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The scientifi c glass of a neon lab makes it resemble a chemical 
lab or distillery. The neon process involves taking a hollow glass 
tube or fi gure, heating it to remove impurities, evacuating the air 
to create a vacuum, inserting a gas, and then sealing it off. “Done 
right, the neon lights and lasts for a hundred years.” Ed primarily 
combines pure neon gas and argon/mercury, less often krypton and 
other noble gases, to generate different colors. The gas inside the 
tube produces the colors—blue from argon, red from neon, and so on. 
Other colors derive from the use of variously colored glass tubing. 
According to Biggar, manipulating the gas inside the tube is where 
the art takes place.

Most neon signs have electrodes on both ends to contain the 
color-inducing gases. Ed Biggar pushes the boundaries of neon 
by using single electrodes to evoke tree-branch shapes. He creates 
layers of colors within a single branch as the gasses try to separate. 
“A single electrode allows you to experiment more broadly with 
the shape of the tube itself. I use three-dimensional molds to come 
up with unique designs—a lizard, perhaps, or a rat in a 1930s-era 
metal rat cage.”

Continual Discoveries
Ed appreciates watching the creative directions in which his stu-

dents take neon. “One of my students was an accomplished ceramic 
artist from Japan who came to the studio bringing her own molds. 
She blew glass into the mold and inserted neon into the vacuum to 
produce a lit glass portrait head.” Ed and his students incorporate 
blown, fused, and fl ameworked glass and found objects illuminated 
through neon. “We’re all techno nerds developing better techniques 
to pump down faster or pull a faster vacuum. We use a high volume 
of xenon to generate eye-of-the-storm effects. Did you know that 
you can pump down one of the old Ball or Mason canning jars and 
produce a miniature environment with lightning bolts that are con-
stantly discharging from the vessel?”

While Ed channels the chemically altered mad scientist in his 
laboratory studio, Martha experiments with techniques in her own 
bailiwick. Ed recalls that when dichroic glass fi rst arrived on the 
scene, neither he nor Martha was enamored with it, generally fi nd-
ing it too bright and ostentatious for their taste. On their honeymoon 
trip to Australia, the couple was exposed to the range of opals in the 
markets there. They speculated that dichroic might be applied in ways 
to evoke the more muted sensibility of opals. Martha developed a 
technique for achieving a more subtle opalescent effect with dichroic 
glass. She uses a white base (as opposed to the original black base), 
breaks the transparent dichroic glass into very fi ne pieces, and ap-
plies a clear layer on top. When the piece is fi red it has the subtler, 
more muted qualities of an opal.

This kind of constant experimentation keeps the Biggars inter-
ested in their artwork and interesting to their students. Artists who 
take up the mantle of being traveling educators will fi nd that both 
are essential elements to continuing success.
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You’ll fi nd more about how the Biggars educate on the road in the 
Winter 2008 issue of Profi table Glass Quarterly.

Blues Neckpiece: fi ne silver, fused glass, 
onyx, and sterling silver


