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DRAGON’S BREATH GLASS     
by R. Keith Golden 
  

 
Dragon’s breath glass imitates a cross 

between the beautiful Mexican fire opal and what 
we call a “jelly opal.” Liquid or molten metals were 
added to the glass during manufacture to produce 
the changing opal-like coloration in the cabochon.  

'Dragon's breath' stones reflect changing 
colors when moved or the light source changes. 
Those reflected colors include primarily red to 
blue with more subtle colors including yellow, 
orange, green, bright blue or purple.  

The changing colors are known as 'the breath' 
and give these glass stones their name. The 
stones are transparent pure glass with no 
backing, metal wash or foil. To capture the full 
effect of the 'breath,' the stones are mostly 
cabochon cut —  rounded  tops and flat backs. 
Other shapes exist, however—while they can be 
beautiful—the fire is somewhat diminished in 
those different cuts/molded glass stones.  

Early 20th century jewelry pieces were mostly 
made in the United States. Many of the extremely 
popular mid-century and later jewelry pieces 
found using the stones were made in Mexico and 
by southwestern Native Americans.  
  
  

This stone is traced to Bohemia around 
1900, from what is now the Czech 
Republic. They named them 'Mexican Glass 
Opals'. There is nothing indicating any US 
company ever manufactured this glass. 
They were imported into Mexico, the US 
and around the world by major jewelry 
companies and silversmiths. Many, 
perhaps most, of the 'stones' are found set 
in sterling silver. Imitations of the stones 
were abundant over the later decades. The 
genuine early stones were clear, had no 
backing of any sort and were used in what 
would have been 'high end' pieces of the 
period. 
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Buttons set with the stones are quite scarce.  
The beautiful button shown here, c. 1900-1920, is a contour button. The metal frame has a ring 

border of tiny flowers and four large Gypsy-set rhinestones. The Gypsy cups are all crimped. The next 
inner border is a quatrefoil shape with 28 rhinestones set in the same manner. The button center is 
a fully bloomed sunflower with the high domed stone complemented by a twisted rope border on its 
metal cup. This button has an elongated U-loop shank. The images do not do it justice, for it is 
absolutely stunning in hand! See more images in the March 2021 National Button Society Bulletin. 
  
 

This octagonal button has a base of opaque 
watermelon pink glass, with dragon’s breath  
glass above enveloping additional swirls  
of black glass smoke. Courtesy of  
Deb Chrowl. NBS medium. 

Dragon’s breath  
glass molded like a  

scarab and set in silver. 
Courtesy of Holly Derderian. 

NBS medium. 
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