ARTS&CULTURE

Artists Mark Liebowitz and Nancy Katz are photographed in front of Nancy’s silk paintings in their Shelburne Falls studio. The painting
on the right was used as the chuppah, or bridal canopy, at their wedding.
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Stained glass, shared connection bring two artists together
BY LAURA PORTER
PHOTOGRAPHY BY RICK CINCLAIR
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n the studio tucked into the curve of a hill
in Shelburne Falls, jagged shards of glass in
different colors are scattered across an enormous work table. At the very center of the front
plate glass window hangs a lead-lined rectangle of
flower and leaf, stem and stamen: an image of the
town’s famous Bridge of Flowers captured in the
shades and textures of hand-blown stained glass.
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In another window, light shimmers through
a stained glass version of a Jewish wedding,
bride and groom beneath the chuppah, or prayer
shawl, the curved lines highlighting the figures’
embrace.
Nancy Katz/Wilmark Studios blends the
dual careers of its artists, Nancy Katz and Mark
Liebowitz, who met by chance 10 years ago and
chose to combine their lives and their art. Katz
brings a lifetime as a textile artist to the design
process of stained glass, while Liebowitz has
spent 40 years as a stained glass fabricator.
Even the briefest conversation with the
couple reveals a greater force at work here, a
connection beyond the unquestioned presence
of talent, skill and devotion to their art.
For one thing, on this particular day, they
have had what Katz refers to as “a 4 a.m. business meeting,” one waking up the other to
discuss a sudden idea for a current project and
segueing into the worries and list-making that
come with owning a small business, albeit a
creative one.
For another, every step of their partnership,
both personal and artistic, seems meant to be.
They met in 2005 in Houston, where both
were exhibitors at the Biennial of the Union of
Reform Judaism. Each had repeatedly exhibited
at the conference, yet they had never met. At
that time, Katz, who grew up in Worcester, had
just returned to Massachusetts after 25 years in
California.
In 2009, they married beneath Katz’s silkpainted chuppa that now graces the wall of
their studio. Liebowitz relocated from Rockland County, New York, to Shelburne Falls,
where they consolidated their studios and their
businesses.
Beyond the coincidence of timing, there is
a certain serendipity in their artistic balance.
Nancy Katz began her career by quilting. Like
stained glass, it is about creating a whole: taking
pieces of cloth or clothing to reuse in a new
pattern.
Her primary focus for years was silk painting,
vibrant and defined by color. That process also
resembled stained glass fabrication: she used a
white rubber resist base to make lines to contain
the dye for different parts of the design, just as

A stained glass piece of the Tree of Life was
created by Katz and Liebowitz. Katz works
on the design of the pieces while Liebowitz
fabricates the stained glass works.
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ABOVE: Mark Liebowitz demonstrates glass cutting. He
has windows in the National Cathedral, the National Art
Club in New York City, the Rockland County Courthouse
and several synagogues.
RIGHT: Nancy Katz talks about the texture of glass. The
couple collaborate closely when selecting colors and textures. Katz says it’s the “ultimate part of the process.”

lead lines outline individual pieces of glass in
a stained glass window.
Liebowitz, too, seems fated for stained
glass fabrication. His father was a clothing
manufacturer, “taking material goods, drawing a pattern, cutting it apart and assembling”
cloth just as he has done for decades with
stained glass, he says.
Yet his perspective shifted when he began
to work with Katz. After he fabricated the
first piece of stained glass that she had
designed, he told her that “‘I’ve been waiting
my whole life to make these lines,’” he recalls.
He continues to refer to the patterns she
draws as “Nancy lines.”
They both marvel at the several degrees of
separation that brought them together.
“Mark and I had whole lives before we got
together,” says Katz. “I didn’t know I’d be
partnered. I had no idea — it’s a mystery.”
She grew up in Worcester, the daughter
of Lester and Florence Katz, attending the

Worcester Public Schools as well as Congregation Beth Israel. She is the first to say that
her artistic talents were not encouraged at
home, though she found mentors at Chandler
Junior High School and at Doherty Memorial High School. Her father, in particular,
was concerned about her having a practical
career, so she studied occupational therapy
in college.
After graduation, however, she headed for
California, determined to “claim her artistic
identity.” By then, her father was supportive.
“He knew there were things that weren’t
going to happen for me if I stayed in New
England,” she says.
In San Francisco, she became involved
with the NAMES Project AIDS Memorial
Quilt, then just beginning. The experience
combined art with activism and taught her
that “anything is possible,” she says. “People
made incredible art, and they used it to raise
consciousness.”

After three years, she moved on, ready to
focus on her own art. She worried that art
was too solitary for her warm and extraverted
nature; quilt making is, by history and intention, a social activity.
However, silk painting became her new
medium, and she discovered that it brought
its own community.
She combined creating and teaching,
working primarily in the Jewish community.
When making personal items like tallitot,
or prayer shawls, or chuppot, meant to be
used frequently or for meaningful occasions,
the process became a partnership between
artist and client. Katz is a natural teacher, and
she believes in “taking the mystery out of art
making.”
A nationally recognized silk painter, she
has exhibited throughout the country and has
been an artist-in-residence at synagogues,
community centers and religious schools,
including Temple Sinai, Temple Emanuel,
CONTINUED ON PAGE 97
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A life-changing meeting
in San Francisco
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Congregation Beth Shalom and Congregation Beth
Israel in Central Massachusetts.
It was 2005 when she decided it was time to come
home. Her parents were growing older and she
wanted to be closer to them. She bought a house in
Shelburne Falls, intending to live and run a studio
there.
Before she arrived in Massachusetts, her brother,
Steven Katz, a popular science teacher at Burncoat
Middle School, was killed in a motorcycle accident.
In short order, her father became ill, and her parents
moved to Eisenberg Assisted Living. Her father died
five years later, and the Eisenberg has become her
mother’s home.
It was shortly after that she and Liebowitz met in
Houston.
Born and raised in New Jersey, Mark Liebowitz earned a degree in art history from Rutgers
University. He loved stained glass and “medieval
things” and, after graduation, began to look for a
teacher.
“The Stained Glass Association (the union) had a
four-year apprentice program in the 1920s or 1930s,”
he says. “That’s what I wanted. I wrote to hundreds
of studios but no one was doing apprenticeships in the
1970s.”
Instead he found Albinas Elskus, who was
then part-owner of Durhan Studios in New York
City. Interested in architectural stained glass, Elskus
was making church windows and teaching. Liebowitz
took all of his classes, beginning with the basics of
fabrication, and Elskus remained his mentor until he
CONTINUED ON PAGE 98

ABOVE & LEFT: Stained glass pieces created by
Katz and Liebowitz: a wedding couple and doves.

Not long after Nancy Katz
moved from Worcester to San
Francisco, intending to make
a career of her art, her world
literally turned on a dime.
One day in 1987, she walked
into a storefront, hoping
someone could give her change
for a dollar so she could feed
her parking meter.
“I looked around, and there
was fabric everywhere,” she
says. “It changed my life.”
Unwittingly, she had
stumbled into the location of
the AIDS Memorial Quilt, then
in its first year.
She had been trying to start
a baby quilt business, buying
a $300 industrial sewing
machine and hoping for commissions. She had also been
with a good friend when he had
learned he was HIV positive.
(Today, he is alive and doing
well.)
“It was at a time when
people weren’t thinking about
(AIDS),” she recalls. “My
friend didn’t want me to tell
anyone.”
According to the website
for the NAMES Project AIDS
Memorial Quilt, the quilt
had its genesis in the annual
memorial march for gay activist and San Francisco City
Supervisor Harvey Milk and
Mayor George Moscone, who
had been assassinated in 1978.
In 1985, when AIDS activist and march organizer
Cleve Jones learned that
1,000 people in San Francisco had died from AIDS,
he asked marchers to carry
placards with the names of
loved ones lost to the disease.
Posted to the wall of the San

Francisco Federal Building
afterward, they resembled a
quilt. Later, Jones and others
began to sew the first squares
that would become the AIDS
Memorial Quilt and then the
NAMES Project Foundation.
Today, there are more than
48,000 panels and affiliates and
chapters of the foundation all
over the world. In 1996, the last
time the quilt appeared in its
entirety, it covered the National
Mall. “The largest community
art project in the world,” notes
its website, it has raised millions
of dollars for AIDS research.
In its infancy, however,
“we were making it all up as
needed,” says Nancy Katz.
Having trained as an occupational therapist, she was one
of the few involved who had a
human services background; she
worked as outreach coordinator
for awhile and also did outreach
and education.
“It was a very privileged
position to be in,” she says. “It
wasn’t my community; I was in
an allied position. I went to talk
to organizations dealing with
AIDS in the African-American
community. I could have a voice
that the white gay men I worked
with didn’t feel comfortable
with.”
Most significant, “I was
witness to a community being
devastated,” she says. “I had
walked in knowing one person
(with AIDS), and soon I knew
hundreds.”
She and her fellow activists
often talked about the magic of
the quilt.
“It’s pretty powerful when
you’re in touch with life and
death at the same time.”
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Liebowitz works in Nancy Katz/Wilmark Studios in Shelburne Falls, which they established together in 2009.
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 97

died in 2007.
He later joined Lamb Studios in Northfield,
N.J., the oldest stained glass studio in the
country. Lamb, he says, was “a real studio
with real artists making real windows for
churches and synagogues.”
He was there for four years, including working as a subcontractor when the
owner moved him and a partner, William
Sudack (the “Wil” of “Wilmark”) to Englewood. When the owner realized that his two
employees were in effect competing with
him, they were on their own. They opened
their studio “with $1,500 each” and remained
in business together until 1986, when
Liebowitz bought Sudack out.
Liebowitz moved Wilmark to Pearl, N.Y.,
buying a house where he could live above the
studio. He remained for almost 30 years.
He has always worked with artists. One
of the artists with whom he worked for 25
years was Robert Pinart, “one of the greats in
the field,” who has windows in the National
98
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Cathedral.
Liebowitz has two small windows in the
National Cathedral now, as well as installations in the National Art Club in New York
City, the Rockland County Courthouse, and
the Jewish Cadet Chapel at West Point. Many
of his windows, including those with Pinart,
are in synagogues.
“Working in a synagogue was like being
home for me,” he says. “And being ‘Leibowitz’ often got me through when I called.”
The process of creating a stained glass
window is both freeing and constrained, with
the shapes and colors of a design literally
captured within the spaces bound by leaded
lines.
To start, Nancy Katz might begin to draw
on a napkin or a scrap of paper or the computer, playing with ideas for an initial design.
She next creates a small version of the
design drawn to scale, followed by what is
known as the cartoon, a drawing that is the
actual size of the space to be filled.

Katz’s full-size cartoon, where she has
numbered each section to represent the
piece of glass that will fill it, must be traced
onto craft paper, using carbon paper as the
transfer agent.
Next, Liebowitz uses three blade scissors
to cut out each piece of the pattern. The third
blade trims the piece to leave a space for the
lead that will eventually frame it.
“They are the same shears my dad used in
the garment industry,” he says.
He then lays each pattern piece atop the
particular glass that they have chosen for
that part of the design and uses a glasscutting knife to cut it out. When this process
is finished, the window is laid out precisely
according to the design, each piece separate
but in the correct place.
To assemble the stained glass, Liebowitz
begins at the bottom left corner and methodically joins each separate piece with bendable
lead came. He then solders the joints to keep
the pieces in place.
As a finishing process, he smooths linseed
oil putty beneath each came, filling in the
spaces to make the window weather-tight
and solid. A final scrubbing with whiting — a
powdery substance made of ground fish
bones or calcium — absorbs the oil from the
putty and polishes the glass and the lead.
When the putty dries, the window is ready to
install.
Before the actual fabrication, however,
comes the true collaboration between the two
artists. Together, they must decide the colors
and the textures of the glass — a process that
is all about what works in the design, the way
the light hits, and the grain of the glass as it
relates to the design.
Although Katz uses colored pencils “to
imply colors” on her cartoons, those colors
might not end up in the final window. Indeed,
“selecting the glass is our thing,” the “ultimate part of the process.”
“It’s always surprising,” they say, taking
turns finishing one another’s sentences. “We
put different colors against others to see what
works together, or to see if these colors of
glass really like each other.”
The glass they use is all hand blown, or
“antique” in the parlance of the craft, and
made in Germany.
“There are more colors in antique glass,”
Liebowitz says, meaning that hand-blown
glass contains a range of hues and intensities.
In their 10 years together, the two artists
have designed and fabricated three major

Liebowitz and Katz created a stained glass window that hangs over the entrance to the library at the Eisenberg Assisted Living Residence in Worcester. Both artists’ mothers are residents there.

installations and many smaller windows.
Last year, in a project that was close to home in every sense of
the word, Katz and Liebowitz designed a set of windows in memory
of Nancy’s father, Lester, and her brother, Steven, at Eisenberg
Assisted Living. The four panels feature 10 doves through the four
seasons, an homage to the concept of community. Both of the artists’ mothers, Florence Katz and Evelyn Liebowitz, who moved to
Worcester five years ago, live at the Eisenberg.
Over several months, as Katz and Liebowitz went back and forth
between the Worcester facility and Shelburne Falls, both “the
moms,” as the two call them, and the residents were able to follow
the process.
“How wonderful it was that we were able to make windows in
that place for my father and brother,” says Katz. “It’s very meaningful for me and it was wonderful for both moms to be prideful and for
Evelyn to watch her son install the windows.”
“And not fall off the ladder,” her husband adds.
A critical factor underlying virtually all of Nancy Katz/Wilmark
Studios projects is that they design them for others — and they must

let them go.
In collaborating with a client - be it individual, community or
congregation - “it’s important to get as much information as possible in terms of what they envision,” says Liebowitz. “Different
places have different personalities, goals, needs. Some want to block
vegetation, filter light or make money.”
After the initial call from a client, they set out to learn more about
the community, the location or the congregation as need be.
“When you’re designing with a committee, people have to see it
and sign off on it even if I can see it in my head,” she says. “But at
some point, whomever we’re working with has to let it go and trust
us.”
At the same time, the artists, too, must eventually “trust them to
take care of it” and walk away from a masterpiece they have shepherded from first sketch to final installation.
‘You live with something so intensely for a period of time and
then you let it go,” says Katz. “There’s an art in letting go. But we
know it’s not ours; it’s the community who has to live with it and
love it.”
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