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Stained Glass
General Overview

· Origins

· Tools

· Tiffany/Copper Foil

· Lead Came

· Contemporary Applications

Origins

Glass can be traced back 5500 years to Mesopotamia when travelling tribes noticed shiny material on sites of big camp fires in the desert. They had discovered that quartz sand when heated melts to form glass. From these early beginnings glass ornaments were fashioned.
Stained glass originates from the Romans who discovered that adding metallic powders  to molten glass produced  colours  e.g. gold - cranberry, cobalt - blue. Design was simplistic and viewed more as a domestic luxury denoting status as opposed to artistic merit. Byzantine Arabs developed a method of using lead strips to join sheet glass together in panel form.  Medieval and Gothic tastes demanded greater definition and developed methods of painting on glass  ‘as  a canvass’,  firing to fuse the paint to the glass. During the Renaissance period the original innate beauty of coloured glass was lost, the focus was to paint onto plain glass which adorned all fashionable and public buildings. The rise of Protestant tastes in the 17th century brought ‘unnecessary decoration’ to an abrupt halt. Victorians revived emphasis on architectural and decorative excellence and in so doing returned to the origins of stained glass and formulated many more colours. Coloured glass design was cheaper than painting on glass and widely accessible. Stained glass was exported to the U.S. where Louis Comfort Tiffany developed opalescent glasses and a new jointing technique using copper foil. This fine method of jointing allowed more detailed structures to be made such as the Tiffany Lamp. 

The establishment of the railway network facilitated movement of wealthy London businessmen to the suburbs. Houses were built incorporating extravagant stained glass designs to broadcast occupant wealth and status. Designs reflected artistic movements of the day.

These designs moved beyond front doors and windows and into interior design. Post WW2, the use of stained glass declined due to cost and material shortages. Many original stained glass windows and doors were replaced as part of D.I.Y. in the ‘60s. Today, double glazing is the norm and that which escaped the 60’s cull is being replaced with plain glass, stick-on lead designs and coloured film in place of coloured glass. Original or commissioned stained glass panels can be incorporated into double glazed units retaining the original beauty for posterity. Use of stained glass in interior design is enjoying a revival as discerning clients increasingly wish to add   key focal points within the home whether it be windows, doors, internal doors, screens, wall hangings, sculpture, splash backs, mirrors….

Standard Stained Glass Tools
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A/B: Glass Runner applies pressure either side of scored line for a clean break 
C: Oyster Knife manipulates lead channels and is used to tap in Horseshoe Nails 
D: Grozing Pliers nibbles glass along the score line 

E: Lead Knife has a thin sharp blade to  slice through lead 

F: Flux is applied to copper to aid adhesion and flow of  lead solder 

G/H: Patina is applied to finished lead work as desired e.g. darken or Copper finish. 

I: Tallow candle aids adhesion and flow of the lead solder on lead cames 

J: Copper Tape is sticky backed and wrapped around edges of cut glass prior to soldering. 

K: Copper Tape crimper is run around wrapped edges to smooth and burnish 

L: Oil filled glass cutter is the favoured glass scoring tool. 

M: Fid opens up lead channels and also used to smooth lead surfaces to the glass 

N: Tinning is applied to the soldering iron tip for periodic cleaning 

O: Horseshoe nails hold the jointed glass in place during the build process prior to soldering 

P: Soldering iron 

Q: Circle cutter 

R: Pattern Shears with hollow blade for use when cutting design template (Cartoon). 

S: Solder Wick absorbs excess solder 

T: Wire Wool cleans lead, making it receptive to patina 

U: Rubber gloves to protect against lead dust and patina chemical.
Tiffany (Copper Foil) Method
In 1886 and American by the name of Sanford Bray patented a method of jointing glass mosaic using copper foil. Louis Comfort Tiffany adopted this method to construct intricate lampshade, window and mosaic designs using his famed coloured glass. Such was his success that the copper foiling method of joining glass became synonymous with his name and became known as the Tiffany method. Glass edges are wrapped in copper tape, thinner the tape finer the join line. The sticky backed copper tape is then cut, crimped, burnished,  flux’d  and soldered. 
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Lead Came Method
Lead Came method for lesser joint detail and /or greater strength. It has an ‘H’ profile, top and bottom being the channels into which glass edges are inserted. During the build, pieces are held tight by Horseshoe nails. Joints are rubbed with Tallow and soldered. Edges are lifted and lead cement ‘pushed’ into the joints. Edges are then flattened with a Fid, excess cement removed, covered in chalk to absorb oil and then cleaned. The piece should finally be rubbed down using wire wool and a final finish applied using a patina finish of choice.  
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Contemporary Application of Stained Glass
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When you look at high street double glazing or conservatory products you will see ‘Stained Glass’ listed as an option. In fact this option will likely be the application of stick-on lead and coloured film. Whilst this may have a rightful place in the market there is no comparison to the real thing. The stick-on approach lacks texture, reflection of deep colour -  in short aesthetics. It also lacks the ability to age and in many cases the film will blister in places over time. As a consequence use is commonly restricted to higher level locations.

Whilst the classic front window and door designs of Edwardian and Deco times remain popular today the increasing trend toward making design statements, originality and individual commission , is growing apace. It is also the case that many clients are choosing to retain their original stained glass windows by having them removed and encapsulated into replacement double glazed units or commission unique new or complimentary designs. Alternatively repair/refurb of originals in place. Conservatories with an unsightly aspect  may have a design commissioned for a panel or panels to enhance the outlook. Other contemporary examples include: double glazed units, internal doors, pictures, portraits, sculptures, restoration, splashbacks, mirrors, single panel windows, abstract  panels…..
                     - End -
