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The St. Martin’s Commission
The Willet Stained Glass Studios’ Largest Commission (Yet)

by Leigh Ann Parente

In May 2004, a two-lancet window
depicting Abraham and Noah was
installed in the clerestory
of Saint Martin’s Episcopal
Church in Houston, Texas.
While the window is
remarkable in its own
right, created in the rich
colors and detailed lines of
the neo-gothic style, it is
special because its installa-
tion marked the comple-
tion of the largest-ever
one-time commission at
The Willet Stained Glass
Studios.

Willet Studios has
specialized in neo-gothic
stained glass for more than
100 years and was respon-
sible for the nation’s
longest continuing com-
mission, the sixty-six year
long West Point Military
Academy Cadet Chapel
commission; large orders

are not unfamiliar to the
studio. The commission at
St. Martin’s is unique
because of its size and its
ambitious time frame. The
commission totaled thirty-
six large, detailed windows
at a cost of more than 3.5 million dollars,
and from the day the frame dimensions
were given to the studio to the day the
last window was installed, only twenty-
two months passed.

Consider this: in less than two years,
more than 100,000 individual pieces of
glass were cut, painted and assembled
for the clerestory windows alone. But
before the work could begin in the stu-
dio, sketches had to be designed and
approved, the iconography needed to be
created and finalized, and (maybe most

278  The Stained Glass Quarterly

importantly) before any work could
begin at all, the contract between St.

St. Martin’s sanctuary area

Martin’s and Willet Studios needed to be
negotiated and signed. Ironically, from
the date Willet Studios first heard of this
job to the date the contract was signed,
two years had passed — nearly the same
amount of time it took to actually build
and install the entire commission. The
story of the St. Martin’s commission
begins even before that first contact and
is older than Willet Studios itself. This
story really begins in the 12th century.

First Contact

In September 1999, Crosby Willet,
President of Willet
Studios, received a
mysterious fax from
Jim Hauser, Co-
Owner of Hauser
Art Glass, parent
company of Willet
Studios. The fax
included notes from
a phone conversa-
tion between
Hauser and a repre-

sentative from
Carraway &
Associates, an

architecture firm in
Birmingham,
Alabama. The fax
also contained ren-
derings of three

window  frames
and a copy of an
email from John
Carraway, request-
[THRESY 0 budget figures
for stained glass
windows that would
go in those frames,
plus a sixteen-foot
rose window. The
architect could not
divulge who his client was or even where
the client was located. Though Willet
was looking at a fax of an email, very
twenty-first-century communications,
what he saw was pure Gothic. Each win-
dow frame contained four lancets
topped by highly ornate tracery, all to be
executed in stone. Whoever the mystery
client was, they were looking to build an
enormous church in the style of the
gothic cathedrals of Europe.
Several months later, on a trip to
Birmingham on other business, Willet



paid a visit to Carraway & Associates.
There he saw photographs of the archi-
tect’s model for the church for which he
had been asked to write an estimate.
Willet recalls, “The model looked like
York Minster’, referring to the twelfth-
century English cathedral. Willet later
wrote to Carraway, “The photographs of
the model reveal a church structure that
is unparalleled since the Episcopal
Cathedrals in Washington and New
York City were created nearly a century
ago” Seeing what the architect had
planned, and having been told that the
fund-raising for the project was not a
concern, Willet began to have an idea of
whom he was working with. There are
very few congregations that could
undertake such a bold plan.

Mystery Solved

As it turned out, Willet did not have
to wait long to confirm his suspicions. In
July 2000, Willet received a phone call
from Reverend Laurence A. Gipson.
Nearly 20 years ago, Reverend Gipson
commissioned Willet Studios to create
stained glass windows for The Church
of the
Tennessee. Now minister at St. Martin’s

Ascension in Knoxville,
Episcopal Church in Houston, Texas,
Reverend Gipson was calling from the
offices of Carraway & Associates to ask
Willet about window frames. Reverend
Gipson was concerned about the cost of
the project, and Willet advised him that
metal frames could be used as a cost-
effective alternative to stone.

Now Willet knew that the estimate
from nearly a year before was for St.
Martin’s in Houston — one of the largest
Episcopal congregations in the nation —
and that Reverend Gipson, with whom
he had worked before, was heading up
the project. Willet followed up the
phone call with a letter, recommending
not only his own studio for the job, but
also several other studios that he
respected and thought could handle a
job of this magnitude.

Now the church was receiving bids
from several studios and began review-
ing proposals. Willet, with the assistance
of noted iconographer and Willet
Studios Librarian Helene Weis, began to
sketch out an iconography for the
church, featuring the Resurrection of
Christ, Agnus Dei, in the chancel rose
window; the life of Christ depicted in the
nave, and the twelve apostles in the
clerestory surrounding the altar. By
spring 2001, St. Martin’s had narrowed
down the field of bids and invited the
finalists to make proposals in person to
the committee in Houston. Impressed
by their history and tradition, the com-
mittee granted the contract to Willet
Studios.

The Work Begins... Almost

One of the truly unique aspects of
the St. Martin’s commission was the
trust between Reverend Gipson and
Willet. In other circumstances, churches
and committees dictate every last detail,
up to and including the font used for the
inscriptions. For St. Martin’s, Reverend
Gipson gave only the direction that the
windows should look like Chartres, the
definitive gothic cathedral in France.
From that lead, Willet directed the
iconography and design of the windows.
The rose would be symbolic and decora-
tive, the nave would feature detailed
medallions over elaborate borders, the
clerestory would be bold, single-figure
lancets to be easily viewed from a dis-
tance, and the transepts would vary
from one another in color and scale of
images — all inspired by the windows of
Chartres.

The first order was to complete one
sketch for each type of window, includ-
ing the rose. This task fell to two Willet
Studio designers, Kenneth Crocker for
the rose window and Adam Smith for
the others. St. Martin’s used these first
sketches to solicit donations, with
donors being able to choose not only
which type of window they would

St. Michael (detail)

donate, but also which specific image.
There was even a procedure for break-
ing ties, in the event more than one
donor selected the same image.

While the designs were proceeding
on schedule, it was now spring of 2002,
one year after the committee had grant-
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ed the contract, and no work had begun
on the windows themselves. The
groundbreaking ceremony had come
and gone, and the order had been placed
for the majestic pipe organ. A local
architect, Jackson & Ryan, and Builder
John Somebody, had been contracted,
and the church, in a somewhat simpli-
fied translation from the original model,
was under construction. Unfortunately,
the window frame sizes had not been
finalized.

Rick Prigg, General Manager at
Willet Studios, was beginning to
become impatient. He knew the dead-
line was Easter 2004, and he knew it was
his job to make sure the windows were
built and shipped to Houston in time.
He begged, he nagged, and finally he dis-
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covered the hang- up. The window sizes
had in fact been finalized, all except for
the arch at the top of each window.
Armed with this knowledge, he ordered
that work be started on the windows -
from the bottom up, and when the arch
sizes eventually came in, they could be
added at that time.

The First Glass Is Cut

Summer 2002, and glass for the first
window, a clerestory depicting Moses,
was sitting on the artist’s easel waiting to
be painted. Willet cautioned his artists
that the light in Houston was very
intense; the glass color selection needed
to be especially rich, and the paint appli-
cation especially dark, to compensate
for the burning sun. It was decided that

The Rose Window

a tinted gray protective glazing would be
installed on the outside of each window
to further cut the light. Samples of this
gray protective glazing were shipped to
the studio so that the color selection and
painting could be adjusted accordingly.

Work proceeded in earnest for the
next year. The color selection was exe-
cuted by five different artists, who
passed the raw glass along to two or
three glass cutters. The cutters were
working to keep up with as many as
seven painters, who in turn passed the
glass on to at least five glaziers.
Everyone in the studio was working
full time on the St. Martin’s commis-
sion, and additional people were hired
to help speed the process along.

There were so many people pro-
ducing so many windows that the build-



St. Martin’s Interior View
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“Fishers of Men” (detail)

ing itself had trouble containing the production. Racks that held the glass
while in process quickly filled up, and new racks had to be built. All the
while, Easter 2004 loomed just over the horizon.

Houston, We Have a Problem

By the fall of 2003, production was beyond full capacity, but it was far
from certain that the deadline would be met. Prigg was tracking produc-
tion closely, monitoring precisely how long it took to execute every facet
of the operation and entering these times into his laptop. His reports were
not encouraging. With only six months to go, less than half of the win-
dows had been installed. Only three of the ten naves were installed. and
none of the three huge transepts were done. Armed with this grim out-
look, Willet and Prigg flew to Houston to view the windows that had been
installed and talk with Reverend Gipson about the schedule for the
remaining windows.

Throughout, Willet remained optimistic. He disagreed with Prigg’s
assessment that the naves would be a concern. But optimistic as he was,
Willet conceded that the clerestory and transept windows needed extra
help to make the deadline. Upon their return from Houston, Prigg and
Willet reallocated the staff, putting extra painters on the clerestory and
transepts.

Throughout the fall and winter of 2003, an overwhelming twenty
windows were completed, shipped and installed in Houston. This left
only two clerestory windows at the very back of the church unfinished for
the deadline: the Abraham and Noah window, and a window depicting
Bishop Samuel Seabury and Bishop Alexander Gregg.

All’'s Well That Ends Well

Finally, in May 2004, with the installation of the two final cleresto-
ry windows, the story of the Willet Studio’s commission with St.
Martin’s ends. The church held a dedication for the now completed
windows, and everyone agrees the results are impressive. When enter-
ing the building, you are overcome with a mystical sense of awe,
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brought about by the richly colored
light. Look again and you see some-
thing different; the windows are illus-
trated in such detail that there is
always something new to appreciate.
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Aisle Window

When Willet
Reverend Gipson which was his favorite

Crosby asked
window, the Reverend replied the north
Great
Commission. Willet laughed; he was not

facade, depicting The

surprised. That window, since it is the
window Reverend Gipson sees when he
is at the altar during services, was
designed especially with him in mind.
The coloration is a sea of different blues,
in honor of Reverend Gipson’s favorite
color and is, “..the bluest window I have
ever seen, next to the Jesse Tree window
in Chartres,” Willet said.

Reverend Gipson added that in
addition to his favorite window, there
are others of note. People often remark
that the Moses window is a strong and
beautiful portrait. Also, windows that
depict animals, such as the Noah win-
dow, are quite popular. Finally, the nave
windows, due to their eye-level position
and detailed illustrations, have become
valuable teaching tools.

There are many people to teach,
since St. Martin’s has become a popular
destination. Over 80 docents have been
trained on the windows to lead tours,
which probably rivals the numbers at
The National Cathedral. Perhaps the
docents will note that St. Martin’s is a
church unlike any other constructed in
decades, or maybe they’ll make the
comparison to those great cathedrals in
Washington and New York. Certainly,
St. Martin’s is a singular achievement of
our time and the pride of Willet Studios.

Leigh Ann Parente is a past Willet
Studios employee and was one of the
people responsible for glass selection on
the St. Martin’s project.

Note: Since the completion of the
project, the Willet Studios and the
Hauser Art Glass Company changed the
name of their organization to Willet
Hauser Architectural Glass. The two stu-
dios had been together since 1977 and
felt that it was time to change the name.
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