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FAIRY LAMP CUP HOLES by Jim 

By now, I think most collectors of Victorian-
era fairy lamps are familiar with Samuel 
Clarke's patented lamp cup.  It was a patented 
design consisting of a corrugated rim within 
the lamp cup for the dome to rest upon that 
allowed air into the candle cup.  He protected 
that patented design fiercely and prosecuted 
anyone who infringed on his patent.    

The following is an excerpt from US Patent 
number 352296 of November 9, 1886, which 
describes the corrugated surfaces upon which 
the dome rests. 

"…The lamp-cups are provided with horizontal 
annular flanges upon which rest the glass 
domes having open tops. The annular 
horizontal flanges are corrugated upon their 
upper surfaces, in order that air to supply 
combustion may be admitted beneath the lower 
edges of the glass domes." 

The same patent was recorded in England, 
France, Germany, Belgium, and Austria the 
prior year.  This is perhaps the most important 
of all of Clarke's patented designs. 

In regards to this patented design, there is this 
statement in Fairy Lamps – Elegance in 
Candle Lighting by Ruf & Ruf, pg. 11: 

"Any lamp cup with other provisions for fresh 
air entry is not a Clarke Patent Fairy lamp cup 
with the exception of those lamp cups with a 
hole drilled in the bottom." 

Hole?  What hole? 

On June 5, 1888, Clarke registered US patent 
number 383862.  This patent covered several 
new innovations including a flower bowl and 
menu holder.  In addition, the patent also 
included this description: 

"My invention relates to lamps of that kind in 
which a short candle or oil-lamp is contained 
within a glass cup, which is covered over with 
a dome shaped shade, also of glass. These 
lamps are commonly known as 'fairy' lamps". 
This is Clarke's first reference to using an oil 
lamp in his fairy lamps.  He made a similar 
reference to "oil" in US patent number 403327 
issued on May 14, 1889. But, the use of oil is 
not the topic at hand. 

The US patent number 383862 also made 
reference to a hole in the bottom of the lamp 
cup.   

!  

An excerpt of Clarke's US patent 383862 reads: 

"…To improve the admission of air into the 
interior of such lamps (fairy lamps) I form the 
glass cup with a central hole through the 
bottom and with radial groves or corrugations 
on the inside passing from this hole to the 
sides.  The sides of the cup I also form with 
similar grooves or corrugations passing up 
them.  In this way a very uniform distribution 
of air all around the candle is obtained, so that 
the candle burns steadily without flickering." 

To the best of my knowledge, this lamp cup 
design has never been seen.  Perhaps, it was 
never produced.  If you happen to have one, 
please send me a photo to share with our 
members. 



So, just why was Clarke so concerned about 
modifying his initial patented design by adding 
this hole?  In two words…Hobbs Brockunier. 

In 1887, one year prior to Clarke's patent for 
the hole in his lamp cup, Hobbs, Brockunier & 
Company introduced two new fairy lamps, the 
"Fire Fly" and the "Acorn."   The "Fire Fly" is 1

illustrated in R-172.  The "Acorn" is illustrated 
in R-634. 

According to the Crockery & Glass Journal, 
April 28, 1887:  

"They (Hobbs, Brockunier & Company) have 
also ready for the trade a handsome new line of 
Acorn lamps in six colors, to take the place of 
the Fairy lamps." 

I think this is a clear reference to Clarke's fairy 
lamps and Hobbs, Brockunier & Company's 
efforts to cash in on his success. 

Both of these fairy lamps introduced by Hobbs, 
Brockunier & Co. used holes in the bottom of 
the cup to let air in.  I can not, however, locate 
a patent for this design.  Perhaps Clarke was 
taking advantage of their oversight. 

!  

Shown above are the two Hobbs, Brockunier 
fairy lamps. The "Fire Fly" (R-172 on the left) 
and the "Acorn" (R-634).  Both lamps used a 
hole in the lamp cup. 

!  

You can see that the design also used a smooth 
rim for the shade to rest and dimple feet to 
allow air under the cup. 

I am sure many of you have seen holes in 
Clarke lamp cups.  Many of these holes are the 
result of broken off pegs in both pyramid and 
fairy-size cups or they are the "clever" attempts 
to electrify fairy lamps by drilling a hole in the 
cup for the electric wire to pass. Just this week 
I saw a pyramid lamp cup with a hole drilled 
into the side just for that purpose.  

 Hobbs, Brockunier & Co., Glass – Identification and Value Guide, pg. 1401


