Bead Generation

by Kate Hensler Fogarty
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Perhaps the most
important creation
conceived at
UrbanGlass over the
past five years is not a
artwork but a pro-
gram: The Bead
Project™. Founded in 1997 by Annette
Rose-Shapiro, a eight-year staff member
now Publisher and Managing Editor of
GLASS Quarterly. The Bead Project trains
low-income women in the making, mar-
keting, and sale of glass beads. Thanks to
the support of fellow artists, suppliers, and
patrons, the scholarship program has edu-
cated numerous women in need, and in
turn promoted and nurtured the craft
itself. Each spring and fall, up to six stu-
dents receive 25 hours of instruction in
glass beadmaking, with five additional
hours in basic jewelry training. Day one
opens with a safety discussion and a brief
history of glass beads, then introduces the
tools and materials; subsequent lectures
teach basic bead shapes and decoration
techniques, and selling and marketing skills
as well. Students receive a stipend of $125,
a torch kit and other supplies, and a half-
price three-month rental rate at
UrbanGlass.

The Bead Project is a very personal reflec-
tion of Rose-Shapiro’s own journey to
beadmaking. In 1993, after 13 years as a
corporate art director, she found herself
laid off, yet at the same time liberated to
pursue her lifetime passion for art. After
attending an open house and weekend
workshop at UrbanGlass, she was intrigued
by glass and entered the UrbanGlass work-
study program. R ose-Shapiro was initially
interested in glassblowing, but found that
beadmaking was most in tune with her
goals and workstyle: the tools and materials
are affordable, it need not be done in the
studio, and does not require the lengthy
learning curve of glassblowing. Soon she
was not only making glass beads but selling
them at the American Craft Museum, gift
shop, at galleries, and privately.
Rose-Shapiro realized if she could achieve
her dream of making and selling art,
maybe others could too. “There are a lot
of people who cannot do a mainstream, 9-
to-5 job. That pattern does not fit their
lives,” she says. “There were no real pro-
grams that address that. This is creative and
it is up to the students as to how successtul
they can be.” She approached UrbanGlass
Executive Director John Perreault with the
idea for a scholarship program that would
teach low-income women the craft and
business of glass beads, and he pledged the
organization’s support. A grant from a
group of anonymous women entrepre-
neurs jump-started the fundraising efforts,
and The Bead Project was born.
UrbanGlass advertises The Bead Project in
a number of local New York City newspa-
pers, as well as at social service agencies in
all five boroughs. Applicants must be city
residents, 18 and over, who are not cur-
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dream medium.OOnce the class was finago, she also started her own business, One graduate, a pastry chef, even has a
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Kristina Logan, a well-known New
Hampshire-based beadmaker and fre-
guent UrbanGlass instructor. She has also
given seminars to the students on how to
sell work at bead shows, sharing her
secrets of lighting, packagmg and selling.
ArtistOs consultant Susan Schear also
serves on the board, and instructs the stu-
dents on how to best market their work.
Other seminars and workshops are held
periodically, as well as student-initiated
gatherings at the studio.

While not every student grasps the glass
bead, as it were, and takes this opportuni-
ty to better her life, many graduates do
continue with their craft;

OA lot of the women have other jobs and
do their beadwork on the side,O says
Rosita Walsh. Many show at The Bead
Expo, the annual UrbanGlass-sponsored
ewent in New York City also founded by
Rose-Shapiro, where the graduates share
a free booth; a share of the ExpoOs pro-
ceeds go to the program.Walsh, who
recently bought her own condo in Jersey
City, states bluntly, OIf it werenOt for The
Bead Project, | donOt know where | would
be at this moment.O ItOs clear The Bead
Project offers women the tools to trans-
form not simply glass but also their lives.

* Kate Hensler Fogarty is a freelance writer

= based in New York.



