WILLIAM MORRIS: MYTH, OBJECT AND THE ANIMAL
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Glass is an art form that has been around for many centuries.  While the tools and equipment have improved over the years, the basic technique has remained the same. 

Have you ever tried to use cold honey or syrup?  How did it flow?  Did you try warming it up?  What did it do then?  Was it harder or easier to pour?

Glass is molten sand, mixed with other minerals and chemicals.  To start with, the sand is placed in a special furnace heated to 2,450 degrees Farenheit.  The sand, which glows yellow, looks like hot lava.  Glass must be maintained at a temperature of 1,700 degrees Farenheit in order to be workable.  In this state, it is very runny, so the artist must continually turn the pipe so that gravity does not shape the glass before the artist does.

Morris reheating at a “glory hole,” a special furnace for melting glass.

All pictures taken from William Morris: artifacts / glass, available in The Museum Store.
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IS THIS GLASS BLOWN?

Morris first gathers a ball of molten glass on a pipe.  He blows through this pipe to puff the glass out a little and start the form, but he shapes the form with a variety of tools.  To do this, he has to keep the glass hot enough to be moldable but not so hot that it loses its shape or flows off the pipe.

Morris sculpting fox head.
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HOW DOES MORRIS GET IT TO

LOOK LIKE THE SURFACE IS CRACKLED?

If Morris wants a crackled surface, one of his first steps after gathering the molten glass onto the pipe is to sprinkle the surface of the hot glass with colored, powdered glass.  Then he plunges the hot glass into a bucket of water, this is called quenching.  The temperature difference between the cool water and the hot glass causes the surface to crack.  Morris can then fill the cracks with another color of powdered glass.

Morris quenching glass.

ARE THE ANIMALS AND FIGURES 
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PAINTED ONTO THE GLASS?

Making glass is best done in teams.  One of William Morris’ team members is an artist named Jon Ormbrek.  Ormbrek uses colored glass powder to make drawings on a flat surface that can be heated.  Morris then rolls a piece of hot glass across the surface of the sand drawing.  The heat of the glass piece fuses the drawing to its surface. As Morris continues to work with the glass sculpture, the drawings are distorted, stretched or pulled.

Jon Ormbrek with sand drawing.
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GLASS IS USUALLY SHINY.  WHY ISN’T WILLIAM MORRIS’ ARTWORK SHINY?

One of the last steps in the process is when Morris sprinkles a compound called scavo over the hot piece.  Scavo is from an Italian word that means “to dig.”  When heated, the scavo deglosses and roughens the surface of the glass.  The glass is then put into a special oven to allow it to cool very slowly.  When it is cool, the scavo is washed off, revealing a rough texture.  If there are any areas that are still too glossy, the surface will also be treated with hydrochloric acid, which further reduces the shininess.

Morris applying scavo to Canopic Jar Head.

