007, 
10 inches x 19 

1/2 
inches diameter—
was crafted from 
blown and sand-
carved glass, with 
gold foil.
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