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� History 
It is to the Venetians that we owe the development, based on ancient antecedents, of the artistic 
scratching of patterns on glass with a diamond. More recently, in 1549, Vincenzo di Angelo dal 
Gallo applied to the Venetian senate and received a patent to practice diamond engraving on glass. 
(Hess and Husband 8, 193; Klesse and Mayr 26). Polak indicates he had been doing this work since 
about 1534, when he originally applied for the patent (Polak 54). This technique soon became 
popular in other parts of Europe, disseminated by itinerant Italian glassworkers. Although several 
important sets of Murano/Venetian glass plates were decorated with diamond-point engraving, the 
technique was more favored in the North, especially in Germany, Holland, and England (Hesse and 
Husband 74, 193). Because of this spread of knowledge by Muranese craftsmen, stylistic differences 
are small(Klesse and Mayr 25). 

 
Very little is known about the instruments used for glass engraving in the 16th century. A tool for 
scoring flat glass to “cut” it into pieces was in use by then. Hesse and Husband indicate it could 
have initially been used for engraving. By 1475 a method of faceting gems was introduced by Louis 
van Berghem of Bruges, making this style of gem popular. (Norris, Tudor 1,348) In the first half of 
the 16th century, glass was occasionally scratched with diamonds by nonprofessional engravers, 
possibly guests using their own diamond rings, to leave their mark on their host’s glass or 
windowpane. Although any sharp stone with a hardness greater than that of glass could be used, 
most engraving instruments used diamonds, just then arriving in Europe from India through 
Venice. (Hesse and Husband 193). By the second half of the 16th century, specialized craftsmen 
used diamond-point engraving to incise exquisite and intricate patterns, most commonly on clear 
glass. (Hesse and Husband 8). While some designs were done free hand, there are instances of 
prints being used as designs, such as thus by Jost Amman (Hesse and Husband 193). 

 
� Glassware Selection 
When decorating glassware for SCA purposes, you want to find items that present a period effect.  
While most modern commercial glassware does not have the fancy applied stems found on some 
medieval glassware, affordable modern hand-blown items are thicker and less graceful than 
Renaissance counterparts. The characteristics for which I look when selecting period suitable 
modern glassware include:  1.) a foot or base-ring 2.) a basic shape resembling a medieval style 3.) a 
size appropriate for the intended use 4.) absence of nicks, cracks, crazing, haze or stains. 

 
� Safety 
When hand-engraving you use the fine motor muscles of the hand and lower arm. I find I can only 
do the engraving for 30-40 minutes at a time, before I have to take a long break. So, pace yourself. 
You will also want to be careful of yourself, and the surrounding area where you work. Little flecks 
of glass come off the item and can become embedded in carpet, cloth, your fingers and eyes. Wear 
eye and hand protection, work away from children and pets, and cover yourself with a cloth. When 
you are done working, clean the area and the glassware of glass chips. 

 



� Pattern Transfer 
You can temporarily tape patterns or 
sketches of individual elements to the 
opposite side of your glass and engrave 
over this image. (Jost Amman’s prints may 
have been used in this manner.) You have 
to allow for the design being off-set a bit 
from where you place your scriber, due to 
the thickness of the glass.  
 
You can design your pattern on the outside 
of a glass with a permanent Sharpie™ fine 
or very fine marker For a narrow 
goblet/glass shape or any shape which 
would not accept a pattern taped on the 
inside, I found the ink stays on the glass. 
You also can scratch into the glass through 
the marker line. Later remove the marker 
ink with water or alcohol on a paper-towel 
or cloth. Any residual color may be 
removed using household bleach on a 
paper-towel. In the middle ages, they 
probably used oil paint and removed it later 
with solvent. Oil paint was used to apply  

 
decoration to very large glass items without 
refiring the glass, so it could have been used 
for pattern design. That is called “cold-
painting.” 
 
 

 
Glass with marked pattern

 
� Directions 
Medieval directions for engraving are hard to find. Modernly, the one best how-to book is Barbara 
Norman’s Engraving and Decorating Glass: Methods and Techniques.  My first works were accomplished 
freestyle and before I found Norman’s book, mostly just guessing. Before beginning gather your 
designs and at least do some mental planning. Once an engraving stroke has been made on the glass 
the only way to make a correction is to incorporate it into later strokes. 

1. Clean the glassware thoroughly. I use rubbing alcohol on a paper towel to remove any oil 
present. 

2. Prepare yourself and your work area for safety. I use a dark cloth under my work and wear 
eye protection. 

3. Stroke—Hold the glass firmly in your off hand. In your working hand, hold the stylus in a 
pen-grasp, keeping the angle as vertical to the glass as possible. Because of the facets of the 
diamond tip you may have to turn the stylus so that a facet grabs the glass and you find the 
deepest scratch. Apply pressure in a downward or sideways direction. You may want to 
begin by outlining the general pattern of the design with light pressure, and return to fill-in 
and highlight the line with a series of heavier strokes. 

 
� Shading 
You achieve lights and darks on the glass by making a series of lines vertically, horizontally, 
diagonally, or by cross-hatching. The closer the lines the more the image is highlighted. More 
intense lines may also be made by engraving over a fine line. In reworking a line you want to take 
care that you do not cut through the glass, especially near an edge. I did this to a very special piece 



of glassware and then could not use it. )-;  Stippling, shading by varying the quantity of dots applied 
to an area, is a technique that was not practiced until after 1600 AD. 
 
� Straight Horizontal Lines 
To make an even straight line around the goblet I stack something like books or CD’s to the 
desired height. I then place the marker or diamond-point stylus on them, extending it over the edge 
of the stack. I turn the glass up against the marker or stylus and make an even horizontal line. 
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