Eric Markow & Thom Norris

Artist to Collect

written by Lorie Lee Steiner
For these youthful, innovative artists, it’s all
about chemistry. In life, love and art. Eric Markow
and Thom Norris each grew up in very different
circumstances, coasts apart, but a passion for
art and science caused a powerful reaction
between the pair when their paths converged,
two decades ago, in Washington DC. Today,
Markow & Norris have risen to prominence as an
elite team in the world of glass art. Their alluring
and confounding woven glass sculptures must
be touched to be believed...
Eric, Creator of Cool Things
Born in Richmond, Virginia, Eric Markow describes
himself as “a very creative kid.” His art education
began at the impressionable age of 9 when
his father took him to the public library, where
patrons could check out paintings and framed
pictures just like books. “I loved choosing what
I liked,” he recalls. “My father also bought me a
box of pastels and I taught myself how to draw.
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Touch
of Glass
When I was a little older, I remember falling in love
with glass, when I was first bathed in the brilliant
coloured light from a massive cathedral window in
our church. I learned it was called ‘stained glass’
and I knew I wanted to make windows like that.”
As a teenager, Eric was intrigued when his Aunt
Carolyn took up stained glass as a hobby and
began making small panels and windows, but it
wasn’t until after college and his own exploration
into the genre, that he became enamoured with
the process. Creating stained glass requires
much patience, a trait which Eric developed
while earning a Bachelor’s degree in Chemical
Engineering from Virginia Tech. The reason for
this career path? Eric explains, “Honestly, it was
the idea of making cool things. It also involved
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science and math. I love that stuff. Chemical
engineering teaches a lot about the why and
how and, if you’re already creative, engineering
can push your creativity beyond the textbook.
It encourages you to conceive new things using
chemistry and math. Also, everyone said it would
be a hard major and I do enjoy a challenge!”
After graduating, he worked in the chemical
engineering field but yearned for something
more creative. A stained glass class at a local
community center did the trick. Eric was hooked!
Then, in 1994, he met Thom and they began
making glass windows together. “I knew at the
time I had a creative streak,” says Eric, “but I
could not have predicted that we would take our
glass as far as we have.”

sketching ideas then heading to the hardware
store to make his drawings reality. He relates, “I
designed and built detailed bird cages to house
my growing collection of pet birds. I constructed
a complicated two-storey house for our pet cats.
Even my toy stuffed animals had handmade
furniture from wood or cardboard boxes. I was
an early entrepreneur, breeding and selling my
hand-raised cockatiels, lovebirds and finches, and
my daily paper route gave me the freedom (with
cash) to pursue my hobbies.”
At 19, Thom moved to Australia for a twoyear adventure but, when he returned home,
the “travel bug” followed. As a young adult,
without any money, only one job could offer the
jet-setting lifestyle he craved. So, he applied and
was hired by Pan American World Airways in Los
Angeles, then later worked for United Airlines in
Washington DC. In total, he travelled the globe
for 11 fantastic years.
In between the two airline jobs, Thom took
a break to earn a Bachelor’s degree in PreMed Biology from the University of Maryland,
College Park. He notes, “This was my first formal
introduction to art in literature, science and social
studies. My favourite classes were Art History and
Egyptian Art and Archeology, but my degree

Thom, the Traveller
Perhaps a portent of things to come, Thom Norris
was born in the Glass Capital of the US – Tacoma,
Washington. His father being in the US Air Force,
Thom’s early years were spent as a “military brat”
in Japan and Taiwan, until the family eventually
settled in Chico, California when Thom was 12.
In his youth, he was an avid drawer and builder,
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steered heavily in the direction of science instead
of art. Fortunately, this science background would
come in handy in my later chosen occupation with
glass art. Among the obvious benefits of learning
about the biological world, my degree also had
practical applications – teaching patience and
good record keeping.”
While at college, Thom and Eric began a
lifelong friendship and partnership that has lasted
20 years and consistently produces creations that
never fail to astound. As with alchemists of old,
the ‘how’ is a closely guarded secret – but it’s
pretty clear there is magic at work in the minds
and studio of these wizards of glass.
Partners by Design
“Eric had just begun to make stained glass
windows and I was captivated by the process
and his enthusiasm for it,” says Thom. “It was a
perfect outlet for both of our creative sides.” Eric
taught Thom everything he knew about stained
glass, and soon they were creating stained glass
commissions throughout the Washington DC
metropolitan area. Thom’s travel benefits from
his work with the airlines allowed them to visit
stained glass shops around the country. One trip
to Vancouver, BC was particularly inspiring.
“We found this rather large stained glass shop
on the outskirts of town,” says Thom. “We asked
the owner if he had anything besides the standard
glass you see everywhere. He did. In the back
storage area, we discovered some fantastic blown
glass that had been flattened into sheets for
stained glass windows. I remember how casually
we carried these huge sheets of wrapped stained
glass through airport security and then asked the
flight attendants if we could use the First Class
closet to store it during the flight. That wouldn’t
be possible today! Since then, we ask in every
shop if they have anything “good” in the back.
We’ve been quite successful over the years and
accumulated a great collection.”
After a decade of stained glass window
commissions, Thom and Eric were keen to expand
their repertoire. A course focusing on glass kilns
and glass fusing taught by dear friend and mentor
Nancy Weisser, owner of Weisser Glass Studio
and Gallery in Kensington, Maryland sparked a
new perspective. Eric notes, “We purchased our
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first glass kiln in 2002 and started experimenting
with glass powders and layers to create unique
glass for our windows. But once we started
playing with the heated glass – that was it. We
abruptly stopped creating stained glass windows
and started working with warm glass. We spent
several years trying to figure out how to weave
the glass like fabric. What helped, we always joke,
is that we didn’t know we couldn’t do it.”
Kids at Play
Imaginations unleashed on molten, taffy-like
strands of glass, the results are deliciously vivid
confections, intricately woven and tempting to
the touch. Despite the complicated technical
aspects, like kids in a candy shop, Thom and
Eric try not to take themselves too seriously and
simply enjoy their work as they are creating it.
“First and foremost,” says Eric, “we wanted our
new studio to be FUN and full of life.” Built in
2011, the studio is a generous 2800 square feet
with 9.5 ft. unfinished ceilings in the basement of
their home. Wall and cabinet surfaces are covered
with photos, humorous notes, awards and
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ephemera from the past 40+ years. Contributing
to the playful theme, old dolls and paper
airplanes hang from the rafters and iron crossbeams are adorned with old Tiffany calendars.
A 25-ft carpeted “inspiration and staging”
wall displays hundreds of 2” squares of glass
samples, as well as full sheets of glass. Life-sized
mannequins sport various articles of clothing in
the works, such as authentic kilts for a current
commissioned Red Kilt sculpture. One of them
wears a small bird ornament – the first piece of
stained glass that Eric made. All drawing supplies,
raw glass materials and tools are clearly labeled
for easy access. At the far end of the studio, a 54”
flat-screen TV and satellite radio brings a wide
variety of entertainment to the space. Three large
windows look up through the tree line to the sky,
with sills deep enough for Simon & Sydney (the
parrots) to sit and observe their masters at work.
Aesthetically Pleasing
The natural world is a true inspiration for both
artists. Eric explains, “I approach art in an abstract
way and am inspired by nature and landscapes.
I call it “nature form abstract.” I also love bold
bright colours, and using chemical reactions to
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create those unusual colours, along with visual
textures to represent my inspirations. Thom
adds, “We’re surrounded by the natural world.
Absorbing nature brings focus, relaxation, clarity
and calm. Even a day of weeding and mulching
can sharpen our creativity.”
As for inspiration from other artists, Markow
& Norris credit a variety of favourites as creative
influencers. Among them:
(Thom) Frank Lloyd Wright. He used his entire
buildings, from construction material to furniture,
to complete his overall artistic aesthetic. To him,
art was more than just a painting on a wall, it was
the wall material itself, and the windows around
the art and the couch under the art.
(Eric) Georgia O’Keefe! I love everything about
her. Our early stained glass windows and our
woven glass Red Poppy and Desert Skull reflect
a similar foundation with her organic and abstract
forms. Even our woven glass kimonos, with their
transitioning landscapes, have her influence. Like
Georgia, I am also drawn to the Southwest.
(Thom) Dale Chihuly, probably the most famous
US glass artist living today, has spent decades
bringing glass into the “Fine Art” category
alongside paintings and sculpture. Meeting
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him years ago and being invited to his home
in Seattle was a life changing event. He runs a
very organized “ship” that seems more like an
orchestra than an art studio.
TEKSTartist – a new artist in Southern California,
who uses the actual words/letters of famous
quotes and phrases to draw representative
pictures on canvas. Very unusual and creative.
Putting on the Ritz
The sheer volume of experimentation and notes
compiled by Thom and Eric over the years is a
testament to the evolution of their visionary
woven glass technique. A concept moving far
beyond the simple warp and weft of the weave to
a glass fabric from which they “stitch together”
complex and detailed sculptures.
Without divulging secrets, the artists describe
their signature techniques as “complicated,
exhaustive steps where precision timing and
temperatures are of the upmost importance.
We are very happy pushing the boundaries of
the glass medium as far as we can go, including
incorporating glass castings and metal with our
work depending on the design.” The hardest
part used to be the glass weave itself, which took
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years to perfect – as evidenced in a collection
of broken woven glass sculpture affectionately
called “the bone yard.” Today, rarely a speck is
sacrificed. The biggest challenge is to continually
create new colours of glass for a growing body of
work; exciting colour combinations and chemical
reactions that can only be seen in Markow &
Norris sculptures.
Sometimes a great piece of glass, with an
unusual reaction, will start the inspiration.
Occasionally, serendipity steps in. “Years ago we
were commissioned by the Ritz Carlton to create
a giant flowering dogwood branch for the lobby
of a hotel they were renovating. The deal was put
on hold for two years and, when they contacted
us again, the space had changed and we had to
totally reinvent our concept. We completed the
new sculpture for the Ritz and were very pleased
with it. Then, in 2012 we had to make a large wall
sculpture as a backdrop for the debut of our Spring
Dawn Kimono at SOFA Chicago. So we pulled out
the original Ritz Carlton concept sketches and
created a 7-foot long branch of cherry blossoms
instead of a dogwood. It's always great when you
can recycle an old idea into something new.”
Drama in 3D
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Commissions are undertaken on a regular
basis using clients’ ideas, but Thom and Eric
find the most rewarding experience is creating
from their own “box of tricks.” That is how
they feel about their award-winning Kimonos.
This breathtaking series, comprised of 4 largeas-life woven glass kimonos, depicts seasonal
landscapes with lively hues and exquisite
perfection. An encore, now in production,
promises even more excitement to come.
“Upon completing our fourth and final landscape
kimono this past summer, we started thinking of what
would be a great compliment to the collection, but
still be fresh and new. Since our three-dimensional
kimonos where such a big hit, we know our next
project has to be just as dramatic. So we decided
to create a series of life-sized Samurai Armor
representing the four elements: Fire, Water, Earth
and Air. We envision the masculine Samurais as
the perfect companions for the feminine Kimonos.
Sometimes one idea leads us right into the next.”
From spring to fall, Eric and Thom love being
outside working in the gardens, trimming trees,
etc. – with 2.5 acres, lazy is not an option.
Meanwhile, their parrots, cavort in a large old
maple tree in the backyard. Under the tree, a
dining table that seats 8, along with half a dozen
Adirondack chairs, sets the scene for evening
dinner parties and chilling out.

page 226

Artists to Collect: Eric Markow & Thom Norris

These engaging, intelligent artists put the best
of themselves into every facet of their life and art.
In return, they reap the rewards from hard work
and a genuine love of the craft. In their words,
“Everyone wants to leave something behind for
future generations, and our glass sculpture gives
us a strong sense of that accomplishment. Creative
and emotional outlets are filled by simply making
the art, but when a sculpture comes together
beautifully and then a collector loves it enough to
purchase it, that’s very gratifying.” Thom Norris
“What thrills me most about our work is
seeing the joy, pleasure and sometimes tears
of people that are moved by sculpture we have
made. At that point, we feel like we have made a
difference. I like creating something that will have
permanence over time. I often wonder about
each sculpture’s heirloom quality and where it will
be in 200 years.” Eric Markow
Discover more about the marvelous glassworks
by Markow & Norris, including a video of the
amazing process, at: www.wovenglass.com,
sales@wovenglass.com , 888.282.7081.
Chasen Gallery
Richmond, Virginia.
www.chasengalleries.com
804.204.1048
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