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Stained Glass Windows and Historic Glazing

English churches are particularly rich in windows containing historic glass, window glass and stained glass and for many people these are the most fascinating examples of church decoration. The surviving windows date from a wide range of periods and styles, and feature different techniques and subject matter. Every window is unique and needs to be understood and respected. Historic glass is also the most fragile material in a church building and at danger from mechanical and environmental hazards. Due to this vulnerability, the advice of a professional historic and stained glass conservator should be sought whenever signs of damage or decay become apparent. 

 

Commissioning Stained Glass Windows

Stained glass is a highly popular medium for new art commissions in English churches, but needs careful thought to ensure the best window for your church. If you are interested in commissioning new windows and other artworks for your church you can find more information on the Church Care website

 

Maintenance of Historic and Stained Glass

As historic glass is one of the most vulnerable features of a church building its maintenance has to be based on a thorough knowledge of the building's windows, an awareness of typical problems and the advice of an accredited stained and historic glass conservator.

 

In order to understand the properties of, and the dangers to, a window it is necessary to be familiar with its component parts. Each of these is vital to the survival of the whole window and damage to one part can lead to the failure of the whole window.

 

The principal component of any glass window is glass, which can be undecorated, coloured, stained, painted, enamelled, etched and of a range of textures. Compared to machine-made glass, hand-made antique glasses have a unique quality and liveliness. Whenever the replacement of old glass becomes necessary it should be kept to an absolute minimum. 

 

Paint and surface decorations, which give a window its narrative or decorative meaning, constitute the most vulnerable part of the window. Glass-paint and enamels are generally applied to the inside and yellow stain to the external surfaces. All of these were fired to fuse them permanently to the glass and, consequently, their longevity relies on an accurate firing temperature and duration. Both under-fired and over-fired paint can lead to loss of pigments.

 

Due to the numerous different types of glass and decoration the conservation of historic glass windows should always be entrusted to an accredited conservator who is able to recognise these. Many churches have painted or stained glass windows but historic undecorated glass can be equally valuable and contribute to the special atmosphere of a church interior. 

  

Lead strips called ‘cames' or ‘calmes' hold the pieces of glass together and, therefore, play a major structural role in the window. There is no general rule for how long lead cames last and medieval leading can often still be found in windows today. Like the glass, the leading can provide the conservator with significant information about the date of the window and techniques used. If the original leading has failed and needs to be replaced it should be carefully recorded and preserved. As the leading also contributes to the visual/aesthetic appearance of a window it is important to match the original width and profile when replacing the historical lead cames.

Smaller windows may be held in place by the mortar in the glazing grooves while larger windows require additional support. This generally takes the forms of a metal frame-work (the so-called ferramenta) of internal saddle-bars and external stanchions. The glazed panels are fastened to the fixing system by copper ties. The ferramenta are an integral part of the window as their shape often echoes the glazing pattern and because of their support function. Any conservation project should therefore examine the condition of the ferramenta. Any historical mortar used for smaller windows or evidence of any wooden frames should be preserved and recorded.

 

Historic glass windows are not only decorative but also form part of the external ‘skin' of the church building. Like all parts of the fabric, windows require regular maintenance and care and will be affected if the whole building is not cared for properly. For example, water ingress can cause iron bars to rust and the concomitant expansion of the metal can break and stain the stone of the window surround and endanger the glass panels. Likewise, the use of inappropriate mortar for the refixing of conserved windows can cause severe damage to the surrounding stonework.

  

Information and Research

Getting to know your windows is the first step for effective preservation and good maintenance. If you know your windows and have a systematic photographic record it will be easier to spot sudden changes and signs of deterioration. Try to learn as much as possible about your windows and record your research in an inventory. (The Church Recorders of the National Association of Decorative and Fine Arts Society (NADFAS) are compiling inventories of the contents of all the churches in the UK and may already have one for your church.)

 

Inventory

Such an inventory should include a full set of dated photographs of every window, both of the internal and external surfaces. This inventory will be an important record of what the windows looked like for future generations as well as a useful tool for discovering signs of damage and deterioration. A photographic inventory will also provide invaluable help to the conservator after major damage.

  

Observation

This documentary information has to be complemented by regular observation and inspection. Due to the fragility and inaccessibility of the windows it is important to involve an accredited window glass conservator whenever you suspect signs of damage and decay.

 

Protection

Another part of the maintenance of historic and stained glass windows is assessing the danger to them. If there are cases of vandalism or break-ins in the neighbourhood the windows might need external protection, but the type of protection needs careful consideration too. It might also be very useful to prepare an action plan for unforeseen emergencies, such as storms, fires and break-ins.

  

Isothermal Glazing

While window guards provide protection from mechanical damage, protective glazing can shield a window from wind and weather. Isothermal glazing, the most common form of protective glazing, relieves the historic glass from its function as a weathershield by inserting a ventilated protective glazing system. The original glass is protected by a window of clear glass and sufficient gaps are left at the bottom and top to allow for a chimney effect causing the space between the two to be ventilated. This system regulates the temperature on both sides of the historic glass panels and the occurrence of condensation.

 

While this method affects the appearance of the window internally and externally, it has a minimal effect on glass and masonry and is largely reversible. When considering the installation of isothermal glazing it is important that you involve both your architect and a stained glass specialist who will advise you on the requirements of, and effects on, the building and windows. 

 

Some causes and signs of damage

As with all buildings and their contents, water is the main cause of damage to all component parts of a glass window. Excess water and condensation can cause the pitting and discolouration of the glass surface and the rusting of the ferramenta, as well as damage to the masonry. Damage can also be caused by structural defects, such as inadequate support, failure of the lead or of the copper ties. Consult your architect about adequate heating and ventilation if there are signs of condensation, such as water droplets or a greenish layer of organic growth on the glass.

 

Cracks are signs of the deterioration of the window and always require the attention of an accredited conservator. 

The bulging or bowing of the window, cracking along the face of the lead and white, powdery stains are all signs of failing leading.

 

Poorly-fired paint can lead to fragile pigments which can easily flake off. Regularly inspect the windows for signs of paint loss. If you see signs of paint loss, instruct your church cleaners never to dust or wet-clean the window surfaces.

 

As part of the general inspection of the building look out for signs of leaks and water stains around the windows in order to avoid serious damage.

 

Determining the cause of the damage always requires the diagnosis of an accredited historic and stained glass conservator who will assess what measures have to be taken. Anything beyond a visual inspection is best left to him.
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