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 KNOWLEDGE

 m any iconic 
jewellery designs 
are informed by 
an unpredictable 

art form — enamelling. It is an application of 
coloured molten glass on metal; a technique 
honed by craftsmen for centuries. Early 
references trace to the 14th century BC, and 
the 19th century saw newer developments, 
practised in China, Japan, Russia and 
Europe. It is still practised today and has 
created a labyrinth of contemporary designs. 

Enamel is a colourless mixture of 
silica and other substances such as soda, 
potassium carbonate and borax. It is 
categorised as opaque, translucent or 
transparent by its melting points and 
appearance after heating. When heated 
and mixed with metallic oxides, the raw 

enamel takes on different colours 
and forms of either plates or chunks. 
Copper makes green and turquoise; 
cobalt creates blue; magnesium produces 
brown; platinum becomes grey; cobalt and 
magnesium make black, and borostannates 
make white. After enamel is finely crushed 
and washed with distilled water and nitric 
acid, it is ready for use. 

Using fine brushes or needles, fine 
powdered enamel is applied onto a metal 
surface within designed cavities, and then 
fused together by firing at temperatures 
ranging from 800 to 900 degrees centigrade. 
Different colours require various melting 
temperatures. The artisan must start his 
work with colours requiring the highest 
temperatures and finish with those 
demanding the lowest. 

Fine jewels created from molten glass

FROM TOP
A Yves Piaget Rose 
realised in miniature 
enamel, PIAGET; 
White plexiglas cuff 
with a golden metal and 
enamel cross, CHANEL

by Preeta Agarwal
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requiring the highest firing temperatures and 

CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT
Firebird and Kalinka cuff, 
FREY WILLE; Shim-
mering grey mother 
of pearl, opaque black 
and transparent enamel 
applied to a butterfly 
motif, VAN CLEEF & 
ARPELS; Necklace with 
diamonds and silvery 
clear fire enamel in 18k 
white gold; VICTOR 
MAYER

The plique à jour technique, French 
for ‘letting in daylight’, requires use of 
metal wires or ribbons attached to a thin 
copper plate, and translucent enamel is 
then applied in cells. The copper plate is 
dissolved in acid after firing, leaving an 
effect much like stained glass window. 
René Lalique, known for his Art Nouveau 
styled enamelled jewellery was a master of 
plique à jour. 

Frey Wille uses three types of fire 
enamel to create jewellery pieces, hand-
painted with motifs inspired by the likes 
of Monet, Klimt and Hundertwasser. 
The process takes 80 to 100 steps, and at 
least five days to complete a piece. Each 
luminous colour is achieved by a specific 
formula — a well-guarded company secret. 
Colours are applied in layers with ground 
24k yellow gold or white gold powder, and 
then fused with the enamel’s base layer 
during firing. The enamel is fired again 
after it is polished and painted. 

The champlevé technique involves 
fusing enamel into incised or hollowed 
areas of a metal base. Once cavities are 
filled to the top, the piece is placed into 
the kiln. After cooling, it is sanded and 
glazed with a final round of firing. This 
is frequently used in watchmaking. Patek 

Philippe, Piaget and Van Cleef & Arpels 
amongst other brands, practise the art of 
dial enamelling. The grisaille technique 
applied to watch dials uses only black 
and white. Black is the first layer and after 
each firing, it is fused with white to create 
shades of grey. Small gold leaf motifs 
called paillons, realised as flowers, leaves 
or stars, can be placed between two layers 
of enamel for decorating dials. 

Miniature painting on enamel has 
gained popularity in recent years. Coloured 
enamel is fired, and mixed with oil and 
essence to form a paint mixture, applied to 
white enamelled base plate. It is then fired 
after every colour application. Meticulous 
calculation is needed to avoid pimpling, 
bubbling or wrong shades. Even the most 
skilled artisan still holds his breath every 
time a piece goes into the kiln.   

The plique à jour technique, French 
for ‘letting in daylight’, requires use of 
metal wires or ribbons attached to a thin 
copper plate, and translucent enamel is
then applied in cells. The copper plate is 
dissolved in acid after firing, leaving an 
effect much like stained glass window. 
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