


THE GIFT OF PEWTER 
By MARSHALL B. DAVIDSON 

Associate Curator of the American Wing 

Among the good things 
ill life coming within 
reach of the English 
commoner of late Tu­
dor days, and appar­
ently not least in his 
estimation, was "a faire 
garnish of pewter" for 
/lis cupboard. W'hereas 

in old times "a man should hardlie find four 
peeces of pewter ... ill a good farmer's house, " 
by 1577 that well-garnished cupboard, with 
perhaps some plate "to furnish up the sute," 
was already a fairly collllllon expectation. For 
centuries past pewter hac! been more or less 
restricted to the' esta bl ishments of the gentry, 
the nobility, and the Church. But the fortunes 
of the enterprising "Ill id dIe people" were im­
proving rapidly - and portentously - and 
they were eager to show pewter in their own 
households as a token of their rising preten­
SIOns. 

Butpewttrwu not 
impressive. It was far more 
adaptable and efficient than 
the miscellaneous ma t erials 
such as wood, leather. and 
horn which it tended to re­
place; and it was SOOIl serv­
ing myriad humaJl-' '''I' ;{nts 
from the nursery to the banqu et hall, from the 
tavern to the Communion table. By the time 
the American colon ies were fairly settled it 
was, typically, the metal of the day. Fed by 
the tin mines of Cornwall, the English pew­
terers drove a prosperous trade, and, for a 
while at least, the Worshipful Company of 
Pewterers ranked high among the London liv­
ery companies. 

To protect their trade London pewtere rs 
even as early as 1532 were insisting that no 
Englishman 'should "at any time hereafter re­
sarI." to any strange Regions or' Countries, 
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there to use, teach or exercise the said Craft 
of Pewterers," as some craftsmen had done 
"for their singular Lucre." That was long be­
fore the colonial idea had won any sort of 
popularity in England. But quite possibly it 
was a "lobby" in the interest of home manu­
facture that, less than a century later, induced 
the Virginia Company to omit any mention of 
the pewterer's trade in appealing to practi­
cally very other type of artisan to emigrate to 
America. The early records of tbe Massachu­
setts Bay Company do not list p ewterers either, 
although they mention a wide variety of other 
crafts. To the investors in Eng land, pewterers 
among them, Jamestown and Plymouth were 
first and foremost supposed to pay dividends. 
Tha t point of view certainly regarded neither 
colony as an experiment in political or re­
ligious freedom. 

There :vas irony in the fact that the Wor- , 
shiPful Company should have invested in the 
Virginia Company that was struggling so hard 
to es tablish Jamestown. It was just such pro­
motion companies representing the merchant 
capitalism of the new economy that were so 
rapidly outmoding the ancient guild system. 
However, the London pewterers were out to 
supply the New 'World with their ware and to 
a considerable degree their efforts were suc­
cessful. English-made ' pewter enjoyed a high 
reputation for quality, . 
and during the colo-
nial period vast quan­
titi es, far exceeding in 
value the plate and 
furni ture ex parted, 
were sent to America. 
For while pewter never 
did entirely supersede 
more primitive mate­
rials (even Harvard 
boys for many years ate 
from wooden trench-
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ABOVE: "A faire garnish of pewter" selected fmlll the collection giv(:n to the Museum b)' 

./osejJ/i Fl'IIllU , A 117Uicol1, XPIII and XIX centuries. INSETS Ol\: OPPOSITE PAGE: Malicl's ' 

IOIlc/ICS Oil. a dish, a basill. IlI/d 11 /)/lIlc in til l' FUll/e r: gifl 
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Chalice made by I o/i.ann Christophel' Heyne (1715-Hi81), fift ee n-inch 1/{{lIlIl1 el'cd d isll 

hy Sil710n Edgdl (wor/iing 1713 -17,12 ), and two-quart (lagon I), Tl/I)l/1(1s lJanlorlll 

Boal'dmall (( lid Sherman Roardl71(1n (working 1810-185-1). Gifls of I oscl) h Frallce 

el's), it was in fairly comlllon use in this coun­

try from the earliest da ys of colonizat ion. 

The nature o[ the meta l itself, however, 

subverted that m onopolistic imperial policy. 

Pewter is re l a til't~ l y so rt and des tru ct ible but 

by way of compensation it may be melted and 

remolded easi ly and at little expense. \IVithin 

a generation following the first settleme nts lo­

ca l artisans were at work repairing and recas t­

ing the " damnifi ed" ware o [ the ir ne ighbors. 

Undaunted by thc 11\'c percent ad valorem tax 

on tin, which denied th em for a ll practica l 

purposes the m a i n ingredient o[ new-made 

pewter, na tive pew terers in ever increasing 

numbers searched ou t all the o ld meta l they 

cou ld buy front the public and shaped it 

afresh. 
It would be untru e to claim that the Amer­

ican produ ct .vas as consistently good as the 
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English. Yet often enough it was excellent. <\ '; 

the America n \Ning co llcc tiOl~s testify, Til L' 

forms we re usuall y less varied a nd less elabo­

rate than Europea n analogues. But in con ­

tour and proporti o n . as we ll as in qua li ty 0" 

meta l, they [01' th e most part revea l sound 

workmanship and a nice eye. In [ac t it is rc­

markabl e that a craft so bese t by circulll ­

stances should ha\ e Idt the rich legacy it did 

in this country. 

During the las t ri\'e years the j'vILlseLlm ha s 

endeavored to build up a represe ntati\ 'c: 

group of the bes t America n work in pewte:'. 

Following a specia l loan exhibition in I(n~) 

two very gencrous gifts from Mrs. J. II1Slcy 

Blair immedi ate ly raised OLlr collect ion [ra lll 

a negligible one to o ne of the fu-s t impor­

tance. Subsequently several purchases were 

m ade to augment that substantial nucleus, 
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1111 11 lilT II{ I I/(' ,\""il' j '()rl .. Sorif'!\' IJ{ PI'<I'l l'rl'r,1 .\/i01l'illg II/(, 111'11/.\ of t1I (' snri!'!v, l/ir' rr' r/r' m! fill,!!:, 

1/1Ir! l) r'1 I'II'u'rs III "'()il .. , <I'illl 1,IIIIrlll'/ITislir ('XlillljJit'S IJj 111I'ir wrnk, "JlI (J1I1 ,;SS, 

() i l'lIl 'r! /1) ' TI/(, ,YI'HL Yrllk n isllJrirlll SlJr 'id\' 

;11 1( 1, jll st recl'llt lY: til e gi rt. or ,lo\l' pl1 Fr;I Il CC 

lirtl'" til l' collcct iOIl t() rl';t/ Clllill( ' Il Cl' ;I S lil e fill ­

l', r Oil Illlhli c c:o.: hiiJitioll , \fr. h '; lllcc ;t/l olI'cd 

thl ' \ fll se lllll t() se!cn /'1'0111 ili s l':o.: tl ' IIS il'C c() l­

Icn ioll t.ilose pi eces lll al H'o uld bcsl slIppl l'I IlI' lll 

\\' iI ;lt \\'(' il;ld ;t/r l'a d v aC(llIir l'd , Til ;l t. \ 'c r y 

til oug ilt rlt/ so rt or gC Il l' ro s it ~ , h r il lgs li S ro rt l'­

fi n : Ill o rc pi l'cl's , 1Il'III y h I' (T; t! tSllI CII 111 'CI' iou sly 

ill;!d eLiIl;ltcl y rc pl'Csclllcd or IIO t rL'prCSI' llt cd 

;It ;t/I. :\ s a cOllscLiIl CIl Cl', ,,' ILI I. lI' ith th c illl ­

t)Ort ;lllI IO;I II S o r \frs, Stc ph cll S, Fil z Cc-r; t/cl 

;111(1 Y;l k l : lIil 'c rs itl' ShOll' l1 ill til l: :\III CI' ica ll 

\\ 'illg, till' lI'o r/.;. o r tll C grc;lt 11I ;I.i orilY or 1'0111 -

l)('tl'll t ,\lIlcric;11l PI'''' tCIT rs 111 ;1)' I)e SCC Il il1 o ur 

g; llkri l's , 

Til l' h';lll ce gi ll iIICIII(iL-s til l' p\'Odlll'ts or 

111/ '11 lI ' il osc acti\' ity ra ll gcd 1'1'01 11 ;'\o rlil C;lro ­

lil LI to :\CII- Halllpsilirc, SO IlI C o r tlll'lll t il c 

Illost ;tld c cr; lft slll c il ,,'!t() lI'o r/.;. cd il1 tili s COU Il-
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lry, Sucil 111 (' 11 as Silll OI1 Edg'c l!. frcdcri c /.;. Ba s­

Sl' lt, H CllI' \' ;llId \\ ' illi ;1I11 \\ ' lI!. Tilll()lll \' Brin-, , n 

d L' ll , and .TOil ;11I1l C ilri s lo pilcr H C\' I1 l', to lIaJ1l C 

hut all l'ITII iI ;t!f dOl.c ll IlIa s tc rs , ,\ l1t;!glliliccl11 

fill CC I1 -ilHh dish hI' S illl OIl Ed gdl or PhiLt ­

d l' lphia , sh ()II- 1l 0 11 p ;lgc (i~, lypi fi cs all thal 

i, hl'SI ;llId III OS t s ig llif ic; lll l i ll 0 111' l' ilrl y p CII'­

lc r, \i;ld l' ol c:o.:Cl:IIe1ll. 111 l't; t/ , it , is s tr l' ng lh ­

l' ll ed hI' sc rllpul o us ;111-O\er 1l ;lllllll cr ill g, In 
EIl ,g !;llld su cil a CCO J1l pi isil l'd h;1 nIIlIIT-II'o r/.;. 

IlIiglll h ;I I I' l)cL' 1l a sp L'c iali s l \ .i n l), Edgcll was 

l10t 011'" a ITrs;ltile pCH'lnl'!', ;Ihk ill ;t/I 

pil ;JSes of Ili s (T;lrt. , Illll. ;1 largl' -sci t/ l' IlI (TC h a 11l 

;11lt! ;1 111 ;111 ()f aflairs in till' 11I ;IIlII L' r ol so l11 a ll ), 

l'ololli;t/ I' r;t! 'ls III CII. HOII'CI '(T , s ill ce ;t!1 ;II ';lil ­

ahle il1l'o l'lll <1t io n cOllcl'!'l1ing til ose IlI l' ll alld 

th c ir , \'C)r/.;. il ilS o lll\' rCCl' ll l '" h e(, 11 plll )li shcd 

I11 I ,cdl ic 1. [ ,all g illitl \ I'OlllPITItCll s il 'C I 'nl'il'r 

III .. ill /('riUl litll c 111()1 'l' Il Cl' d he s; lid li nc, 



But it might be noted in passing how par­
ticularly American antiquarian scholarship 
emphasizes the individual craftsman, the per­
sonal character of his work, and even the inci­
dental developments of his career. Such man­
ner of treatment has few real parallels in the 
studies of other countries. True, the history 
of the crafts in Amer-
ica is relatively bri eF 
and there was little o f 
that official organlDt · 
tion under guild or 
state tha t has ab­
sorbed so much re­
search abroad. The 
colonization of Amer­
ica was in itself an ex· 
presslOn of a new 
spirit of individual 
enterprise that ac­
quired fresh meaning 
when transplanted to 
the New '''for ld. Con­
ditions h ere lent the 
artisan a special im­
pot-tance and a special 
prestige. The respect 
paid . to craftsmanship 
even tinged the con­
ception of divinity. 
For in America, as 
Benjamin Franklin 
once said, "God Al-

; . 

cutters. But the latter, unfortunately, r em a in 
unidentifi ed and their work has principally a 
token value. 

\IVhat proportion of American pewter le ft 
the shop unmarked , and why, it is impossible 
to say. All the pieces in the Fra nce co llection 
are marked, some with ra re and interest ing 

tou ches, and by those 
references we can 
credit to Ameri can 

mighty ... is respected 
and admired more for 
the variety, ingenu­
ity, a nd utility of his 

Chalice made by 
I8I9). Given to 

Timothy B1'igden (1774-
the Museum by lose/Jh 
France 

pewterers such attrac­
ti\'e and purely native 
forms as the cha l ice by 
Timothy Brigden il ­
lustra ted here, such 
int e res ting for e ign 
"b lends" as the chalite 
by Johann Christo­
ph er H eyne (see page 
(i2), as well as more 
traditionally English 
d es ig ns in plates , 
dishes, basins, and por­
ringers . The bronze 
maIds used for casting 
pewter were very ex­
p e nsive e quipment 
and were reluctantly 
di sca rd ed. As a r esult 
some styles in Ameri­
can pewter were per­
petu a ted for as much 
as a century after they 
were first used. Bu t 
they remain none th e 
less interesting for it. 

handiworks than for the an tiq u ity of his family." 
Perhaps it is a recognition of such tradi­

tional va lu es, an eagerness to credit each man, 
sure ly and justly, with the produ cts of his 
handicra ft, that leads American pewte r collec­
tors to attach such great importa nce to the 
makers' m a rks, or touches, on their pieces. 
Often , indeed , the m arks have their own in­
terest as the work of very accomplished die-
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By the time pewter­
ing reached a peak act iv ity in America the 
meta l was already being superseded by crock­
ery, g lassware, a nd other meta ls as those mate· 
rials were brought within the same price range. 
For a whil e machine-spun pew ter made of 
thin ly rolled metal h eld out aga inst such riva ls. 
But by the middle of the last century pewter 
and the ben ch artisan who made it had h ad 
their day. 




