The Rakow Research Library is filled to the brim with
information on glass and glassmaking. A cornerstone
of the Museum’s campus, the Library is open to everyone
and offers guests a chance to learn more about every
glass topic imaginable. The shelves are full of the
expected as well as the unexpected, often leading
visitors in new directions.

Curious and
Curiouser
Surprising Finds from
the Rakow Library

By Rebecca Hopman, Outreach Librarian

Curious and Curiouser: Surprising Finds from the
Rakow Library (on view April 8, 2017– February 17,
2019) aims to give guests a taste of what they can
find if they venture up the Library’s glass staircase to
the reading room. From “glasshouse money,” used
to pay glass factory workers during the Industrial
Revolution, to a trilogy of romance novels chronicling
the generations of a glassmaking family, the exhibition
unites many disparate materials from the Library and
glass collections through the themes of inspiration
and curiosity.
Like all libraries, the Rakow Library is an incubator
where many types of creativity flourish. Numerous
people have found inspiration in our collections. Take
glass artist Mel George, for example. When she teaches
a class, she takes her surroundings into account, trying
to “give the students special experiences that individual
places can offer.” Soon after she and her students
arrived at The Studio, they explored the Rakow Library.
Among the items they viewed was the Library’s
oldest item, the nearly 900-year-old Mappae clavicula
(loosely translated, A little key to the world of medieval
techniques). George was intrigued by the manuscript
and assigned her students the task of creating
contemporary interpretations of books, or “visual
poems.” They further examined books in the collection
with glass covers and insets, then set to work. Their
final pieces demonstrate how libraries can inspire
people in unexpected ways.
While George and her students found their inspiration
in the rare books collection, glass artist Josh Simpson
found his in the archives. Simpson was looking for
information on iridescent glass and stumbled upon
a series of notebooks written by Arthur and Leslie
Nash in the late 1800s and early 1900s. A father-and-

son team who worked for Louis C. Tiffany, the Nashes
chronicled their projects, the recipes they created, and
the equipment they invented or improved. They also
wrote of their triumphs and struggles, documenting
what it was like to work at Tiffany Studios in Corona,
New York.
Simpson soaked up the stories, finding similarities with
his own frustrations and victories as an artist. He felt
an emotional connection to the Nashes, realizing that
he was part of a long chain of creators navigating their
way through the artistic process. He carries their stories
with him, forming a bond with a duo whose legacy lives
on in Tiffany glass. Simpson chronicles his recipes and
experiments in his own series of notebooks. Perhaps
someday their pages will speak to another artist in the
same way the Nashes’ spoke to him.
Preserving the dead in glass, ingesting crushed glass
powder to soothe pain from a kidney stone. Those
seem more like science fiction topics than something
you’d expect to find in a library. But, curiously enough,
the Rakow shares these stories, too.
Because of its chemical stability, glass is effective for
preserving remains. Joseph Karwowski was awarded
a patent in 1903 for his idea to preserve the dead in
glass, keeping the remains intact for future medical
treatment. Around the same time, the American Glass
Casket Company offered a glass coffin designed to
have an airtight seal to preserve the body.
Perhaps the need for the coffin stemmed from
a suggestion made in an early encyclopedia, De
proprietatibus rerum (On the properties of things), in
which author Bartholomaeus Anglicus recommended
crushing glass to a fine powder to clean teeth. He also
suggested those suffering from kidney stones could
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Detail from glass casket catalog. American Glass Casket Company, Ada, Oklahoma: American Glass Casket Company, probably 1921.
CMGL 130378, gift of American Cut Glass Association.

mix the powder with wine for relief. However, if the
powder was not crushed finely enough, he warned,
it would “sunder the guts” and kill them instead.

Related Experiences

On a slightly less morbid note, glass was also the
primary material used for hundreds of years to make
eyes. Skilled glassworkers could earn a living making
and selling eyes for taxidermy and as prosthetics.
Catalogs and advertisements offered a wide variety of
human, animal, and doll’s eyes for sale. Human eyes
came in every color imaginable. Customers could even
select “daytime” and “nighttime” eyes, with different
dilations, for a more realistic look. Animal eyes were
available in species from fish and insects to tigers
and sheep.

Members’ Tours: June 17, 10 a.m. and 11 a.m.

Curious and Curiouser will be on view until February
17, 2019. To preserve the rare materials on display,
the items in many cases will be replaced every three
months. Make sure to stop back into the Rakow
frequently to see what’s new and find your own
inspiration on the Library’s shelves.
Previous page: Detail from advertising poster for glass eyes. Philadelphia:
Queens & Co. 1891. CMGL 72685. Right: Method of Preserving the Dead.
Joseph Karwowski (born Russia, dates unknown), Washington, D.C.: United
States Patent Office, 1903 (2016). CMGL 166896.

Members’ Opening: June 16

Flameworking Demo: Inspired by glass eyes for
taxidermy and prosthetics, “The Curious Glass Eye”
features our Properties of Glass team creating realistic
glass eyes of all types. You won’t be able to take your
eyes off it!
Make Your Own Glass: There are many gems found
in the Rakow Library’s collection. Make your own glass
gem at The Studio.

When I was asked to pick my favorite piece in the
Museum, the answer was easy. Many times, I’ve found
myself just wandering up to Spirale and wondering.
I speculate about what goes through an artist’s mind
as he is making such a piece. Having been lucky
enough to watch and film Lino Tagliapietra create a
similar work, I find his complex mental process while
constructing an object fascinating and technically
awe-inspiring. Does the artist anticipate the onlookers’
imaginations evolving endlessly as they study a piece?
While looking at Spirale, my imagination is captured
by the natural interconnection of the components of
life that can be visualized within the work. I see the
interwoven helix of DNA coming together to a central
point. I see many strands of stars and galaxies radiating
to the far reaches of the universe. For me, it creates
a snapshot of our galaxy, in which we are just a tiny
particle of silica. All these story lines go together to
make this object. The mere idea of a whorl collapsing
or appending upon itself creates imagination of
purpose and possibilities.
As I study this piece, I wonder if this shape could be
a new type of turbine or propeller that could be utilized
futuristically to generate more efficient energy as
wind or water flow is induced across this glass wonder.
With its naturally unique flow and form, Spirale has the
power to stimulate the imagination. Could this also be
a piece that somehow collects moisture for sustainable
life on a yet-to-be-discovered desert planet?
I imagine how Lino built that complex shape—inspired
by a nautilus shell. It gathers its color from the golden
ambers of sunshine and the dark blackness of nothing.
I could sit and stare at this piece forever and let my
imagination be inspired. Perhaps someday I may get
the opportunity to hold Spirale to my ear. Who knows
what inspirational music or sounds I may hear?
Photo caption: Spirale, Lino Tagliapietra, Seattle, Washington, 1994.
Gift of the Ben W. Heineman Sr. Family. 2007.4.237.
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