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ABSTRACT 

 
The final step in forming a mouth-blown bottle was to finish it by forming a lip (the ñfinishò in 

glassmaker terminology) which would properly accept some type of sealing closure.  Many 

different processes were utilized to accomplish this task, from the simple to the complex.  This 

paper looks at the major finishing techniques used for American made mouth-blown bottles 

produced during the late 18
th
, 19

th
, and early 20

th
 centuries.  Emphasis is given to the Applied and 

Tooled finishing methods which are defined and described in detail.  Knowing how to identify the 

specific finishing methods of a mouth-blown bottle is a significant step towards the dating of 

these bottles based on observable, manufacturing related, diagnostic features. 

 

(Authorôs Note:  This paper is a condensation of the bottle finishing methods information 

contained within the Historic Glass Bottle Identification & Information Website (or Historic 

Bottle Website for short) which is a part of the Society for Historical Archaeology web presence.  

The Historic Bottle Websiteôs primary goals are to guide users towards determining the 

approximate age of manufacture (ñdatingò) and typical use (ñtypingò or ñtypologyò) of 

American-made bottles produced from about 1800 to the 1950s [Lindsey 2009].  Please consult 

that website for more information on the fascinating world of historic bottles at: 

www.sha.org/bottle/index.htm.  The glass making terminology used in this paper is defined on 

the Historic Bottle Websiteôs ñGlossaryò page at: www.sha.org/bottle/glossary.htm)  

 

Introduction  
 

Simply put, the ñfinishò is the glassmakerôs term for the ñtop part of the neck of a bottle or jar 

made to suit the cap, cork, or other closureò (Jones and Sullivan 1989:78).  This term originated 

with the mouth-blown bottle production process where the last step in physically completing a 

bottle was to "finish the lip."  Other alternative names for the finish besides ñlipò were "top," 

"mouth," or "corkage" (Howard 1950; White 1978).  Conversely, with semi-automatic and fully 

automatic bottle machines, the finish was (and still is) the first step in the bottle making process.  

The finish is fully formed in the ñring moldò as the remainder of the bottle is only pre-formed in 

the ñblankò mold.  Completion of the body shape occurs subsequently in the ñblowò mold 

(Pearson 1929; Miller and Sullivan 1984; Miller and Moran 2004; Schulz and Miller, this 

volume). 

 

Some authors, unfortunately, have included the entire neck above the shoulder as part of their 

definition of a finish (Ketchum 1975; White 1978:62).  In hand production, however, the neck 

has already been completed before finish forming begins, and typically only its uppermost 

portion is affected.  Consequently, it is not included as part of the finish (Toulouse 1969b; Deiss 

http://www.sha.org/bottle/glossary.htm


1981; Creswick 1987; Jones and 

Sullivan 1989; Fike 1998; Lindsey 

2009; many others).  The use of the 

word "finish" has carried on to this 

day and is the preferred term for 

describing the entire lip and collar, 

indeed everything clearly above the 

upper terminus of the neck, for all 

bottles, both mouth-blown and 

machine-made (Holscher 1953:304, 

311-312; Owens-Illinois Glass Co. 

2009).  The components of the 

finish are illustrated in Figure 1.  

 
(Figure 1 [to right].  The general 

morphological featuresðor anatomyðof a 

stylized mid-19
th
 century mineral water 

bottle including the primary finish 

components.  If a two-part finish, the lip is 

also frequently referred to simply as the 

ñupper partò and the collar as the ñlower 

part.ò  If the finish has three distinct parts, 

the middle part is referred to as such - the 

ñmiddle partò [Jones and Sullivan 1989; 

Lindsey 2009].) 

 

Determining the method employed 

in finishing a mouth-blown bottle 

can be one of the more useful 

diagnostic tools in determining its 

approximate manufacturing date 

range.  Of particular interest ï and 

an emphasis in this paper ï are the 

Applied and Tooled Finishing methods and the time periods that these two distinctive mouth-

blown finishing techniques were used.  Before delving into those subjects it is useful to first 

briefly describe some glass making processes and early finishing methods. 

 

Blowpipe Removal Methods 
 

Prior to finishing a mouth-blown bottle, the fully expanded bottle had to be removed from the 

blowpipe.  This was done by one of three primary methods: the ñcracking-offò process, the 

ñbursting-offò method, or by ñshearingò (cutting) the neck off the blowpipe.  These methods of 

blowpipe detachment are usually indistinguishable from each other on the finished item since the 

vast majority of bottles received post-blowpipe manipulation at the removal point, i.e., 

ñfinishingò (Munsey 1970).  However, all three of these methods resulted in a cursory ñfinishò 

that was sometimes left as is with little or no further manipulation. 

 



With the exception of the ñbursting-offò method, in order for the blowpipe to be detached a 

bottle first had to be held securely by the base, typically with the use of some type of pontil rod 

(earlier) or snap or snap case tool (later).  (These subjects are covered by Toulouse 1968 and 

Lindsey 2009)  The following briefly discusses these three blowpipe removal methods.   

 

Cracking-off 
 

Cracking-off (or ñwetting offò) 

was the process of applying a 

small amount of waterðusually 

via a wet wooden paddle or a 

cold or wet piece of ironðto 

the point on the hot, just blown, 

bottle neck where the 

glassmaker wished to remove it 

from the blowpipe.  This 

weakened the glass at the point 

of application, and a sharp tap 

on the pipe with one of the 

glassmakerôs tools severed the 

bottle from the blowpipe 

(Modes 1887; Kendrick 1968; Innes 1976).  The result was a variably rough and sharp tubular 

end to the neck (Fig. 2) that could be fire polished or otherwise finished as discussed in this 

paper.   

 
(Figure 2 [above right].  A non-fire-polished, cracked-off finish on a 1850s era "scroll" flask [McKearin and Wilson 

1978:422-423, 518-519].)  

 

For some early American bottles this was the rough, but complete, finish.  Based on empirical 

observations, American-made bottles with this most cursory of finishes rarely date after the 

1850s. 

 

Bursting-off 
 

The bursting-off  (or ñblow-overò) blowpipe removal method resulted in a similar, roughly 

broken off, unfinished appearance to the bore.  This process entailed the blowing of a relatively 

large bubble in the glass just above the mold top, i.e., above the upper end of the bottle neck 

beyond the mold edge.  This thinned the glass sufficiently to allow the bubble to "burst"ðwith 

either a subtle twist of the blowpipe or a larger puff of air from the blowerðdetaching the 

blowpipe (Howard 1950).  The bottle would then be removed from the mold using tongs, a metal 

rod, or wooden stick stuck in the bore.  If further finishing was to be done (typically the case) 

then the bottle base would have to be held by either a pontil rod or a snap-case tool of some type 

while it was reheated and finished.  

 

http://www.sha.org/bottle/bases.htm%20by%20Toulouse%201968


Sometimes, however, the burst-off necks were 

left unmodified (Fig. 3).  While perhaps never 

common, the latter approach was used 

occasionally through the Civil War period 

(Russell 1998) and more rarely beyond 

(empirical observations).  For example, three 

cases of such bottles were recovered from the 

Steamboat Bertrand which sank in the 

Missouri River in 1865 (Switzer 1974:61, 64).  

The author has also observed small 

schoolhouse shaped ink bottles with Burst-Off 

finishes which were produced by a Western 

American glass works in the 1870s. 

 
(Figure 3 [to right] .  A raw, non-manipulated, burst-off 

finish on an early 20
th
 century English ink bottle. This 

looks very similar to the raw, cracked-off finish (Fig. 2) 

but does have some subtly differing characteristics.  

These are described in Lindsey [2009].  The same source includes a period film clip [very early 1900s] of a mouth-

blown "shop" blowing bottles using the burst-off method to detach the blowpipe.) 

 

Shearing 
 

As with the previous two methods, shearing was 

both a blowpipe removal method and a type of 

simple finish.  It entailed detaching the blowpipe 

from the bottle with some type of shearsð

similar to tin snips or sheep shearsðthat cut the 

hot glass analogous to cutting thick plastic with 

scissors (Barber 1900:21).  The resulting finish ï 

which usually received some simple tool work 

to smooth out the edge - is called a Sheared Lip 

or Sheared Finish (Fig. 4). 

 
(Figure 4 [to left].  An early American pattern molded 

flask [ca. 1790-1830] with what is often referred to as a 

sheared finish, although that cannot be positively 

ascertained since it also received post-blowpipe fire-

polishing and possible simple tooling.)  

 

The term sheared lip is commonly used by 

collectors and archaeologists to refer indiscriminately to Cracked-Off , Burst-Off, and true 

Sheared Finishes which were subsequently fire polishedða process that typically makes the 

blowpipe removal method indeterminate (Munsey 1970; McKearin and Wilson 1978; Fike 

1987).  Sheared Finish bottles date similarly to the cracked-off fi nishes, usually prior to 1870 

(empirical observations).   

 



Once removed from the blowpipe, a vast majority of mouth-blown bottles received additional 

manipulation devoted to forming a finish that made the bottle opening (bore) more uniform and 

suitable for some closure method.  The earliest of these methods are briefly described in the 

section which follows. 

 

Early  Simple Finishing Methods 
 

Fire Polished Finish 
 

Once the bottle was removed from 

the blowpipe, one additional 

finishing step was often taken, 

even if no specific finish type was 

to be formed.  The upper neck of 

the bottle was reheated to smooth 

out the crude or sharp edges where 

the blowpipe was detached.  The 

result of fire polishing (Fig. 5) is a 

finish or lip edge that is smooth 

and glossy with the rim being 

rounded and slightly thickened 

(Jones and Sullivan 1989:40).  This 

method of completed finish--

cracking-off, bursting-off, or 

shearing, followed by fire 

polishingðwas commonly used on 

figured flasks dating from the first half of the 19th century and is rarely found on bottles 

produced after the early to mid-1860s (Deiss 1981:20-21; empirical observations). 

 
(Figure 5 [above].  A fire polished finish on an early American [1820s] ñsunburstò flask produced by a New 

England glasshouse [McKearin and Wilson 1978:420-421].) 

 

For clarity, fire polishing (or fire finishing) should probably be distinguished from reheating.  In 

the forming of mold blown bottles, these processes were operationally identical (taking the bottle 

to the furnace or glory hole to soften the glass of the finish area), but differed in purpose and in 

the stage at which they occurred.  Reheating was a necessary step carried out to prepare the glass 

for further tool manipulation to create a finish, including most of those discussed in the following 

sections.  Fire polishing was a final treatment sometimes used to smooth out any irregularities in 

a finish that had already been formed, particularly in its sealing surface, and to achieve a 

polished appearance.  It could be used on finishes as simple as the type just described, or on 

more complex finishes, and was probably an option as long as hand production continued.  Even 

after the introduction of machines, fire polishing was used for some types of finishes (Lockhart 

et al. 2009:51). 
 

Ground Rim Finish 
 



Along with fire polishing, the grinding down of the burst-off (occasionally cracked-off; rarely 

sheared) top surface of the lip or rim was one of the simplest methods for finishing a bottle since 

the functional structure of these finishes were fully mold-formed and not tooled to shape.  Once 

removed from the blowpipe and annealed, the rough rim was ground down flat and even to finish 

the bottle or jar (Fig. 6).   

 
(Figure 6 [to right].  A ground finish rim 

on a Lightning canning jar dating from 

between 1882 and the early 1900s.)   

 

Ground rims were very common 

on a wide array of mouth-blown 

canning jarsðand occasionally 

other bottle typesðproduced from 

the late 1850s until the 1910s 

(Toulouse 1969a; Creswick 1987).  

The sealing surface for such jars 

was not the ground rim surface 

itself.  Instead, a thin rubber gasket 

was placed on a lower horizontal 

ledge.  This was a typicalðalthough not universalðconfiguration for ground rim canning jars 

including the famous Mason 1858 Patent jar which sealed on the shoulder ledge below the 

external screw threads and likely where this type finish originated (Deiss 1981). 

 

This finishing process produces the following diagnostic characteristics: the extreme upper 

horizontal surface of the lip (rim) is flat (not rounded at all) and slightly rough to the touch, like 

fine grit sandpaper; there are usually tiny chips or roughness along the inside and outside edges 

resulting from the grinding process; the ground surface has a slightly opaque appearance; and the 

vertical side mold seams end right at the top outside edge of the ground rim and do not curl over 

the top of the rim. 

 

Laid-On Ring Finish 
 

Once the blowpipe was removed, a string or 

band of glass could be laid around the outside of 

the extreme upper neck forming the Laid-on 

Ring or String Rim finish (Figure 7).   

 
(Figure 7 [to right].  Laid-on finish on a mid-19th century 

French ñMuscatò wine bottle showing the crudeness 

typical of this type finish where no post-application 

tooling was performed.  This bottle was free-blown (not 

molded) and almost certainly cracked-off from the 

blowpipe leaving a rough, sharp rim that was not fire 

polished.  There are many variations on the theme of the 

laid-on ring finish, and examples are illustrated in Jones 

[1986: 49-71] and Jones and Sullivan [1989: 95-96].)  

 


