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Wriggle-worked Decoration on

Figure 1. A fine broad-rimmed restora-
tion charger engraved with the royal
arms and inscribed around the booge
“Vivat Rex Carolus Secundus Beati
Pacifici 1662

T he vast majority of pieces of English
pewter are without added decora-
tion and the collector must normally
find his or her pleasure in the simple
well-proportioned forms or the his-
torical interest of the pewterware in a
collection. Although a few pieces are
known with cast decoration, with
designs applied with the aid of small
punches or with repoussé ornamenta-
tion, these are extremely rare. The only
type of embellishment which is found at
all frequently (leaving aside coats of
arms and crests) is that which is
engraved into the metal by the process of
wriggling. In explanation of this tech-
nique it has been said by earlier writers
that conventional line engraving on
pewter is unsatisfactory due to the soft-
ness of the metal and/or the extent to
which engraved lines weaken it.
However, the evidence of engraved
armorials on pewter belies this as does
the existence of extensively line engraved
pewter of both English and Continental
European origin.

The truth of the matter lies in the ease
with which simple wriggled decoration
can be carried out even by the unprac-
tised. Let doubters equip themselves
with a small sharp clockmaker’s screw-
driver’ and ““walk’’ it with a rocking
motion over a piece of pewter. Let them
then try to produce a design with a
pointed graver. The latter requires
altogether more skilled control of the
tool. This is not to say that the superb
wriggle-worked restoration chargers or
the better flat lid tankards did not
require much skill in their decoration,
but emphasises the fact that an
acceptable naive and simple design could

English Pewter

by

Figure 2. A broad-rimmed dish com-
memorating the defeat of the Dutch fleet
in 1665 at the battle of Sole Bay. It
bears, above the ships, a portrait of
James, Duke of York, later King James
II, and the legend round the booge
““Jacobus Dux Ebor et Aiban Dom
Magn Admirallus Angliae’ and in the
well “Nec Minor in Terris 1665”".

have been produced rapidly and with
little training when large quantities of
commemorative or souvenir items were
needed.

Wriggled decoration on English
pewter appeared quite suddenly and
though it is found applied to one or two
pieces of apparently earlier date, notably
a plate of about 1600 illustrated in
Reference 1, no wriggled decoration can
with certainty be said to have been
executed before the restoration of
Charles II in 1660. It remained in vogue
until perhaps 1730 and then disappeared
equally suddenly. (I leave out of con-
sideration here its later and debased
reappearance in the 1800s as a method
of engraving ownership cartouches on
pub pots.) It is interesting that it
appeared at the same time as the slip
decorated earthenware of Thomas Toft
and other Staffordshire potters, and
there is some affinity between the
designs found in the two media which
would repay further study. For example,
plates are known both in pewter and in
earthenware with the motif of King
Charles II in the oak tree.

Most commonly in pewter wriggled
decoration is found on plates and dishes,
where it appears on all the main types:

Figure 3. A William and Mary
coronation souvenir in the form of a
narrow-rimmed plate engraved with
their portraits. The work is crude and
the metal poor in quality. Diameter
8Vains.

broad-rims, multiple-reeds, narrow-
rims, single-reeds and plain-rims. Pride
of place must go to the great broad-
rimmed chargers 20ins. or more in
diameter, engraved to commemorate the
restored. monarchy. Since the surviving
examples of these are dated 1662, or
rarely 1661, it has been suggested that
they celebrate Charles’ marriage to
Catherine of Braganza in 1661. This
however seems unlikely and if it were so
one would expect them to bear also her
arms or name. ‘“‘Vivat Rex Carolus
Secundus Beati Pacifici’’ many of them
proclaim and all flaunt the royal arms in
all their glory (figure 1). Other events
were, however, commemorated and the
victory of the English fleet commanded
by James Duke of York over the Dutch
in 1665 is the subject of the charger
illustrated in figure 2. Other broad-rims,
as with later examples, were purely
decorative or symbolic in their motifs.

Triple- or multiple-reeded plates,
usually with narrow rims, were produced
with royal portraits to celebrate the
coronations of William and Mary and
Queen Anne. Often of poor metal and
with engraving showing little talent, they
were the people’s souvenirs of these
royal events. William and Mary are seen
on such a narrow-rimmed plate in figure
3.

Most of the surviving plates and
dishes were, however, mementoes of
more personal events such as births and
marriages, or just something nice to put
on the dresser or shelf. Many, at least to
our eyes, appear purely decorative, but
the contemporary symbolism may have
been lost and the original owner may
have read some deeper significance into



Figure 4. A superb pair of 9ins. marriage plates with engraving of a peacock and a

peahen. Made by James Hitchman c.1700.

his possession. Some of this we can still
recover.

The peacock and the peahen, like
those shown in figure 4, were symbols of
both pride and fertility and are found on
many surviving pairs of single-reeded
plates bearing ownership triads and
clearly intended as wedding gifts. The
peacock plate is found on its own as a
birth or christening present and a plate
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Figure 5. A triple-reeded dish 20%zins. in
diameter and dating from c.1690 with a
pelican in her piety engraved in the well.

Figure 8. An attractive naive decorated
plate of narrow-rimmed type with a
motif of a dove in a floral environment.
Diameter 9ins., c.1690.

similar to that in figure 4 is known with
the inscription on the reverse ‘“William
Brook’s born July ye 17th 1717”’. The
pelican in her piety (figure 5) and the
lilypot (figure 6) with their obvious
religious significance, and the dove
(figure 7, right, and figure 8) signifying
peace, frequently appear. It is less clear

why the chained swan, the badge of
Henry V, should have been represented,
or what contemporary significance was
attached to the lion, shown in figure 7
(left) and usually depicted crowned, or
the bear, or the commonly found stag.
These, together with the crowned rose,
may be related to people or events long
forgotten, but the floral decoration of
tulips and thistles or cornflowers and the
infrequently found geometric designs
are purely decorative in character and as
such are often more skilfully executed.
Close study of the peacock and pea-
hen plates produced in large number by
James Hitchman (Cotterell 2340) in the
early 1700s reveals an identity of design
which could only have been achieved by
a stencil or similar device. We may
therefore safely assume that these were
produced either in his workshop or to
his order before sale. Others, from their
crude though sometimes spirited

designs, were more likely produced
locally for the purchaser. Indeed we can
imagine there being itinerant workmen
travelling from fair to fair or house to
house ‘‘improving’’ perhaps already
used items for a few pence a time. This

Figure 6. A pair of 9ins. plates engraved with lilypots and the initials MA and AA,

presumably a man and wife. Early 18th century.

Figure 7. A pair of early 18th century 9ins. plates with crude representations of a dove
and a crowned lion respectively.



Figure 9. A quart dome-lidded tankard
of ¢.1715-20 with wriggle-worked birds
and flowers round the drum.

could account for the surviving items
where the article is apparently older than
the decoration.

Next most frequently found are
tankards. These are normally of the late
17th century flat-lidded form, but a few
dome-lidded tankards of early 18th cen-
tury date are known with this decora-
tion, such as that shown in figure 9. It is
likely that more examples survive of
wriggle-worked flat-lid tankards than of
plain ones. However, one should be
cautious in assuming from this that an
equally preponderant proportion were
originally engraved. It may rather be a
question of relative survival rates, a
decorated piece having more apparent
merit than a plain one.

Again, as with plates and dishes, the
decorative motifs are diverse. William
and Mary and William III alone (figure
10) appear, as does (rarely) Queen Anne
and there is a possibly unique
representation of James II. However,

Figure 12. A flat-lidded tankard of
1690-1700 with a crudely worked lion
and dove motif. Compare this design
with that on the plates shown in figure 7.

Figure 10. A flat-lidded tankard bearing
a portrait of William Il alone, ¢.1700.

most of the designs are again symbolic
or purely decorative, and they vary enor-
mously in the quality of their workman-
ship. This is obvious from a comparison
of the tankards shown in figures 11 and
12. The dove and lion motifs on the tan-
kard shown in figure 12 are the same as
those seen in the pair of plates illustrated
in figure 7 and there must be some sig-
nificance in the two animals appearing
together in both places.

In view of the large number of
decorated tankards it is curious that only
one wriggle-worked flagon appears to
have survived, that shown in figure 13. It
is of beefeater form and dates from
¢.1680. At some time it lost its original
lid and the present one is a recent
replacement. The conventional flower
and foliage decoration is rather amateur
and stiff in execution, lacking any

Figure 13. An apparently —unique
wriggle-worked flagon of ¢.1680-90. The
““beefeater”’ lid is a recent replacement.

Figure 11. A superbly decorated flat-
lidded tankard made by Peter Duffield
(Cotterell 1458) c.1680.

“flow’’ in the design. One would not of
course expect church flagons to bear
secular decoration but many flagons
were undoubtedly used for domestic
purposes and it would have been
expected that more would have been
wriggled, particularly as they must have
been to some extent prestige items to
their original owners.

Other items found with wriggle-
worked decoration include 17th century
two-handled cups, an example of which
is shown in figure 14 here, and others are
illustrated in my article ‘““Two-handled
Pewter Cups’’ in Antique Collecting for
January 1981 (figures 2 and 3). The early
bucket shaped cups such as that in figure
14, of which only a handful survive,
would, but for the wriggling, be dated
prior to 1660, perhaps 1640-50. The later
date must however be accepted since it is
clear that at least some of them had the
decoration applied in the pewterer’s
workshop during manufacture. This
appears from the fact that the decora-
tion on these extends to the inaccessible
areas behind the protruberances on the

Figure 14. A fine and rare two-handled
cup of ¢.1660 engraved with tulips and
cornflowers(?). It is apparent from some
of these cups, though not this one, that
the decoration was applied before the
handles were put on.



handles, and was therefore applied
before the handles were affixed. Its
quality is also rather good, implying a
professional engraver.

A few trifid spoons are found with
wriggled decoration in the bowls, usually
floral designs, but it is uncertain whether
these are English or Dutch in origin —
and sometimes whether the decoration is
as old as the spoon! Footed cups for the
drinking of wine are found decorated in
this manner and one is shown in figure
15. Purely functional pieces such as
baluster measures and tavern pots were
not, to my knowledge, ever wriggle-
worked, neither can I instance any
wriggled candlesticks, salts or
porringers.

The field is a fascinating one but not
one for the collector of slender means.
Gone are the days when, as happened to
me twenty years ago, a dealer sold me a
pair of wriggled-worked plates for a
song because ‘‘they had been spoilt by
the doodling’’. A 9ins. plate with a
common design in good condition will
command some £200 at auction, but if it
commemorates a recognisable event this
price may be multiplied several fold. The
last restoration charger to change hands
at auction (in 1977) did so for £3,000,
but four years earlier one fetched almost
twice that. Flat-lid tankards may be had

Figure 15. A late 17th century wine cup
with conventional floral and foliage
decoration on the bowl.

for £700 to £1,500 or more. Collectors
should beware of apparent bargains in
heavily oxided wriggled pewter unless
they are prepared to leave it in that con-
dition. Descaling may remove the design

LOC —

as well as the scale! On the other hand,
since these matters tehd to be unpredict-
able, they may be as lucky as a well-
known collector who purchased an, at
first sight, plain broad-rimmed dish with
heavy scale, which when cleaned
revealed in the centre St. George and the
dragon, and round the edge a train of
wagons and horses.

Fakes are not unknown since, as has
been said above, the technique of
decoration is easy. Genuine pieces
usually either have hard oxide in the
bottom of the engraved lines, or else the
edges of the cuts are blurred and
softened by the effects of corrosion and
polishing. Fully cleaned and polished
pieces may however pose problems of
authenticity and not all the restoration
chargers which were admired in the
1920s are now free of suspicion. So, as
usual, caveat emptor.
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A well-proportioned 19th century French cherrywood dresser.
7ft. 2ins. high, 4ft. 2ins. wide, 2ft. lin. decp. Z




