Curator’s Choice

Go Fieure!

he history of marbles goes back thousands

was as basic as rolling clay into small spheres.

Through the centuries and across civilizations, the
materials and production of marbles have become
increasingly advanced, but none as exemplary as
Figure Marbles, also known as Sulphide Marbles.

These children’s toys consist of a large glass sphere,

typically clear, with a porcelain figurine suspended
in the center. Early collectors mistakenly believed
that the figure was made of sulfur and the term
persists to this day.

here are two methods of producing Figure Marbles. The first method
T uses a glass rod, heated at one end. The pre-heated figuring is then
pressed in the soft, heated end and marble shears are used to shape the
marble as the glass is folded around the figure. For the second method, a
small blob of molten glass is placed at the end of an iron rod or “punty”, on
which the heated figure is attached and then glass is folded around the
figure (Block and Payne 2001: 9). If there is too great a difference between
the temperature of the figure and the glass, either the figure can crack upon
insertion in to the glass or the marble itself could shatter. Completed
marbles are placed in an annealing chamber to slowly cool the marbles and

prevent breakage.

Figure Marble with an owl figurine similar to one found in

Baltimore privy. Private collection. Germany, circa 1850-1920s.

of years when the manufacture of these toys
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Front and side view of a Figure Marble with an owl figurine, recovered from a late 19th to early
20th century privy in Baltimore, MD, (18BC80).

environment.

t is a common misconception that glass is a stable material. However,
I not all glass is alike and there are many chemical variations, especially
when colors are added. Silica is the primary component in glass, but unlike
in quartz and flint where it is a strictly crystalline structure, the quick
cooling of molten silica creates a random three-dimensional structure that
creates an array of unpredictable properties. Depending on the composition

of glass, an object may be susceptible to moisture, salts and

weathering. When glass is exposed to moisture, as in a burial environment,
ions are leached away creating weakened layers in the surface of the object
(Cronyn 1990: 130). These layers can delaminate with the formation of salts
or through stresses caused by cycles of shrinking and expanding in response
to environmental conditions. This is responsible for the dull/iridescent/

opaque surfaces found in many archaeological glass objects.
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum.




