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In 1822 James Powell took over the long-
established glassworks, Whitefriars Glass, 
under the shadow of St Paul’s, and steered it 
onto a path to becoming one of the major Gothic Revival stained glass window makers in the 
country.  

However, there are three aspects that differentiate Powell’s from the other main Victorian stained 
glass window makers. The first of these was their central role in the chemical synthesis of colours 
that matched exactly the colours in medieval glass. This was in association with Charles Winston, 
the leading commentator on glass and the 
funder for work on re-creating the medieval 
glass colours. Winston wasn’t the easiest to 
w o r k w i t h , a s w a s s h o w n i n h i s 
correspondence with the Cathedral 
authorities in 1852 (see J&T 60). Indeed, Sir 
George Gilbert Scott felt more could have 
been achieved if Winston had been less 
abrasive. Scott wrote ‘The art of glass 
painting has suffered a great loss from the 
crochets and ill-nature of a man who of all 
others was the best qualified to help it 
forward’. Nevertheless, Powell’s persevered 
and their resulting ‘antique’ glass was a 
triumph; they sold it at premium prices to 
other glaziers, along with quantities of more 
basic sheet glass.  

Secondly although they had in-house designers, they made glass windows for freelance designers 
too. Thus, they made glass for the likes of Rosetti, Burne Jones and Mary Lowndes, as well as for 
in-house designers like Henry Holiday and J W Brown. Even Matilda Radnor’s window in the 
north quire aisle was made by Powell’s after 
she’d had been coached by J W Brown. We have 
examples of their glass throughout the 
Cathedral, including most of the windows in the 
Morning Chapel.  

Harry Powell, grandson of the founder, joined his 
grandfather’s company in 1875 and opened up 
new areas for them. This was the third way they 
distinguished themselves, in particular in the 
development of coloured glass for tableware. He 
was seeking to match the Georgian glass bottles 
and drinking glasses as illustrated in this tavern 
scene from Hogarth’s ‘Rake’s Progress’, an image 



that might have been mirrored 
by Grayson Perry in ‘The Vanity 
of Small Differences’.  

Indeed, Powell’s range of 
products became extensive, as 
shown in this advert for the 
1922 British Fair. Harry ’s 
interest in chemistry had led 
him to develop heat-resistant 
scientific glass for use in 
laboratories and industry for 
early applications in electric 
light bulbs and x-ray tubes. He also planned to move the factory to Wealdstone 
(Harrow) in 1923, but sadly died just before the move took place. There it 
increasingly focussed on glassware. But gradually the market declined and the factory 
closed in 1973 to be replaced by a primary school, named Whitefriars School.  

Most of the Powell’s windows in the Cathedral were installed in a very short period 
from 1908 to 1913. Two windows that don’t attract too much attention are the 
triforium window in the south transept (alongside a medieval grisaille window that 
may be in situ); and the pair of lancets above the entrance from the consistory court, a 
memorial to John and Sophia Angell (above).  

Sometimes Powell’s windows carry the Whitefriars maker’s mark (seen here), but I 
can’t spot one in the Cathedral. Please let me know if you see one or, indeed, if you have one in 
your local church. 


