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Primitive open-flame oil and grease lamps

Upper Paleolithic
(Late Ice Age) lamps

17000 – 12000 BC

The controlled use of fire,
first achieved at least half
a million years ago, is one 
of the great innovations
In human culture.



Upper Paleolithinc
(Late Ice Age) lamps

17000 – 12000 BC
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This brought about many other cultural
changes such as moving light from place to

place.
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Ancient Cave Art



Upper Paleolithic (Ice Age)  lamps
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La Mouthe Cave
Lamp

Bottom view with 
engraving of an Ibex
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Egyptian oil lamp,
Ca. 3000BC

Egyptian oil lamp,
Ca. 300-100BC

The lamps were not only used in the home  but also in religious rituals, which was an integral 
part of daily life at the time.
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The first mass produced lamps in history found in Egypt, Greece and Rome.
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Roman bronze oil lamps
c. 3rd-5th century AD

ROMAN BRONZE OIL LAMP, c. 3rd-5th century 
AD. With pedestal base and incised leaf 
handle. 5".

The Romans 
brought the oil 
lamp to Europe, 
preserving their 
importance in 
ceremony on the 
precedent of the 
ancient Egyptians 
and Greeks.



Candlesticks from the Middle Ages
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The desire to 
move light from 
room to room 
caused an 
increased need 
for candlesticks 
as light sources.

1. Pricket – those 
that hold the 
candle in place 
by means of a 
spike 
embedded in 
or molded to 
the top.

2. Socket – those 
that have a cup 
at the top to 
receive a 
candle of the 
right size. 



Splinter and rushlight holders from the Middle Ages
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England, lacking resinous trees, 
used the rushlight.

The rush is cut, soaked, stripped, 
dried and then dipped in fat or 
grease and dried again.



Candle holder chandeliers from the Middle Ages
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Lady awarding a prize to the winner.
René d'Anjou's Livre des Tournois, c1488 (15th Century).



Reproduction candle holder chandeliers from the Middle Ages
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Jan van Eyck, Dutch
The Arnolfini Portrait, 1434 
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Chandeliers symbolized wealth, the more 
elaborate the better.  Other symbols of 
means are the stained class window, 
ornate mirror and oriental carpet.



Crystal chandeliers, Palace of Versailles, 17th. C.
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By the 18th Century, the development of glass making allowed for the chandeliers to be 
crafted of lead crystal – a highly refractive glass that made for a beautiful and popular effect.



Eight-light chandelier, possibly by André Charles Boulle
(French, Paris 1642–1732 Paris)

Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Date:  circa 1710

Andre’,  a cabinet 
maker by trade, was 
also a sculptor to Louis 
XIV, King of France 
allowing him to 
produce furniture as 
well as works in gilt 
bronze such as 
chandeliers, wall lights 
and mounts.



Brass chandelier, 18thc. Netherlands
Metropolitan Museum of Art
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The classic Dutch style of chandelier has 
been known since the fifteenth century 
and was especially popular in the 
Netherlands.

This chandelier is made of brass or bronze  
and is characterized by curling down S-
shaped arms and a baluster-shaped body, 
which provided, when highly polished, an 
ideal reflecting surface.

This style was often made for churches 
but were also used for domestic lighting.
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Dutch-style chandelier in Early American interior
Popular after the Revolutionary War



Chandelier
Date: 19th century

Medium: Tin
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Sheet metal was scarce in 
America, most early American 
chandeliers were fashioned out 
of lathe-turned wood or metal 
with wire arms.

Tin could be easily shaped and 
decoration could be added by 
punching the tin to create 
designs  on the surface of the 
metal.



Chandelier
Date: 1670–1700

Medium: Iron, wood
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“Fixed” chandeliers 
were suspended by 
hook from an overhead 
beam; there were no 
wires to conceal.
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Metropolitan Museum of Art Collection

This Baroque style bronze and brass 
example was manufactured in 1845 by 
Archer and Warner, one of the leading 
chandelier manufactures in Philadelphia 
at the middle of the 19th century.



Mid to late 1800s
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American, mid-19th Century 
Gaslighting

This 1846 print is 
the earliest 
illustration of gas 
fixtures known to 
date that can be 
ascribed to an 
American 
manufacture.

What appears to 
be candles in the 
chandelier and 
bracket are gas 
burners masked by 
ceramic or opaque 
glass sleeves to 
resemble candles.



Ministers Island
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American, mid-19th Century 
Gaslighting

Allegorical bronze statuettes were very 
much in vogue during the 1850s as 
ornaments for gasoliers.
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American, mid-19th Century 
Gaslighting

This is page from a lighting manufacture 
catalog from the later 19th century 
showing the wide range of gas fixture 
types and styles available.
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Argand lamps
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19th century keresone lamps

Kerosene was cheaper 
than vegetable oil, it 
produced a whiter 
flame and as a liquid of 
low viscosity it could 
easily travel up a wick 
eliminating the need 
for complicated 
mechanisms to feed 
the fuel to the burner.
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Late 19th century kerosone lamps

Manufacturers, particularly glass 
companies, responded by trying to 

outdo one another, coming out with 
with more and more opulent and artistic 

lamp shade  and chimney designs, 
insisting that consumers needed to light 

every corner of their homes.
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Late 19th century kerosene lamps

Kerosene lamps were often cut or engraved with elegant patterns, likle the best glassware, 
or they could be hand painted with artistic images of flowers, landscapes or portraits.
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1879
The Incandescent Bulb

In 1879 Thomas Edison introduces the first 
practical incandescent bulb.
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Early 20th century
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Approximate total cost of 1000 candle-hours for various periods
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Early 20th c. Art Nouveau
Louis Comfort Tiffany (American, 1848–1933)

Metropolitan Museum of Art

This water-lily table lamp in the collection 
is one of Tiffany’s most successfully 
executed designs for his firm’s well-known 
leaded-glass products.
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Early 20th c. Sears & Roebuck Catalog

While Art Nouveau and Arts and Crafts designs were influential during this early part of the 20th century, the lighting 
preferences of the mass market continued to be more traditional designs that were an extension of the Victorian designs 

of the late 19th century.
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Bauhaus lighting, German
1918-1933

Wagenfeld lamp
designed by Wilhelm Wagenfeld (1900-1990) 

1924 

Bauahus
Weimar, Germany

1919-1933

The Wagenfeld light, also known as the Bauhaus light, was designed by Wilhelm Wagenfeld
who served as one of the assistants in one of the Bauhaus workshops in 1924 and ranks 

among the most famous lamps of the Bauhaus era.
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Bauhaus lighting, German
1918-1933

Other lighting from the Bauhaus workshops exhibited the same modernist philosophy of design 
expressed with modern materials such as metal and glass.
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Paul Hennigsen, Danish
PH lamp (Snowball Lamp), 1924

Trained as an architect, Henningsen is 
best known for a series of lighting 

fixtures that resulted from his 
fascination with the then-new 

technology of the electric lightbulb. The next year it was put into production by Louis 
Poulsen & Co. in Copenhagen, and it has been in 
continuous international demand ever since. 
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Art Deco and Art Moderne
1930s

• One of the major attributes of this style is an embrace of technology.
• It is an eclectic style that combines traditional craft motifs with Machine Age 

imagery and materials.  This style is characterized by rich colors, bold, 
geometric shapes and lavish ornamentation and lighting fixtures of the 
period represent perfect examples of the style’s character.
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Art Deco and Art Moderne
1930s

Where Art Nouveau tended to be 
floral and elaborate, with detailed 
line, Art Deco was bold, stark and 
had simple, crisp lines.



Mid 20th century
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Mid 20th century modern

The influence of the Bauhaus modernist aesthetic began to influence home lighting in the post 
World War II period.  Lighting fixtures from the 1940’s and the 1950’s reflected the sleek and 

simple lines of modernist design philosophy.
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Mid 20th century modern

The term Mid Century Modern, employed as 
a style descriptor as early as the mid 1950’s, 
was reaffirmed in 1983 by Cara Greenberg in 
the title of her book, Mid Century Modern: 
Furniture of the 1950s (Random House), 
celebrating the style that is now recognized by 
scholars and museums worldwide as a 
significant design movement.
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Mid 20th century modern

George Nelson (1908-1986) was an American 
industrial designer, and one of the founders of 
American Modernism.
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Artichoke Lamp
Poul Hennigson

1958

Spun steel leaves with painted finish; high-polish chromed steel frame;                            
stainless steel aircraft cables.
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Arco floor lamp
Design Achille Castiglioni,                                       

1962

As groovy as it is elegant, the lamp’s iconic status was sealed when it appeared on screen 
alongside Sean Connery in Diamonds Are Forever and in The Italian Job.
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Frisbi suspension lamp
Achille Castiglioni

1978

Glass, Steel Cable, Sheet Metal
Simplicity, irony and fun and it shows; his close interest in the way objects are used, in the 

potential offered by technology and in the use of new materials.  He held the viewpoint that 
design must restructure an object’s function, form and production process.
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Tolomeo lamps
Michele De Lucchi, Giancarlo Fassina

1987

Extruded die-cast aluminum with high-polished finish; steel tension cables

In 1989 when the Tolomeo lamp was awarded the Compasso d’Oro award for Italian 
industrial design it was credited with having achieved the perfect marriage between design 

and engineering that works together in total “sync” to materialize an idea and create the 
perfect object for industrial production.
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