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LUCINDA Doran can’t
recall exactly when
she graduated from
high school, what year

she got mar-
ried, or how
many multi-
coloured win-
dows she has
designed in
the last 25
years.

“I’m not interested in statis-
tics,” jokes the head designer
at Prairie Stained Glass, the
largest stained-glass studio,
retail outlet and school in Man-
itoba, and one of the largest in
Canada.

Yet Doran, 50, carries precise snap-
shots in her mind of rural scenes from
her childhood, or paintings she saw in
art books decades ago.

“I have very strong recollection of
exactly what things look like,” says the
unassuming artist, seated in the studio
that has become a landmark after 19
years at the corner of Sargent Avenue
and Sherbrook Street.

“(From childhood) I remember
exactly how the trees and the light
looked. At different times of day, as
the sun came in the house and moved
around the house, I used to go and lie
in it with the dog.”

Brian McMillan, Doran’s husband and
partner in the family business that also
includes adult son Matthew, says his
wife’s visual memory is remarkable. 

“She can remember clothes our kids
had on at their fourth birthday party —
things like that.”

It’s one of many gifts that have
served Doran well. 

With little for-
mal art

edu-

cation, she is Manitoba’s go-to designer
for religious, commercial and residen-
tial stained-glass artworks.

Her commissions are in more than
20 Manitoba places of worship, as well
as in Ontario and Saskatchewan
churches. Some of her favourites are
Byzantine-style windows she did for
St. Mary’s Ukrainian Catholic Church
in Brandon, and tall windows she
designed for Our Lady of the Sacred
Heart Cathedral in The Pas. The latter
incorporate imagery such as the
Northern Lights, a paddle, moose, wolf
tracks and aboriginal beadwork.

Winnipeg churches with Prairie
Stained Glass windows include Holy
Eucharist and St. Basil’s (both Ukrain-
ian Catholic) and St. James Lutheran.

The company’s windows are signed
“Prairie Stained Glass” in the lower
right-hand corner — if Doran remem-
bers. Her husband has had to convince
her that the signature isn’t advertising.
It’s a traditional credit for posterity,
since the windows will long outlive
them.

Prairie also restores and repairs older
stained glass, such as the Leo Mol win-
dows at Westworth United Church and
Lutheran Church of the Redeemer.
(Doran says Mol is a master at painting
faces in profile on glass, a task she calls
her “nemesis.”)

Her favourite local historic window
is the one in River Heights United
Church depicting a soldier in armour.
“It’s done by a woman,” she says.

Craft classes are the bread and but-
ter of Prairie Stained Glass, which has
more than 5,000 people on its mailing
list and teaches at least 60 students a
week. Doran is a world leader at creat-
ing patterns for stained-glass hobby
projects such as lamps, vases and pan-
els to hang in windows (she dislikes the
term “sun-catchers”).

Whether it’s a polar bear or a circu-
lar prairie scene with a grain elevator,
she is gifted at distilling images to
their graphic essence, and seems to
know intuitively what will be popular
with hobbyists. 

“Somehow she seems to be a little
ahead of the curve when styles and
colours are coming in,” says McMillan.

Since 1988, Prairie Stained Glass has
published more than 100,000 copies of

its 18 books of patterns, which
are sold internation-

ally. 

The couple, who travel widely, say
they can walk into a stained-glass store
almost anywhere in the world and see
pieces made from their patterns.

Doran, a mother/stepmother of four
and grandmother of three, wears a no-
fuss banged hairstyle, no makeup and
practical clothes. She stands just five
feet tall. Although staff members do
much of the assembly of her designs,
she still selects and cuts the hand-blown
European glass for her religious works.
Her hands are muscular from 25 years
of cutting and soldering.

A self-described introvert, Doran
puts clients at ease with her
low-key manner. She and
McMillan say a big part
of their success stems
from not playing the
egotistical or arro-
gant artistes.

Diplomacy and
sensitive listen-
ing are essen-
tial when
working with
congrega-
tions, or with
bereaved
families who
commission
memorial
church win-
dows.

“I try to
observe and
respect people’s
beliefs and
esthetics,” says
Doran, who consid-
ers herself Christian
but doesn’t attend ser-
vices. “I never tell people
what they want.”

S HE says she puts no “filler” into
her windows. Every element,
down to the borders, has mean-
ing. With memorial windows,

she often incorporates private symbols
that are significant to family members.

“Families will really open their
hearts to Lucinda, telling her very per-
sonal things,” says McMillan. “Many
times when people come in to view (a
completed window), they’re quite over-
come with the emotion of seeing these
thoughts portrayed in an artistic way.”

The designer has become an expert
on religious symbolism. And because
stained glass is an architectural ele-
ment, she has to pay special attention
to light.

When she did the windows for the
cathedral in The Pas, for instance, she
had to redo some of the figures’ faces
because she had painted them too
darkly to be illuminated by the distinct
northern light.

Doran grew up the youngest of four
kids in a United Church-going farm
family in Birtle, about 325 kilometres
northwest of Winnipeg.

“I think I had probably the
best childhood anybody

could have,” she says. “It
was very free. I wan-

dered all over Birtle
alone with my dog,

played in the
bush, used my
imagination...”

Although she
loved art
books, she
had no con-
cept of a
future
career. “I
didn’t want
to do any of
the things I
saw people
around me

doing.”
At high school

in the ’70s, she
was one of the

first girls allowed
to take shops instead

of home-ec. That meant
she could explore weld-

ing, graphic arts and
silkscreening. The shops teacher

arranged for her to go to art camp at
the International Peace Gardens. 

But when she enrolled at the Univer-
sity of Manitoba, “I lasted one year and
I quit,” she says. “I’m extremely
dyslexic and this was before comput-
ers... It was very difficult for me to
write, and I had never been taught how
to write a paper. I took a history course
but I can never remember dates.”

She took some fine arts courses, “but
being a rural person, a lot of things
didn’t seem that practical.”

She bailed, and in her early 20s became
the not-too-successful owner of The
Grainary, a vegetarian health-food store
on Sargent. In 1980 she met the similar-
ly short and gentle-mannered McMillan,
who had opened the original Prairie
Stained Glass shop at Sargent and Vic-
tor in 1978.

Both had been married and were
already parents. They soon blended
their families and working lives, and
had a daughter together. It’s a partner-
ship, she says, that was meant to be.

D ORAN’S son, Kelly Doran,
now 28, won the gold medal in
environmental design at the U
of M and is pursuing his mas-

ter’s in architecture in Toronto. Their
similar esthetics and interests have
made Doran realize how her life could
have been different. 

“I could have been an architect,” she
says. “I should have been an architect.
I didn’t know about architects, growing
up in Birtle.”

That doesn’t mean she’s plagued by
regret. She dreams of stained-glass
projects not yet done, such as a huge
Noah’s Ark window. 

Leaning against the studio window,
there’s a bright stained-glass panel
that Doran made in a rare burst of
expression to serve no one but herself.

It depicts a peaceful-looking young
girl with bangs. She’s wearing rubber
boots, with her dog beside her, pine
trees and a picket fence behind her,
and a bird in her hand.

Reflecting on the girl in the glass —
and on her adult self as a rather isolat-
ed practitioner of glass art on a world
scale — she says, “When there’s not a
lot around you, it forces you to develop
your own style, come up with your
own ideas and create new possibilities.

“Maybe having that kind of insular
childhood created the way I see things.
Maybe that’s part of who I am.”
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Lucinda Doran’s ability 
to recall visual details 

and her small-town childhood
helped her become 
a gifted designer

of multicoloured windows

Doran displays some of her work.
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Doran is Manitoba’s go-to designer for religious, commercial and residential stained-glass artworks.

� Raised in Birtle.
� Dropped out of arts at the 

University of Manitoba after one year
and started a health-food store.
� Joined Prairie Stained Glass,
founded by her husband Brian

McMillan, 
and became head 
designer in 1982.

� Has studied five times under 
top glass designers at the 

world-renowned Pilchuck Glass
School 

near Seattle.
� Has designed stained-glass 

windows for churches in Manitoba,
Saskatchewan and Ontario.

Alison
Mayes

� alison.mayes@freepress.mb.ca
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