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Figure 2. Replica of the Portland Vase. Wordsley, carved by John
Northwood from a blank made at the Red House Glass Works of
Philip Pargeter, 1873-6. Height 913⁄16 inches (25 cm). The Corning
Museum of Glass 92.2.7. Bequest of Mrs. Leonard S. Rakow.

Romans between about 30 B.C. and A.D. 50 to 75.
Rather more cameo glasses were made by Islamic
craftsmen between the 9th and the 11th centuries, and
Chinese glass cutters in and after the 18th century made
more cameo glasses than all their predecessors
combined. The heyday of cameo glass, however, was a
short period in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
when glassmakers in England and on the Continent
made tens of thousands of objects for consumption at
home and abroad.

The most famous ancient cameo glass is the Portland
Vase. Discovered in Italy in the 16th century, it was
brought to England in 1783 and is now in the British
Museum. The vase immediately became an icon of the
neo-classical style, and the master potter Josiah
Wedgwood invested years of effort to produce jasper-
ware replicas, the “first edition” of which appeared in
1789-90. Wedgwood’s replicas, and the presence of the
original in the British Museum, guaranteed the fame of
the Portland Vase, and in the 1820s and ’30s several
copies were made by London silversmiths.

In the early 19th century, Bohemian glassmakers
began to case colourless glass with coloured overlays,
which could be cut away to reveal the base glass. By the
1840s Bohemian cased glass had attracted attention in

Britain and the United States. It stimulated a lively
reaction. An English firm, W. H., B. and J. Richardson,
displayed blue, green, and red cased glass at a
Manchester exhibition in 1845-6, and the April 1846
issue of The Art-Union magazine noted that “Messrs.
Richardson are directing considerable attention to the
improvement of coloured glasses;…these gentlemen
have…already made great advances in rivalling the
productions of Bohemia; and we have little doubt that a
few years hence, we shall see at least equal the best of
the imported articles.” Indeed, very soon the stage was
set for the English cameo glass revival.

The centre of this revival was Stourbridge on the
edge of the Black Country, one of the cradles of the
Industrial Revolution, which derived its popular name
from the soot spewed out by the region’s innumerable
factories. Glass has been made here since the 17th
century. 

In 1845, the British government repealed the Glass
Excise Act, which not only taxed raw materials, but also
required glassmakers to pay licence fees and to keep
detailed records of their activities. Freed from these
burdens, glassmaking became a highly competitive
industry. The glassmakers of Stourbridge rose to the
occasion, quickly establishing an international reputa-
tion for quality. Their acknowledged leader was
Benjamin Richardson. In 1829, Ben (as he was known),
his brother, and Thomas Webb had established a new
company, Richardson and Webb. Webb left the
company in 1836, and the Richardsons, with their
brother Jonathan, founded W. H., B. & J. Richardson.
Richardson’s became famous, winning gold and silver
medals from the Royal Society of Arts, and a prize
medal at the Great Exhibition of 1851.

One of the secrets of Benjamin Richardson’s success
was his ability to hire outstanding craftsmen. These
included Philip Pargeter, who became the proprietor of
the Red House Glass Works, and John Northwood,
who became the director of design at Stevens &
Williams. They also included Joseph Locke, who went
on to a highly successful career at the New England
Glass Company in the United States, and George
Woodall, the greatest of all the English cameo glass
carvers. Indeed, as we shall see, Northwood and
Woodall became the giants of English cameo glass
making. Their different working methods and vastly
different scales of production are emblematic of the two
phases into which the flowering of English cameo glass
may be divided.

Before defining these phases, perhaps we should
remind ourselves about how cameo glasses are
produced. Unlike Roman cameo glasses, which were
carved, ground, and polished, 19th-century objects were
also treated with acid. The acid etching of glass was
pioneered by Benjamin Richardson, and in 1857 he
patented a method of etching through cased glass. This
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ENGLISH CAMEO GLASS

David Whitehouse

Figure 1. Moorish Bathers. Amblecote, Thomas Webb & Sons,
carved and engraved by George Woodall (signed), 1898. Diameter
187⁄8 inches (46.3 cm). The Corning Museum of Glass 92.2.10.
Bequest of Mrs. Leonard S. Rakow.

MOORISH BATHERS (fig. 1) EPITOMISES LATE VICTORIAN

art: a meticulously crafted evocation of the exotic, with
more than a hint of genteel sensuality. It is also a superb
example of English cameo glass, made at the factory of
Thomas Webb & Sons and decorated by George
Woodall and his team in 1898. Moorish Bathers is the
epitomy, too, of this article, in that the object lodged in
two outstanding private collections in the United States
(those of Mr. and Mrs. Albert Christian Revi, and
Leonard and Juliette Rakow) before taking up perma-
nent residence at The Corning Museum of Glass.
Indeed, all of the glasses illustrated here are now at
Corning and most of them were once in the collections
of the Revis and the Rakows.

Cameos are objects with two or more layers of
contrasting colours, which were decorated by carving,
cutting or etching in low relief. The decorator exploits
the layers of different colours to enhance the design.
The first cameos carved from semi-precious stones were
made in Hellenistic workshops in the Mediterranean
between the 4th and the 3rd centuries B.C., as were
small intaglios made of glass with bands of two or more
colours. The first cameo glass vessels were made by the
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Figure 4. Two vases. Stourbridge, Stevens and Williams, carved by
Frederick Carder, about 1890. Height 613⁄16 inches, 55⁄8 inches
(15.8 cm, 14.3 cm). The Corning Museum of Glass, 69.2.45,
55.2.6. Bequest of Mrs. Gillett Welles (larger vase) and gift of
Frederick Carder.
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changed the way in which cameo glasses were finished.
Typically, the decorator took the blank and dulled the
surface by immersing it in dilute potassium fluoride.
This allowed him to draw the design on the glass. The
next stage in the process was to paint parts of the design
with a special varnish, which resisted acid. In the third
stage, the entire object was immersed in hydrofluoric
acid with the result that unwanted parts of the overlay
were removed by etching. Stage four began with
trimming and smoothing the etched surfaces. The
details were then carved with hand tools, and with

copper wheels fed with a mixture of oil and emery. 
The tools were very simple: wooden handles shaped

like pencils, with steel rods driven through them and
ground to a point. Although engravers sometimes
express doubt about the feasibility of carving glass with
tools of this type, the evidence appears to be conclusive.
James O’Fallon, for example, a member of Woodall’s
team at Thomas Webb & Sons, described the finishing
process as follows: “During [hand] work the article was
laid on a pad ..., filled with soft but firm material such
as bran. The tool was held in the right hand by the
thumb and first two fingers, while the thumb on the left
hand was held and pressed against the side of the tool to
form a fulcrum as it were during the act of carving. If
heavy or continuous work was being done, a thumbstall
of leather was worn on the end of the left thumb to
prevent soreness.” 

The first phase of English cameo glass production was
dominated by John Northwood. Northwood joined
Richardson’s about 1848, and here he learned the
techniques of painting, enamelling, and gilding. In 1860
John and his brother Joseph established their own
finishing shop. Joseph was the manager, and John
concentrated on research and development. In 1861, he
invented the Template Etching Machine. Later, he
invented the Geometrical Etching Machine, and he
capped these achievements by developing “white acid”
(hydrofluoric acid and potassium carbonate or sodium
carbonate), which enabled him to decorate a cameo
glass object from start to finish by etching alone. At the
same time, he established a distinguished reputation as
an engraver. 

In 1873, Philip Pargeter said to Northwood, “I
believe I can make the Portland Vase if you can
decorate it” and he added spice to his words by
promising Northwood £1000 if he succeeded.
Northwood accepted the challenge. The blank was
blown at Pargeter’s Red House Glass Works and
entrusted to Northwood, who spent the next three years
carving it (fig. 2). In his reminiscences, Thomas
Woodall (George’s brother) recalled assisting in the
decoration of the vase: “I made the first drawings and
painted resist for acidizing this out .... Mr. John
Northwood then took it in hand for carving with steel
points and the engraver’s lathe he used a little.” As
Northwood’s task approached completion, the vase
broke. It was repaired, completed, and received with
acclaim. In 1876-7 it was exhibited at the Red House
Glass Works, at Pargeter’s London showroom and in
Stoke-on Trent, and in 1878 it occupied a prominent
place on Thomas Webb’s stand at the Paris Exposition.   

The Portland Vase was not the first cameo glass vessel
carved by Northwood. About 1856, he carved a vase
depicting Perseus and Andromeda. This object no
longer exists, but Corning’s Rakow Library has an
original pencil sketch of the design, a neo-classical

Figure 3. The Birth of Venus. Wordsley, Hodgetts, Richardson &
Son, carved by Alphonse Lechevrel (signed), 1877; handles removed
and additional cutting by George Woodall (also signed), possibly as
late as 1923. Height 111⁄8 inches (28.5 cm). The Corning Museum
of Glass, 93.2.6.

composition that showed Perseus riding down and
killing the sea-monster, while the scantily clad
Andromeda looked on.

To the best of our knowledge, John Northwood
personally completed fewer than a dozen cameo glasses.
The Milton Vase, inspired by the closing lines of John
Milton’s Paradise Lost, depicts Adam and Eve being
expelled from the Garden of Eden by the Archangel

Michael. The vase was completed in 1878 and in the
same year it was exhibited in Paris, with the replica of
the Portland Vase. The object is now in the collection
of the Chrysler Museum in Norfolk, Virginia.

Northwood also decorated three tazzas with portraits
of famous figures in the fields of art, literature and
science. Representing art is the sculptor John Flaxman.
Shakespeare represents literature, and Sir Isaac Newton
science. Northwood planned a fourth tazza, to honour
engineering. This would have had a portrait of the
Scottish inventor James Watt —the man whose name
appears on every light bulb in the world! — but it was
never completed. (Northwood’s preparatory drawing is
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successful varieties of Art Glass, including Amberina,
Pomona, and Peachblow.

Another outstanding craftsman was the French
engraver, Alphonse Lechevrel. In 1877, Lechevrel,
briefly joined Hodgetts, Richardson & Son. Although
he spent only two years in England, Lechevrel exerted a
powerful influence on local decorators. In 1878,
Hodgetts, Richardson & Son exhibited four of his
cameo glasses at the Paris Exposition. All four objects
were vases, and each had a pair of vertical handles. Later,
the handles were removed and George Woodall
reworked the decoration. One of these vases (fig. 3)
bears the signatures of both Lechevrel and Woodall; it
was refinished by the latter some time between 1878
and 1923.

Despite the prominence of cameo glass in the Paris
Exposition, even in 1885 – seven years later – James
O’Fallon noted how few cameo glass carvers were
active. “Northwood, Grice, the brothers Woodall, and
two or three others,” he wrote in the Art Journal, “are
the only Englishmen yet employed in carving [cameo
glass].” O’Fallon explained why: “The artist who
undertakes a work in glass that has to be in hand so
long, is seldom or never able to devote all his time to it.
So far back as 1869…[I] commenced a vase,…yet, to
satisfactorily finish carving it, about two years more of

consecutive labour, reckoned seven hours daily, would
be necessary.” Clearly, in the early days of the cameo
glass revival, hand working was king and acid etching
played a strictly subordinate role.

Thanks to Locke and Lechevrel, in 1878 Hodgetts,
Richardson & Son had triumphed in Paris. They were
soon eclipsed, however, by two other Stourbridge
companies, Stevens & Williams and Thomas Webb &
Sons. Stevens & Williams appointed John Northwood
to be their artistic director in 1881, and shortly after-
wards they began to produce cameo glass. 

Of all the craftsmen employed by Stevens &
Williams, none was more remarkable than Frederick
Carder. Born at Kingswinford, just outside Stourbridge,
Carder joined his grandfather’s Leys Pottery at Brierley
Hill as a teenager. His grandfather died in 1878 and
Fred, unhappy with the new management, resolved to
leave the pottery. The following year, he visited John
Northwood’s workshop and saw the replica of the
Portland Vase. “Struck with the possibilities of glass,”
(as he put it) Carder made up his mind to “get into the

Fig. 6. The Woodall Team working on The Great Tazza.
Photograph, about 1889. Height 5 7/8 inches (14.9 cm). The
Rakow Library of The Corning Museum of Glass. Bequest of Mrs.
Leonard S. Rakow.
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Figure 5. The Great Tazza. Amblecote, Thomas Webb & Sons,
carved by the Woodall Team, about 1889. Height 155⁄16 inches
(38.9 cm). The Corning Museum of Glass, 92.2.8. Bequest of Mrs.
Leonard S. Rakow.

Richardson & Son made 40 blanks for the Portland Vase
project. Thirty-eight of these are said to have been
defective, the 39th was usable, and the 40th survives in
its unworked state.

In 1882, Locke emigrated to the United States, and
became an influential figure at the New England Glass
Company. When Edward Drummond Libbey relocated
the factory to Toledo, Ohio, Locke went with him. But
in 1891 he moved to Pittsburgh, where he became head
of design at the United States Glass Company, and
opened his own finishing shop. In America, Locke
made cameo glasses, and he developed several highly

in the Rakow Library at Corning.)
The largest of Northwood’s cameo glasses is the

Pegasus Vase  – it is 21 inches (53 cm) tall – an imitation
of a large jasperware vessel designed by John Flaxman
and made by Wedgwood in 1786. The cover has a finial
in the form of Pegasus, the winged horse of Greek and
Roman mythology. The vase was exhibited, unfinished,
at the Paris Exposition of 1878, where it won a gold
medal. It is now in the Smithsonian Institution in
Washington, D.C.

John Northwood was not the only skilled carver of
cameo glasses in the Stourbridge area. One of his
contemporaries was Joseph Locke. When Hodgetts,
Richardson & Son decided to exhibit in Paris in 1878,
they engaged Locke to carve a new replica of the
Portland Vase. Although unfinished, the replica received
a silver medal. According to tradition, Hodgetts,
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pair of plaques depicting Dr. and Mrs. Samuel Parkes
Cadman (fig. 8). Cadman, a clergyman, was related to
George Woodall through his mother. He emigrated to
the United States in 1890 and served congregations in
Yonkers, Millbrook and Brooklyn, New York. Cadman
began his popular radio ministry in 1923, and this
continued until his death in 1936. Cadman Plaza and
Cadman Memorial Church in Brooklyn are named after
him.

George Woodall’s Andromache (fig. 7) was carved in
1902. Although small, its subtle shading and meticulous
command of detail show the master at the height of his
powers. Andromache was the wife of Hector, son of
King Priam of Troy. In Homer’s Iliad, all of her
relatives died as a result of the capture of Troy by the
Greeks. Andromache herself was taken prisoner.
Woodall depicts her alone, contemplating her fate.

By this date, however, most cameo glasses were
finished by etching machines. Indeed, the last large,
hand-finished pieces were decorated by craftsmen whose
products were no longer commercially viable. John

Northwood II’s Aphrodite plaque is a
case in point. He began to carve the
plaque when he was 17 years old,
stopped after 18 months of work, and
did not resume the task until after his
father’s death in 1902. He completed
the plaque four years later. The market
value of such an object simply did not
reflect the immense investment of time
and expertise that it required.

Interviewed in 1912, George
Woodall described the demise of the
English cameo glass industry as
follows: “At one time…there were
about 70 people assisting my brother
and myself in doing this work. The
glass engraving trade was then at a very
low ebb, and we could get as many
engravers as we wanted. Other firms in
the [Stourbridge] district also
embarked upon the trade, until there
were as many as 150 people… engaged
in it. There continued to be a good
market…till at length our trade was
ruined… A German imitation came
into vogue, a sort of enamel
painting… The imitation goods were
sold at one tenth of the price of the
genuine, and our trade died away, after
lasting some twenty years.”

In a nutshell, the history of English cameo glass was
spectacular, but short. Production was already under
way in the 1870s, but (as James O’Fallon affirmed)
cameo glass was still a small business in 1885. Five years
later, however, it was enjoying huge popularity and,
thanks to the skills of George and Thomas Woodall,
Thomas Webb & Sons were reaping a rich harvest as
they strove to supply a seemingly insatiable market. The
vogue for cameo glass continued for a few years after
1900. “No more noble ornament can be
conceived…than a fine…cameo glass,” wrote Owen
Gibbons in The Pottery Gazette in 1908. Very soon
afterwards, however, the hand working of cameo glass
had virtually ceased and a brilliant chapter in the history
of English glass making ended.
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Figure 8. Two medallions: Dr. and Mrs. Samuel Parkes Cadman.
Amblecote, Thomas Webb & Sons, carved by George Woodall, about
1895. Height (both) 61⁄16 inches (15.7 cm). Gift of Mrs. Leonard S.
Rakow in memory of Dr. Rakow.
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business.” In 1880, he joined Stevens & Williams as a
designer. At that time, the company made its own
colourless glass but bought the coloured glass it needed
for casing. In addition, it purchased the moulds that it
needed for casting. Carder changed all this. He acquired
a small furnace to experiment with melting coloured
glass, and a lathe to make models for moulds. “What
with making models, designing, and conducting experi-
ments in making coloured glasses,” he recalled, “I was
kept quite busy.” Carder remained at Stevens &
Williams for more than 20 years and during this period
he carved the vases shown in figure 4. (In Corning, New
York, where with T. G. Hawkes he founded Steuben
and lived for 60 years, we tend to forget that Frederick
Carder enjoyed a long and thoroughly successful career
before he emigrated to the United States.)

For several years, Stevens & Williams were the
premier cameo glassmakers in England; but the torch
soon passed to Thomas Webb & Sons, the makers of
tours de force such as the aptly named Great Tazza (fig.
5). The firm had been established in 1829, when
Thomas Webb helped to found Webb & Richardsons.

In 1835 Webb inherited his father’s share in another
glassworks, Shepherd and Webb. The following year, he
bought out his partner, and in 1837 the Richardsons
acquired Webb’s interest in Webb & Richardsons.
Webb then founded Thomas Webb & Sons. The rise of
the new company was meteoric. A contributor to The
Art-Union magazine in 1846 described his visit to
Webb’s factory and commented that “in clearness and
purity [of lead glass], he is…unsurpassed in Europe.”
Webb consolidated his reputation in 1851, when his cut
glass won a medal at the Great Exhibition. In 1856
Webb acquired the Dennis estate in Amblecote and he
built the Dennis Glass Works. Following his retirement
ten years later, the company was run by three of his
sons, Thomas, Charles, and Walter.

Thomas Wilkes Webb was a dynamo. At the Paris
Exposition of 1878, his chandeliers won a prize for the
company and appointment to the Legion of Honour for
Webb himself. A British contemporary observed:
“Messrs. Thomas Webb & Co., of Stourbridge, are the
best makers of Crystal Glass in England, and conse-
quently, in the world…” In the 27 years Thomas
Wilkes Webb was in charge, the Dennis Glass Works
produced more than 10,000 designs and, from 1874 to
1890 alone, it developed 54 new coloured glasses. Some
of these products were extremely difficult or laborious
to make; the line known as “Old Ivory,” for example,
was gilded, painted, enamelled, stained, engraved,
carved, perforated, embedded with jewels, cased, and
etched!

Suddenly, cameo glass became fashionable, and the
demand for it taxed even the resources of Thomas
Webb & Sons. Every engraver worked overtime and on
Saturdays, and the cameo team expanded until it
numbered about 70. Webb’s output was prodigious. It
included not only neo-classical pieces but also imitations
of Islamic, Chinese and Japanese designs.

Webb’s most brilliant craftsmen were George and
Thomas Woodall. The Woodalls, who above all others
took the second phase of the English cameo glass revival
to unsurpassed heights of expertise and to production on
a prodigious scale, made three technical innovations.
First, they introduced white “opal” glass with a bluish
tint which, when thinned over dark base glass, allowed
them to achieve a much greater range of shading than
was possible with other white glasses. On the Moorish
Bathers (fig. 1) and the plaque depicting Andromache
(fig. 7), for example, the white glass appears to be blue
or grey where it is very thin. Secondly, they used the
engraving wheel much more extensively than
Northwood had done, and this speeded up the process
of decoration. Finally, they consistently used acid
etching to a greater extent than their predecessors, and
this, too, accelerated production. 

George Woodall had an exceptionally delicate touch
that is seen to greatest effect in his portraits, such as the

Figure 7. Andromache. Amblecote, Thomas Webb & Sons, carved
by George Woodall (signed), 1902. Height 121⁄4 inches (31.2 cm).
The Corning Museum of Glass, 89.2.9. Gift of Mrs. Leonard S.
Rakow in memory of Dr. Rakow. 


