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The Grandeur That Was Roman Glass 
By RITA R E I F 

TO the ancient Romans, glass w a s 
magical , a commodity with star 
potential that was never ful ly r e a l 
ized by the Greeks . Awed by the 

transparency and fragi l i ty of glass, the Ro
mans in the reign of Augustus (27 B . C. to 
A. D. 14) transformed its production from a 
craft to an industry. And the process 
spanned several decades, about as long it 
took to develop the computer in the late 20th 
century. 

" U n t i l 65 B . C , glass was a r a r i t y that 
dazzled the ancients," said Stuart F leming , 
the scientific director of the Univers i ty of 
Pennsylvania Museum in Philadelphia. 
" B u t until that year there wasn ' t a L a t i n 
word for it. T h a t ' s when Lucret ius described 
glass in 'On the Nature of Things ' as colorful 
and shining and called it v i t r u m . " 

A century later, innovative techniques, 
like glass blowing, had changed the look of 
glass, and mass production had spread its 
avai labi l i ty to 54 million Romans through
out the empire, which by then extended 
north to Germany , south to Egypt , east to 
I r a q and west to B r i t a i n . 

G lass had become so common and cheap 
that its luster as a luxury mater ia l began to 
dim for Roman aristocrats. To show their 
disdain, they used the phrase " v i t e r a 
f r a c t a , " or broken glass, to mean rubbish. 
While the elite no longer displayed glass 
objects among their gold, s i lver and bronze 

In j u s t a few decades, 

what had been a dazzling 

rar i ty became a m a s s -

produced commodity of 

stunning var iety . 

table decorations, most Romans continued 
to use glass in their homes and taverns , 
spurring inventive design and fashion 
changes wel l into the s ixth century. 

The stunning var ie ty of glass objects in 
daily use at the time incorporated v i r tua l ly 
every glass-working technique known to
day, as can be seen in " R o m a n G l a s s : 
Reflections on Cultural Change," an exhibi
tion at the B a r d Graduate Center for Studies 
in the Decorative A r t s , at 18 West 86th 
Street, Manhattan, through June 11. The 200 
pieces date from the f irst century B.C. to the 
sixth century A.D. and were selected from 
the university museum's collection by Mr. 
F leming , the show's curator. I t is the f irst 

A bowl, ri^ht, and 
a perfume bottle, 
left, from the first' 
century A.D. and 
a ju^, below, from 
the fourth century 
are in an 
exhibition ot 
Roman glass at 
the Bard 
Graduate Center. 

exhibition of the museum's collection of 
ancient glass since the museum opened a 
century ago. 

What amazed Mr. F leming , a radiation 
physicist, when he f irst examined the mu
seum's glass collection was the thinness and 
feather-lightness of so many pieces, espe
c ia l ly those made to hold the precious per

fumes and cosmetics that Romans viewed 
as necessities. Such pieces were smal l 
enough for a s lave to hold in the palm of her 
hand while she lined her mistress ' s eyes 
w i th l ^ l j l j S n d brightened her cheeks with 
rouge. 

Many pieces glow with vibrant lusters 
and speckling that g lassmakers did not 
p lan: patinas left by t ime, soil and the 
chemicals in the a ir that clouded the sur
faces of ancient works. But for the most part 
the pieces in this collection have astonishing 
c lar i ty and unmarred bodies that reveal 
ribbing, dimpling, puckering and w a v y pat
terns. These decorative effects were 
pressed or combed into the glass while it 
was st i l l soft, or applied later after it had 
hardened, as is seen in a sma l l jug with 
zigzag tracing at the base. 

Mr . F leming ' s favorite is a glittering blue 
bubble of a perfume bottle from the f irst 
century A.D. that resembles a Chr is tmas 
ornament. It is mighty in its delicacy, a tiny 
form defined by a tr ickle of white frosting 
spun in a sp ira l from its mouth to the tip of 
its ta i l . And it was , no doubt, made by a 
slave — as most glass workers in the period 
were slaves — who would have r isked a lot 
to create it. 

"Somebody took the time to v e r y care ful 
l y stretch out the neck and stretch out the 
t a i l , " Mr. F leming said. " I f you broke an 
object in a Roman workshop, you probably 
paid for it with a lashing." 

This glorious piece reveals how the most 
distinctive character ist ic of glass, its t rans 
parency, was fully exploited right at the 
beginning of the industrialization of glass-
making. The piece w a s made soon after 
glass blowing was invented under the Ro
mans, probably in Judea, about 70 B .C . Step 
by step, glass became ever more fanciful 
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and decorative as innovations er 
process. Glass was f irst blown 
mold to create, for example , s lua. 
bottles about A.D. 45. Then undf Nei 
colorless glass, a staple s t i l ' ul 
wine lovers, followed by far \
cutting to produce glass o^ 
ed rock crys ta l . E n g r a v ' „ inti 
by the second century A. 3., and 
fourth century there were cage cups 
carved with multiple layers of decor; 
if cut from rocks, the ultimate for f 
technical virtuosity. 

Fashion brought many changes 
forms and look of glass during the ! 
period. After : ".antine conver 
Christ ianity in .. D. and move 
Rome to the ' ettling in the c 
became Const .. jp^e, Roman g l a 
to loo' M c r e a s i n g i y more Byzant i i , 

ii /' I ^ h e r e was a sudden - . i 
* in production of gl a: 

X l ike those in cone 
exhibition," Mr. I .ei i 

"Mi l l ions were produced t h 
churches . " Glass producers ; i ;• 
C P I back to g lass : b ' i V e.i w 

blues and w h ' l " . the seem 
pa^an myths, of H I r E r o s , f c 
pie, were altered £ ^hily to depict ,l 

" R o m a n pottci- and iron objeci 
mundane to us today," Mr. F l emi i 
" A n d the symbolisms expressed in 
m a n gold, bronze a n d s i lver work' 
were coveted by the wealthy nov 
empty. But glass brings us most c l ' 
touch with ancient t imes : we can fc 
fortable w i t h it in p\eryday life, j u : 
Romans d id . Wo .magine peo ile i 
a n d breaking it ,^iid admir ing it ;o. j. 
beauty." 


