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ThePrimalSanityof
PaulStankard

“Laborare est orare.” 
(To labor is to pray.)

At 65, world-renowned glass artist Paul Stankard reflects on sex, death, and God through his
life in glass—and forward to when he will finally be able to step outside of time.
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A bloody index finger. Escaping time. 
Lost at sea. “They thought I was
slow.” Words as symbols. Raw is

war. Fires in the night. Prayer.

T
he boy is scratching it again, the
index finger of his right hand.
Scratch, scratch, scratch.

The scratching eventually becomes
stabbing, and the boy stabs with repetition
and verve. Not because he enjoys the hurt,
but so he can focus on the sensation, so he
can know the place of the pain. His thumb-
nail digs the skin, over and over again, until
the flesh can no longer hold and the blood
begins its escape. But at least now the boy
knows. Now he feels confident, for a while
anyway, about which hand is his right, and
which is his left. He looks down at the dam-
aged finger, raw and sore, and suddenly the
boy is outside of his dyslexia. Suddenly,
Paul Stankard, at the age of eleven, has
found a way of escaping his limitations. A
way of escaping time.

Like so many of the survival habits that
emerge from his undiagnosed condition,
Paul’s parents do not understand why their
son—the second oldest of nine children—
so relentlessly scratches his finger this way.
They assume it’s a tic of some sort. “Stop
picking at your finger, Paul,” they tell him,
as though he has a choice. But he can’t
stop, no more than a sailor can stop look-
ing to his compass for bearings at sea. Paul
needs the pain for direction. He is blind
without it.

Paul is also slow. Maybe a little stupid.
At least that’s what the good sisters of Saint
Mary’s Parochial School in Attleboro, Mass-
achusetts continually tell him. Not knowing
any other reason why he can’t keep up
with the other kids in class, Paul begins to
believe the nuns, if only just a little. Reading
is a particularly torturous task, but Paul
learns to get by as best he can. Instead of
seeing a word and hearing its sound in his
head, young Paul begins to memorize what
certain letter combinations mean. But the
words are just symbols, and this tactic
barely gets him through. He is often cor-
rected on the same mistakes. N’s are M’s
and M’s are N’s. “Was” is “saw”, “raw” is
“war”, and Joseph is Joesph.

But nature is always the same. In
nature, time has no dominion. In the
woods, Paul Joseph Stankard is no longer
“slow.” In the forest, the boy needs no
direction by way of pain. At night he builds
fires there and watches the flames climb
into the cool, empty New England sky, con-
suming time that does not exist, sweeping
away his ego with its rise. During the day he
takes note of the flowers and of spring

Circa 2006, Bouquet featuring bachelor’s 
button, brown-eyed susans, blueberries, red
bunch berries, with a honeybee. Human forms
entwined in roots. Schaible Photography.
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everywhere exploding from the wet, fertile
Earth. His Earth. This is where he feels the
most alive. It will be decades before Paul real-
izes he has the ability to capture this escape,
this fecundity, this timelessness, in glass. But
when that realization does occur, Paul, like
his namesake saint, will be reborn. And his
eyes will see for the first time. And he will
work. And he will destroy. And he will pray.

Until then, he continues scratching his fin-
ger, hoping pain will show him the way.

A sage’s white beard. A monk’s lilting
laugh. In the homes of Elton John and

Hillary Clinton. Wenonah at 15. 
“I knew I wasn’t lazy. Or stupid.” 

Discovering glass. 
Falling in love. Going insane.

“I
nside of me is that kid who was the
poor student, the second oldest of
nine, who fumbled at most things.

That kid is still in me, and I think that has
something to do with it,” says Stankard as he
drives his black Cadillac CTS home through
the darkening streets of Mantua. Daylight sav-
ing time has yet to begin and the sun still sets
early in the afternoon. The car’s interior is
warm and smells of carryout pasta he is
bringing back to his wife Pat. A book-on-CD
of Henry David Thoreau’s writings plays qui-
etly in the background. In the dim light of
another fading day, Stankard’s white beard
frames his round face like a sage, and when
working through the mire of his memories
and aspirations, Paul often giggles with a high
pitched, contagious laugh that punctuates the
depth of his ruminations with the levity of a
jolly monk. “I don’t know. I’m not a psycholo-
gist.” He laughs. “You’ll figure it out.”

Before one figures out anything, one must
first understand this: Paul Stankard is unani-
mously regarded as a master in the world of
glass art. But since most Americans can prob-
ably rattle off of the first and last names of the
entire Grey’s Anatomy cast more readily than
cite so much as a single glass artist living or
dead, the reverence due the Stankard
moniker is often lost on those not engrossed
in the so-called art world. But take a moment
to consider the resume: Stankard’s paper-
weights and glass spheres have appeared in
galleries and museums the world over,
including the Louvre, the Metroplitan Muse-
um of Art, the Art Institute of Chicago, and the
Smithsonian Institute in Washington D.C. His
glass-encapsulated flowers and figures—
which can often fetch price tags in the tens-of-
thousands—grace the homes of notables like
Elton John and Hillary Clinton. He has served
as a fellow at the Corning Museum of Glass,
is a founding board member of the Creative
Glass Center of America in Millville, and
serves as an adjunct professor at Salem Com-
munity College. Moreover, his international
reputation as a pioneer in the form of glass
lampworking (a specific way of working with
glass that involves dropping and pulling glass
melted on a single jet of flame) is unparal-
leled. “Paul represents the high-water mark of

what can be accomplished using lampwork-
ing,” writes Andrew Page, Editor-in-Chief of
Glass Quarterly magazine in an email. “His
legacy will be not only his elevation of Ameri-
can paperweight making to a level on par
with the great European paperweight masters

of the mid-19th Century, but he has brought
lampworking to a new generation.”

Nonetheless, at 65, Paul Stankard contin-
ues to wrestle with the fickle, ticklish demons
of his past—and the ever-burning flame of his
future.

“What I’m doing with flowers is attracting
attention world-wide because they’ve never
seen this before. I have invented a new lan-
guage for glass,” he says. “It’s complicated,
because I’ve had a need. I had this need to do
something well and my self esteem, my iden-
tity, my whole being is tied up in doing some-
thing that is respected and is also personal to
me and relevant to who I think I am.”

Who he “is” has not always been so clear
to Stankard. In 1958, Paul’s mother and father
moved their large family from Massachusetts
down to Wenonah, New Jersey—and life, for
a time, was miserable. At 15, Paul’s social
structure was completely uprooted, which,
when combined with his severe case of undi-
agnosed dyslexia, led him to bemoan this
new home worlds away from the deep, quiet
forests of Massachusetts. His disability would
not be revealed for another 20 years, and
young Paul—who knew in his core he was
neither stupid nor lazy—faced an increasingly
arduous future. Until he discovered glass.

During his senior year of high school, Paul
began to express an interest in attending tech-
nical school upon graduation. Given this, his

guidance counselor directed him to a pro-
gram at Salem County Vocational Technical
Institute (now Salem Community College)
where he originally thought he would learn to
become a machinist. With some encourage-
ment from his father, however, Paul eventual-
ly enrolled in the school’s scientific glass pro-
gram in 1961, which trained students to cre-
ate industrial glass instruments like bulb con-
densers, beakers and boiling flasks. In 1963,
despite almost having been expelled from the
program after his first year due to the ever-
looming specter of his dyslexia, Stankard
graduated from Salem and soon began work-
ing at Macalaster Scientific Inc. in New Hamp-
shire.

In the decade that followed, Paul
Stankard would be flamed and shaped by life
in ways he could not have imagined. He
would fall in love and marry Patricia Ann La
Patrick. He would work various factory jobs
as a glass shaper, and he would increasingly
lament the cold practicality of his tasks. He
would then begin to make his own glass cre-
ations, and he would nearly go insane with a
desire to express himself as an artist through
the medium. He would come to understand
his dyslexia for the first time and force himself
to fight it. He would be poor and he would be
rich. Eventually, Paul Stankard would find
himself.

Glass nightmares. Running from the 
factories. “I just wanted to make some-
thing attractive.” Patron Saint Palley.
Smashing it all with a hammer. The

noble pursuit of quality. The beginning.

“O
n one particular night I couldn’t
stop my thoughts from racing out
of control. Within the dim light as

I lay in bed, all I could see were oddly shaped
floating bottles and distorted scientific glass-
ware, all I could feel was incredible fear and
frightening panic, all I could think about was
the fear of going insane, and all I knew was
that I was scared to death.” So writes Paul
Stankard in his recently published memoir,
No Green Berries or Leaves: The Creative
Journey of an Artist in Glass, a delightfully
earnest and unassuming retelling of the
artist’s journey from a young man to interna-
tionally famous master of the craft.

It was 1965 and for four years Stankard
had labored painfully long days as an industri-
al glass worker, moving from factory to facto-
ry with a growing family and the fruitless
hope of escaping his swelling dissatisfaction.
But he knew the constant running away
would solve nothing and that his true salva-
tion would never come from within the facto-
ry walls. He knew he had to escape, and he
knew the only way to do that was through his
art.

On nights and weekends, with the
responsibilities of a home, a wife, and chil-
dren bearing down heavily, Stankard labored
at his bench, first creating small glass animals
and eventually trying to perfect the tech-
niques necessary to encapsulate glass-sculpt-

2004, Tea rose bouquet with a honeybee, yellow
flowers, pink tea rose, blueberries, and mask
nestled in roots.
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ed flowers in half-spherical paperweights.
“I was very unhappy,” he says, reclining
now in a chair within his quiet, secluded
Mantua studio, his New England accent still
very much a part of his speech. “I wanted
to do something ambitious, so I stopped
doing the animals and started developing
paperweights. When I started, I just want-
ed to do something well. I didn’t put it in a
fine art context. I didn’t put it in any con-
text. I just wanted to make something
attractive.”

Refusing to euthanize the artist he
knew lived within him, Stankard continued
with his paperweights, despite the impend-
ing insanity of factory life, trying with each
attempt to capture in glass nature’s perpet-
ual capacity to halt the perception of time,
to bring forth the fecund, and to express his
undying faith in the power of sex, death,
and God. Small successes and failures
ebbed and flowed for another five years (a
craft show here, a small arts festival there),
until a man named Reese Palley came into
his life in 1971 and inexorably changed the
course of who Paul Stankard was to
become.

After spotting Stankard’s work as a
judge in the 1971 Indian Summer Art and
Craft Show in Atlantic City, Palley—a well
respected and famous boardwalk gallery
owner and international art dealer—could
immediately spot the golden ring within
Stankard’s grasp. “What I saw in Paul’s
work was something I had never seen
before, a man attempting to bring forth nat-
ural forms in glass, which is a very difficult
medium,” recalls the 85-year-old Palley
from his Florida Keys home. “What he was
doing was not only extremely technically
difficult, but he also had an artist’s eye. 
And it was that artist’s eye that always cap-
tures you. It was the artist’s eye that inter-
ested me.”

So Palley commissioned the 28-year-
old Stankard to make 10 paperweights to
sell at his boardwalk gallery, for which he
would pay the artist $12.50 each. Thrilled
with the charge, Stankard went to work
immediately, putting in late hours at his
home bench to get the pieces to Palley
within two weeks. And after sweating over
the 2,000-degree flame night after night,
and after meticulously crafting some of his
most detailed glass flowers to date,
Stankard brought the work to Palley—who
immediately instructed Stankard to destroy
every single one with a hammer. As soon
as possible.

“Oh, shit,” laughs Stankard in recalling
the story. “He rejected the work and I’m
thinking, ‘What did I get myself into?’ But
Palley said they weren’t good enough, so I
went back and worked even harder. When
I brought him the new pieces he said,
‘Beautiful!’ And he never rejected another
thing of mine after that. But I think he was
trying to teach me a lesson. I was 28 and
very naive and I didn’t think they 
warranted being rejected. But he was say-
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ing, ‘I want your best work. I don’t want you
to just knock these out.’ And I think he was
showing me that pursuing quality is a noble
goal.”

From that moment on Palley would act as
Stankard’s patron, commissioning work and
supplementing his income enough that Paul
was free to finally quit the factory. Insanity, it
seemed, would remain at bay.

“Paul was a little put off when I didn’t like
those first pieces and that I told him he could
do much, much better,” recalls Palley. “And
when he came back with 10 new pieces, the
whole level of quality was something he had
never done before. Those pieces he brought
back to me were the true beginnings of
Stankard’s work.”

The monk goes to Wawa. “Whitman
said, ‘A morning glory at my window

satisfies me more than the metaphysics
of books.’” Not just a trick. 

How lucky it is to die. A walk in the
woods. The primal sanity of nature.

Just a speck.

I
t’s almost five o’clock in the morning and
Paul Stankard shuffles through the cool,
bruise-blue morning to his black Cadillac

and drives to Wawa for a coffee, bagel and
banana. He returns and briskly walks the 20
yards that separate his home from his studio,
clicking the lights to life, turning on the gas,
and eventually sparking his day’s first flame.

By the time his daughters arrive to assist him
at the studio, Paul wants to complete a few
morning glories. So he begins working the
glass, melting brightly colored rods and strip-
ing the honey-thick pigments down the
length of what will eventually become the
flower’s yawning pedals or pistil. This is his

daily meditation, the constant transformation
of a solid into another form—and then back
to solid. In his head he thinks of Walt Whit-
man, his greatest inspiration, and what he
once wrote. “The narrowest hinge in my
hand puts to scorn all machinery.” This is
Paul’s morning’s mantra.

“When I’m in my studio every morning I
feel like a monk. And I pray about the work. I
always want the work to be the best I can do.
I love the idea of being here. It’s quiet, and I
can develop my ideas and desires,” he says.
“I’m at the end of my career and it’s a peculiar
point because I still have so much energy. I
still have a need to continue, but I’m wearing
out. I am only 65, but if I have another 10 or
15 years, that would be a blessing. But I con-
tinue to work everyday because I want to
work every day.”

Stankard’s challenges are not what they
once were. Ever since all but conquering his
dyslexia at the age of 40, he reads voraciously
now; works like Ulysses, Blood Meridian, The
Life of Samuel Johnson, Thoma’s Mann’s
The Magic Mountain, and countless works on
art theory and philosophy. More importantly,
he has clearly mastered his craft and gained
the notoriety and respect for which he so des-
perately hungered as a young man. This is
Stankard’s “refinement period,” as he calls it;
a time concerned with purifying his work;
with the broader esoteric matters of his lega-
cy; with his work as art and not mere craft;
with letting the market be damned; and with

Fusing a stem on a lotus blossom.
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death.
“When I connected with Palley I didn’t

have a clue, other than knowing I wanted to
make paperweights. I had very naive expec-
tations. I wanted my work to be beautiful.
Today, I don’t want my work to be beautiful. I
want my work to be thought provoking. I
want it to be tense at times. And I want to
bring fecundity to the glass,” he says. “I want
to communicate an idea. I don’t want to
impress people with my craft skills. I want to
symbolize an idea. I don’t want it to be a trick.
A lot of people think of glass that way, as a
trick, but I’m making glass to deal with fecun-
dity, with sex, death, and God.”

The abounding life in the work of Paul
Stankard—furious flowers exploding from
the Earth, the richness of soil—makes the
allusions to sex and God rather obvious. But
death? Death, if it is to be found, is not going
to reveal itself in a fashion most would
expect, and this probably has something to
do with the way Stankard views his own
eventual passing. On several occasions he
utters the Latin phrase Memento mori:
Remember, you must die. “I’m not afraid of
death. No. I love Whitman’s quote: ‘Has any-
one supposed it lucky to be born? I hasten to
inform him or her it is just as lucky to die,’”
says Stankard. “I don’t have a childlike idea of
what heaven is, but I have very sweet
thoughts about being outside of time. Me,
when I die, I will be outside of time, and that
is a very sweet thought.”

Stankard’s world these days is seemingly
full of such sweet thoughts; his laughter is
around every corner, his energy overflowing.
At the close of our time together he finally has
a chance to do what he’s been wanting to do
since we first met, months prior: take a walk
in the woods. So we drive about five minutes

from his home and park our cars at the base
of a trail that winds deeply into the undis-
turbed forest of Mantua. It is here Paul
Stankard still feels most alive.

Spring this year has been particularly
stubborn, and Stankard muses, “Every year
you wonder if we’ll have spring. Or will it be
the end of the world?” But it’s not the end of
the world. Not yet. We walk for some time,
pausing to note a bright green patch of wild
skunk cabbage or a few rogue flowers on the
verge of blooming. He doesn’t like to say
much in these moments, allowing the
silence, the timelessness, to envelope him.
“The untouched woods suggests primal sani-
ty to me, and primal sanity is time suspend-
ed...so I think there’s a similarity between
standing in the woods surrounded by nature
and the colored glass symbols suspended in
crystal.”

He pauses, suspended in the quiet. Occa-
sionally the growl of a distant truck or the
hum of the highway’s machinery will inter-
rupt the illusion, but Stankard pays no mind.

“You know, when you stand here it’s hard
to have an ego. Standing in a spot that hasn’t
changed for thousands of years and you
know it will be this way thousands of years
into the future. When you consider yourself in
that context of that continuum you really are
nothing. You’re a speck.” And he laughs at
this too, his voice echoing throughout the vir-
gin woods, putting to scorn the sounds of all
machinery.  n

The artist, Paul, looking at a Magnolia pod.
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