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The invention of the blow pipe 2000 years ago vastly expanded the types of glass ware that could be made. As size of objects and scale of production increased the industry developed its own types of furnaces. By mediæval times two kinds of furnace had evolved, one circular and the other rectangular. These furnaces evolved slowly but became adapted to the special needs of glass making. The only major advance up to the middle of the nineteenth century was use of coal as fuel instead of wood.


The crucial advances were the introduction gas firing and of regenerative and recuperative heat recovery systems, then the development of the tank furnace, all largely due to the brothers Charles and Friedrich Siemens. The latter built the world’s first commercially successful regenerative furnace to melt glass in Rotherham in 1860 and then went on to operate the first tank furnace in Dresden in 1867. However, the principles of regeneration and recuperation had been invented and patented by the Rev. Robert Stirling in 1816.


From that time onwards the builders of glass melting furnaces devoted their energies to improving the thermal efficiency and productivity of tank furnaces. Developments in refractory materials from about 1930 enabled great improvements to be made and today’s well operated tank furnaces last for many years. Although they consume large amounts of energy they do so efficiently and can meet the stringent emission controls of places like California and Germany. However, the future undoubtedly holds challenges as great as any overcome in the past.
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