
Crafts, professions of excellence
GLASS CRAFTS AND GLASS BEADS

Related professional – Anuschka Bayens
Workshop: AnuschB, Glass Artist

Bottles, windows, mirrors, light bulbs, jewellery, objects, art pieces, ...is or isn't glass one of the
most popular materials in our houses and life? Glass has a long story to tell as it comes from a
long time ago, so long that its most ancient uses date back to prehistory. In fact, through space
and time, it has browsed many different purposes and techniques, being strongly bound to
cultures and customs.

To start with, man has known and used glass ever since it is a material that occurs naturally.
Volcanoes are the greatest glass furnaces in the world. In fact, if the cooling is rapid, the lavas
are transformed into a glass called “obsidian” which has a dark colour due to a high
concentration of iron. Thanks to some archaeological finds we know that already during the
Stone Age, (apx from 7000 B.C.), primitive men appreciated “volcanic obsidian” for its
sharpness and used it to build arms and other objects like scrapers or wedges.

(Photo: Glass bead by A.Bayens. Photo Patrice Nizet)
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A different matter occurred for glass crafts. As any great invention in the history of mankind, it
was very likely an accidental discovery, so it is hard to establish precisely which population
discovered the technique of glass making.

According to a Phoenician legend, some merchants were coming back from Egypt taking with
them a charge of sodium; at night they stopped on a riverbank to rest and, lacking stones to
light a fire they used some blocks of sodium that kept burning all night long. In the morning they
were amazed not to find sodium carbonate or river sand, but a transparent and shining material
in the ashes. Pliny the Elder did believe this was the real origin of glass and all ancient authors
gave credit to the story narrated by him. However, modern authors have discredited this theory,
thinking that the temperatures of wood fire burning in the open air were too low to obtain the
sodium fusion. They prefer the theory according to which glass discovery was related to ceramic
and metal-working: in fact that some metal-melting operations can create slags in the form of
colourful glass; some thorough analysis also demonstrated that vitreous substance had indeed
a metal origin.

According to findings, glass may have started to be produced by man in an area between
Mesopotamia and Egypt around the 4th millennium B.C. Most of them consist of rings, beads,
seals and inlays, while concave containers apparently did not appear until 1500 B.C., evidently,
due to its working difficulty.

The most ancient official «recipe» for glass production that has come down to us was found in
the library of the Assyrian king Assurbanipal which dates back to 650 B.C: «60 parts of sand,
180 parts of dried seaweed powder and five parts of chalk». And the recipe still works today !!

Romans were the first who used glass in architecture, for windows and for other everyday
objects, probably thanks to the diffusion of the blowing technique, which was invented in Syria in
the first decades B.C. and taken to Rome through trades. As Cicero wrote: “One must consider
themselves very poor if they can’t afford a glass plated house!” !

In the following centuries, in architecture, “stained glass” windows were created by cutting
pieces of colored glass to match a drawn
template and were put into place in a lead
mesh supported by rigid metal bars. Stained
glass panels added an appearance of
brilliance and richness to church interiors but
also fulfilled a narrative function by teaching
biblical scenes to the population.

As for object production, by the late 1200s,
Murano, became the place where objects of
the finest glass quality came from. The
establishment of a “Glassmakers Guild” laid
out rules and regulations for the craftsmen to
safeguard the secrets of their trade and
ensure the profitability of the industry. But
these secrets were only temporarily
“protected” and Murano’s knowhow spread
all over Europe. (Photo : “Stained glass ceiling
made by “France vitrail international”)
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It is in the UK that the first “Lead Crystal”, also known as “flint Crystal” was produced.
Appreciated worldwide for its brilliance, clarity, and highly refractive quality; it was obtained by
adding lead oxide to glass raw materials (George Ravenscroft - in 1675 - UK). Sébastien Zoude
(1707-1779) was the first to produce crystal on the continent and more precisely in what is now
Belgium. Based in Namur, which belonged to the Austrian Netherlands, he further developed
the crystal technique starting the legendary Belgian tradition of crystal making (Zoude, Vonêche,
Val Saint Lambert…).

The presence of lead in crystal made it more accessible for cutting and engraving. Between
1685 and 1750, Bohemian craftsmen (actual Czech republic) earned international reputation for
their excellent cut and wheel engraving skills in the high Baroque style and became skilled
teachers of glass-making in neighbouring and distant countries.

In modern times innovation continues to explore the potential of glass in many sectors, luxury,
architecture, interior design, medical, solar panels…

What are the skills and expertise of professionals in this
profession?

Through the centuries glass crafts integrated new techniques and processes allowing fire to
transform sand to create and shape objects that are testimonials of our history and cultural
heritage. Craftspeople still use these techniques which, in addition to other skills, require a
perfect mastery and control of fire. Let’s mention some of the most important ones:

Glassblowing represented a real revolution, because it permitted the creation of
reduced-thickness objects of various shapes. Glass blowing is a glass forming technique that
involves inflating molten glass into a bubble (or parison) with the aid of a blowpipe (or blow
tube).

Though most glassblowing is done between 870 and 1,040°C,
"soda-lime" glass remains somewhat plastic and workable at
as low as 730°C. Annealing is usually done between 371 and
482°C.

Glassblowing involves three furnaces. The first, which contains
a crucible of molten glass, is simply referred to as "the
furnace". The second is called the "glory hole", and is used to
reheat a piece in between steps of working with it. The final
furnace is called the "lehr" or "annealer", and is used to slowly
cool the glass, over a period of a few hours to a few days,
depending on the size of the pieces. This keeps the glass from
cracking or shattering due to thermal stress.

(Photo : Anuschka Bayens blowing glass)
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The major tools used by a glassblower are the blowpipe (or blow tube), the punty (or punty
rod, pontil, or mandrel), bench, marver, blocks, jacks, paddles, tweezers, newspaper pads, and
a variety of shears. After the air is blown into the pipe, creating a bubble, the glassworker can
gather more glass over that bubble to create a larger piece. Once a piece has been blown to its
approximate final size, the bottom is finalised. Then, the molten glass is attached to a stainless
steel or iron rod called a "punty" for shaping and transferring the hollow piece from the blowpipe
to provide an opening and to finalise the top.

There are many ways to apply patterns to blown glass and to colour it, including rolling molten
glass in powdered colour or larger pieces of colored glass called "frit". Complex patterns with
great details can be created with a cane (rods of colored glass) and a murrine (rods cut in
cross-sections to reveal patterns). These pieces of colour can be arranged in a pattern on a flat
surface, and then "picked up" by rolling a bubble of molten glass over them. One of the most
complicated caneworking techniques is the "reticello", which involves creating two bubbles
from cane, each twisted in a different direction and then combining them and blowing out the
final form.

Kiln-formed glass, also known as warm glass working, uses a
variety of processes, according to the working temperature and
the time the glass spends at this temperature. The glass
becomes progressively softer and less viscous with increasing
temperature and responds slowly so that its reaction depends
on the time it spends at working temperature. The three main
processes, with variations within them are : Fusing ( joining
two or more pieces of glass by heat in a kiln) , slumping (glass
becomes flexible but still retains its approximate solid form)
and casting ( this is the most ancient technique, glass melts at about about 1700°C , becoming
a viscous liquid that takes the shape from the containing mould where it solidifies). (Photo : glass
casting)

Another technique to shape glass is the
lampworking (aka flameworking or torchworking)
where a torch or lamp is used to melt the glass.

Once in a molten state, the glass is formed by
blowing and shaping with tools and hand
movements to create beads and objects.
Lampworking became widely practised in Murano,
Italy in the 14th century. (Photo : torch working on beads)

The “Glass-beads” technique is now listed by Unesco as part of intangible heritage. The
manufacture of glass beads is an ancestral technique dating back more than 3500 years.
Among the multiple techniques of glass, it stands out for the symbolic significance of the pearl,
and for its importance throughout the history of humanity, and today for the vitality of
contemporary creation.

As UNESCO has stated : The art of glass beads is closely linked to the wealth of knowledge
and mastery of a material (glass) and element (fire). The art covers specific knowledge and
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shared skills, reflects the use of specific traditional tools and processes, and includes various
stages. In Italy, technical knowledge related to the production takes two forms: 1) a lume beads
(with a blowtorch) and 2) da canna beads, made by sectioning, softening and polishing a hollow
cane. In France, solid beads are made with a torch and the hot glass is rounded through
rotation and gravity, or hollow beads are made either on a mandrel or by blowing into a hollow
cane. The more complex production of murrines, common in both States, consists of

assembling multicoloured glass
canes around a core. The beads are
then decorated and used in a wide
variety of ways. In both States
Parties, the practice is mainly
transmitted informally in workshops,
where apprentices acquire
knowledge through observation,
experimentation and practice under
the supervision of expert

craftspeople. Transmission can also occur through formal education in technical
establishments. (Photos : material for beads decoration)

Colouring glass improved during the centuries. Colouring glass requires knowledge in
chemistry. Metals and metal oxides are added to glass during its melted status to change its
colour and enhance its aesthetic appeal. With cobalt, copper and iron oxide, manganese
dioxide, cobalt, Nickel, Chromium, Uranium, and many others, glass takes all rainbow colours.
Murano masters, a reference in this technique, named this “Colours in fire”.

What materials are used in this craft? Are they local materials
Whatever the technique used and the final result, glass is the result of the encounter between
sand, more particularly silica, and fire. This makes it a natural and completely recyclable and
environmentally-friendly material. Some European glass workers decided to opt for a
sustainable approach by using recycled glass by collecting everyday glass-made bottles and
processing it to create specific and proportional shapes. It is worth mentioning that the final
product is made of 80% glass and 20% resin free cement binder, making it 100% safe and
eco-friendly.
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As for the blowtorch manufacturing process of glass-beads, the use of glass rods originated
from Murano is commonly preferred. In fact, due to a rich historical background, Murano offers a

very wide spectrum of colours of glass rods.

It is important to underline that, because
glass has the unique faculty of being
malleable, glass beads can be incorporated
in blown (left image : “glass pebbles”) or cast
glass (right image) to make unique and very
creative shapes which can be easily
considered art pieces.

Why is glass a sustainable material? Find more here and here.

If you want to know more about the Murano glass click here.

What markets are related to this profession?

Glass working skills open the doors to a large variety of crafts sectors, going from jewellery
making, building, cultural heritage, to interior design, which includes tableware, furniture
making, stained glass, lighting and art pieces. Glass professionals frequently collaborate with
other professions such as designers, architects, woodworkers, blacksmiths and fashion
designers. According to their specific skills, they also collaborate with other glassworkers from
other specialities.
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https://www.gpi.org/glass-recycling-facts#:~:text=Glass%20Facts-,Glass%20is%20100%25%20recyclable%20and%20can%20be%20recycled%20endlessly%20without,than%20the%20cullet%20is%20sand
https://gharpedia.com/blog/recycled-glass-as-interior-material/
https://www.invaluable.com/blog/murano-glass/#:~:text=Murano%20glass%20refers%20to%20glass,part%20of%20the%20Byzantine%20Empire


Where to learn this profession in Europe?
While learning in crafts professionals workshops is always a good way to learn specific skills,
some schools specialise in teaching glass professions : casting, blowing, stained-glass,
wheel-engraving, fusing, slumping, …

Learning at Cerfav

Among them :

CERFAV, in Vannes le Châtel, France : https://www.cerfav.fr/

CIRVA, in Marseille, France : https://www.cirva.fr/fr

La Cambre in Brussels, Belgium - where you will find Ms Anuschka Bayens, a glassmaking
artist, who teaches her know-how and passion. https://www.lacambre.be/fr

CefoVerre, in Brussels, Belgium : https://www.cefoverre.be/

Vicarte, in Costa da Caparica, Portugal : https://vicarte.org/

Glasschool, in Nový Bor, Czech Republic : https://glassschool.cz/

The High School of Applied Arts for Glassmaking, in Železný Brod, The Czech Republic :
http://www.supss.cz/

Royal Danish Academy in Copenhagen, Denmark :
https://royaldanishacademy.com/programme/craft-glass-and-ceramics

The Eugeniusz Geppert Academy of Fine Arts, in Wrocław, Poland : https://www.asp.wroc.pl/en

Project Number 2021-1-CZ01-KA220-YOU-000029289
"The European Commission's support for the production of this publication does

not constitute an endorsement of the contents which reflects the views only of the authors, and the Commission cannot be
held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein."

7

https://www.asp.wroc.pl/en


Sources:

Macfarlane A., Martin G., Una storia invisibile. Come il vetro ha cambiato il mondo, Bari 2003;

Mariacher G., Il vetro europeo dal XV al XX secolo, Novara 1964;

Mariacher G., L’arte del vetro. Dall’antichità al Rinascimento, Milano 1966.

https://www.vetropack.com/it/il-vetro/storia-del-vetro/

http://www.clayartistsofthesoutheast.com/traditional-and-modern-methods-of-glass-blowing

http://www.historyofglass.com/glass-history/glass-making/#:~:text=The%20Romans%20were%2
0the%20first,(AD%201096%2D1270)

The History of glassmaking: “Stained glass and glass work, an ancestral craft” (in French)

https://traces-memoire.luxembourg-belge.be/la-verrerie-artisanat-ardenne/

Glasswork, a project funded by Creative Europe : https://glass-works.org/en/

Video of amazing glassworks : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gadvVvIEEkc
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