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In 1981, Will Dexter and Karla Trinkley co-founded Taylor Backes glass studio wishing to make a space for both traditional 
and contemporary art glass. Since then, Dexter has been making and selling his world-acclaimed glassworks through the 
studio, located in Boyertown, Pa. For more than three decades, Dexter’s work is sought after by high-end collectors and 
corporations, while dozens of apprentices have sought him out for his skill and expertise. 

Dexter received his BFA degree from Tyler School of Art and MFA degree from Rhode Island School of Design where 
he studied under the esteemed glass artist Dale Chihuly. His work has been exhibited throughout the world and can be 
found in the permanent collections of museums such as the Philadelphia Museum of Art, The American Craft Museum, 
and The Corning Museum of Glass.



The short history of American Studio Glass provides the 
unique opportunity to make a direct connection between 
the movement’s founders and contemporary glass artists. 
Harvey littleton, one of the most important contributors to 
the establishment of the American Studio Glass Movement, 
brought glass out of factories and into higher educational 
institutions by teaching the first American university 
hot-glass course at the university of Wisconsin in 1962.i 
university glass programs spread throughout the united 
States as a direct result of the success of littleton’s courses. 
One of his most recognized students, Dale Chihuly, 
went on to establish the glass department at the Rhode 
Island School of Design in 1969 and the world-renowned 
educational facility, Pilchuck Glass Center in 1971.ii Joel 
Myers and Jon Clark, also students of littleton’s, started 
glass programs at Illinois State university and Tyler School 
of Art, respectively. These early glass pioneers are just a 
few of the artists who helped to create a foundation for the 
careers of Will Dexter and many other glass artists today. 
However, when asked where Dexter places himself and his 
work in the context of his contemporaries, he is indifferent 
to the question and candidly replies: “I don’t get hung up 
on that stuff; I don’t look up.” It only takes a few minutes of 
listening to the array of stories from Dexter’s early career in 
the glass community to understand that, of course — the 
artist was able to simply look around while moving forward 
through the formative years of his career. 

Fragile Beauty presents a survey of Dexter’s eclectic creative 
career. He developed a unique artistic language as a result 
of his experiences growing up in Clearwater, Florida, and 
generous mentors from the early American studio glass 
movement that valued experimentation over technique. 
Embracing the many processes and possibilities of glass, 
the work in this exhibition is hand blown, sculpted, cold 
constructed, and cast. It thematically mirrors the diverse 
historical glass experiences that are in Dexter’s psyche. 
Works in the exhibition, like Splash and Clam Shell, are 
composed of calming colors and expressive shadows 
referencing the ocean and fragility of nature while the 
bold colors and smirking secretive expressions on the 
Easter Island-like glass head series alludes to the rebellious 

and explorative glass-making techniques of littleton, 
Clark, and Chihuly. 

Dexter’s path to glass began at the university of Miami 
where he initially studied marine biology. After three years 
of college and a few art classes he decided to pursue glass. 
Dexter drove to the Archie Bray Foundation for a three-week 
glass workshop in Helena, Montana, in 1974, surrounded 
by glass artists like the aforementioned Clark and Myers. 
After a few years immersed in the growing American glass 
movement in the Pacific Northwest, Dexter left to complete 
his undergraduate degree with Clark — an artist whose 
artistic freedom he valued greatly — at the Tyler School 
of Art. While working towards his BFA for the next two 
years, Dexter spent his summers with Chihuly at Pilchuck 
and was present when Italian glass masters Checco Ongaro 
and lino Tagliapietra visited, sharing the well-kept secrets 
of Venetian glass working techniques.iii The interest from 
Ongaro and Tagliapietra — two of the best glassblowers in 
the world — proved with certainty the historical importance 
of the American studio glass movement.

Dexter established himself as an important artist of 
the early studio glass movement when one of his early 
works, Lattices, was selected to be a part of the historic 
1979 Corning Museum of Glass exhibition New Glass: 
A Worldwide Survey. In the exhibition catalogue, curator 
and glass art critic William Warmus wrote, “some objects 
in New Glass are highly irregular in form and seemingly 
‘unstructured,’” in reference to Dexter’s work.iv Lattices, also 
present in Fragile Beauty, is a series of hand-blown oblong 
structures glowing within a backlit vitrine while gridded 
textures appear sporadically over surfaces. The texture is a 
result of pressing the glass bubbles onto screens while still 
molten and malleable. When at room temperature, Dexter 
sandblasted the bubbles with compressed air and sand to 
gradually roughen and remove surface material. Some areas 
of Lattices are so thin, they would break if touched. Dexter, 
unintentionally at first, was trying to capture the moment 
of standing on a sand dune and seeing the lines created in 
the sand from sea oats being blown across its surface. These 
objects subtly reference natural beach detritus, the surface 

of which only bears a shadow of what it originally was 
because of the weathering effects of the ocean and its sand. 

Dexter’s pattern of producing stylistically unrestricted 
work continued during his time as a graduate student at 
the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD). In 1981, after 
receiving his MFA, Dexter left Providence, Rhode Island, 
and moved to Pennsylvania with his partner and fellow 
glass artist Karla Trinkley, a pioneer of her own techniques 
in the glass community. Together they founded Taylor 
Backes Studio and have been working in their current 
studio for the past 32 years. Taylor Backes was founded to 
create well-designed accessible glasswork. The company 
provided space for collaboration and technical growth 
while Dexter and Trinkley also maintained their own 
personal artistic practice. Themes and techniques used 
in work associated with Taylor Backes often appears 
sinuously in some of Dexter’s future work in Fragile Beauty. 

Water Baby & Pearl, like Lattices, references Dexter’s fond 
memories of growing up near the ocean. In this piece 
containing two blown glass objects, one large textured 
scalloped bowl rests on its side, hovering over a smaller 
blue-green, oblong open bubble covered in chunks of 
clear glass, called frit. Both objects refract the gallery 
lights and cast a shadow on the pedestal below like the 
sun shining through clear water onto a sandy ocean floor. 
Dexter precisely describes how the work evokes the 
feeling of being at the beach on a warm day, standing just 
deep enough in the water that your feet are grazing the 
ocean floor as you bob up and down with the tide. The 
calming colors, patterned shadows, and placement of the 
larger piece of glass protectively hovering over a smaller, 
similar object evoke warmness and sense of safety in direct 
contrast to the sharpness of the objects fritted surface.

Sculpture textured with frit is a recurring visual throughout 
many of Dexter’s pieces. It can be seen on a set of three 
pieces titled Slag: grotesque looking blobs shining like 
oil-contaminated puddles at a gas station. Dexter made 
these pieces shortly after graduate school by pouring hot 
glass directly onto the studio floor, smashing the glass 

into large chunks of frit, and then rolling a blown bubble 
over the still hot frit. His rough treatment of the material 
is in direct contrast to the reverent methods of making 
delicate glass objects used by many fellow glass artists at 
the time, though it still required a deep knowledge of glass 
and its capabilities. These pieces, originally named after 
places Dexter had seen in Pennsylvania that had been 
devastated by the coal mining industry, are so visually 
expressive they became entities unto themselves. Dexter’s 
disregard of precise technique allowed these objects — 
that are somehow beautiful and ugly at the same time — 
to express emotive qualities that speak volumes.

In contrast to his work that references nature, Fragile Beauty 
contains six sculptural heads, each individually named and 
placed along the perimeter of the gallery space. Though 
they are the most recently made objects in Fragile Beauty, 
the work’s first iteration was created in the early 1990s as 
objects meant to have no commercial potential. However, 
the heads were well received, and Dexter decided to stop 
making them until recently. Making these large objects 
require a team of people. Blowing hot glass directly into 
plywood boxes with wet clay achieves the preliminary 
shape and textures. Additional parts like the headpiece on 
Sanibel are attached with glue after the glass has cooled 
to room temperature. unlike his calming transparent 
glasswork, the brightly colored heads resemble the humor 
and excitement of his persona, as if they are a series of 
self-portraits. Dexter admits that sometimes he looks at 
the heads and they just make him laugh.

Fragile Beauty reflects a creative energy synonymous with 
the early American Studio Glass Movement as it left 
behind the predictable objects made in factories and 
entered into the diverse contemporary art scene of today. 
While acknowledging the community of persevering 
makers who contributed in so many ways to glass art, 
Dexter sees no need to reinvent the wheel and would 
rather follow his intuition much like his predecessors did. 
Reverent but not adherent to the technical glass making 
process, Dexter forges ahead, busy working, and of course 
— not looking up.
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Caitlin Vitalo is an artist, educator, and writer based in Easton, Pennsylvania. Currently the Education Coordinator at the 
Hunterdon Art Museum in Clinton, New Jersey, Vitalo is the student representative for the Glass Art Society’s board of 
directors. She received her MFA in glass from the Tyler School of Art in 2018 and her most recent critical writing and 
reviews of glass art have been published in Glass: The UrbanGlass Art Quarterly and GASNews.

i  Joan Falconer Byrd, Harvey K. Littleton (1922-2013), Journal of Glass Studies 56 (January 2014): 400. http://search.ebscohost.com/.
ii  Janet Koplos and Bruce Metcalf, Makers: A History of American Studio Craft (Chapel Hill: The university of North Carolina Press, 2010), 361-63.
iii  Benjamin Moore, Sharing of a Rich Tradition, accessed March 1, 2019, http://olnickspanu.com/essays/sharing-of-a-rich-tradition/.
 iv William Warmus, Overview, in New Glass: A Worldwide Survey, (New york: Corning Museum of Glass, 1979), 14.
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left to right: Skyla, Ella, Junior Lattice Collection
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Red left to right: Sanibel, Teddy
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Bunting left to right: Autumn, Neytiri
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The Freedman Gallery at Albright College, named after former Albright trustee and alumna Doris Chanin Freedman, is 
located on the ground floor of the Center for the Arts. Since its inception, the gallery focuses primarily on contemporary, 
living, American artists and hosts approximately ten exhibitions each year rotating in the Main Gallery, Project Space, 
and Foyer Gallery. 

Freedman Gallery is located at 13th & Bern Streets, Reading, Pa. 19612. Gallery Hours are Tuesday-Friday 9 a.m.-5 p.m. 
and Sunday 1-4 p.m. The gallery is closed on Mondays, holidays, breaks, and summer.

Founded in 1856, Albright College educates creative, curious students to become adaptable, global citizens who discover 
and reach their full potential. The college’s flexible interdisciplinary curriculum encourages students to combine majors 
and disciplines to create individualized academic programs. Close faculty mentorship, numerous experiential learning 
options, and a diverse, supportive and nurturing community of scholars and learners help students exceed their own 
expectations and graduate with a commitment to a lifetime of service and learning. located in Reading, Pennsylvania, 
Albright enrolls more than 1,800 full-time undergraduates and 700 adult learners and graduate students.
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