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PEWTER. WITH ILLUSTRATIONS FROM MR. WALTER 
CHURCHER'S COLLECTION. BY ERNEST RADFORD 

We have lately heard a great deal about Pewter as a collector's hobby, while at the same 
time its intrinsic worth as a material has been impressed upon the craftsmen of the present 
generation by the advocates of its revival. For accounts of its history the reader will doubtless 
refer, in the first place, to Mr. Masse's important work, and notice my gleanings from it. 
The Romans left some behind them, but for the history of it in England the ordinances of 
the Churches are the most reliable sources. Wood chalices were forbidden by the Synod of 
Rouen in 1074, and two years later in England. Then at the Council of Westminster, in 
1175. it was ordered that U the Eucharist shall not be consecrated in any other than a vessel 
chalice of gold or silver, and from this time forward we forbid any bishop to consecrate a 
pewter chalice." So ran the order, but as often as there were "bad times H in England, the 
more valuable church plate had to be sold to fill the king's coffers, and its place was taken 
by pewter. That necessity invented pe~er, as it has so many good things, is made clea, by 
the following passage: "In churches for a very long time the chief users of pewter viere the 
ecclesiastics: wood dropped out of use through being porous; marble, earthenwar~ and glass 
were found rather fragile; while bronze and copper, unless tinned or glazed, and lead vessels 
had an injurious effect on the wine/' So its use became general, because it seemed just 'what 
was wanted, and for centuries held its own. There were housekeepers in olden days who were 
no less proud of their kitchens, larders, and cellars than their successors in up'to-date, well-to-

. do houses, and the garnish of pewter to which the old · writers allude must have · been a 
goodly sight. 

I notice that the defenders of faith in the virtues of pewter are for the most part silent 
about the least amiable trait in its character-its habit of communicating the blackness of its 
own nature to what comes into contact with it. They were less squeamish in the Middle 
Ages than we are, and probably took kindly enough to the peck of dirt imparted by pewter 
to food; but some changes are for the better, and modern pewters lacking this fault must be 
better, I think, than the old. At present anyone can introduce a new substance with tin at 
the base of it, and what he may happen to call it hardly matters to us at all. Mr. Massi 
himself has described the unjustly abused ff Britannia metal H as a really good pewter, and 
Messrs. Brown and Englefield, whose methods have been little affected by change, have 
composed for the modern market what they call an 44 Art Pewter." So too Mr. Lasenbv Liberty, 
representing another firm; and the more active the chemists are the more certain we are to 
ha.ve the best possible pewter in time. 

The fact is that there has been too much gush by a deal about a lot of old stuff which, 
being only what it couldn't help being, has nothing remarkable in it; and while the reaction 
in favour of genuine work is 
welcome, · it will fail of its place 
entirely if it has not the effect of 
reinstating the artisan, in whose 
place at present we hav.e a great 
many ladies and gentlemen work­
ing with ,. all their might'" as 
we say. 

To return to the housekeeper's 
parlour. Just as at present a com­
plete service of china may consist 
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of a great number of pieces. only some of which will be marked. 
so was it with pewter while it was commonly used. Amongst 
the illustrations here given is the mark of the Wool-staplers 
from one of a set of plates formerly belonging to Staples Inn; 
while in the possession of a friend of mine are upwards of 
ninety pieces from a nobleman's house. of which one here and 
there bears his arms; and at prese~t there are platters knocking 
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about to be picked up in odd places. with the arms of the city of Yarmouth upon them. 
Enough can be learned from these instances about the very general use of this ware in the 
past. and it only remains to . be said that there are degrees of nobility in it. for some were' 
presentation pieces of plate. others the property of a corporation. either civil or ecclesiastic. 
and in every such case their m~kers. in so far as they were artists. would have been expected 
to make the utmost of the opportunity. 

I have purposely made this point. because the costliest would naturally receive the most 
ornamentation: less in England than other countries. however. for there was little of 
individual wealth in this country until her trades were developed; and while foreign centres 
of c'orrimerce contained artificers beyond computation, we had not the like of them here, and 
later. when we were rich enough. the fashion was all in favour of foreigners. So it remains 
true on the whole that English pewter of respectable date is unornamented. excepting in the 
most natural way. which happily is the most suitable. When vessels are perfectly shaped. 
it is because their proportions have been attentively studied. and the pleasure they give. though 
the comparison is between little and great. appeals to the . architectural sense, which sees 
perfection in buildings at once so like and unlike as the Parthenon, Sta. Sophia~ St. Paul·s. 
and their rivals in the Gothic style. Let there be Art in God's house. Art in the habitation 
of man. Art in all the appurtenances of it. 

To return to our pots and pans. The lines they follow. the curves they take, the rounding 
of angles. the hiding of edges. the strengthening of parts that require it-these considerations. 
mitigations. and modulations of the U common or garden H utensil are the outward and visible 
signs of those feelings which make artists such as they are. 

Besides a heap of what once were the commonest things. there were many of beautiful 
shape at Clifford's Inn. the interest whereof is largely due to the fact that their lilhapes were 
thought out and brought out bv men who were pewterers only. and forbidden bv the laws of 
their association to be anything else. In later days came the demand for elaborately 
ornamented trifles, which was largely supplied bv the silversmiths, whose designs were easily 
copied. and probably a case to the point is supplied by the snuff-boxes which Mr. Churcher 
has kindly photographed. (No. 3. fig. I, page 116. I am glad to say. he thinks German, 
while others. though English in character. may have been made abroad for the English market.) 
Pretty in themselves. mv object in showing them is to prove that pewter plate on a small 
scale. provided it be of good quality. can be elaborately as well as suitably decorated bv those 
who will give their minds Jo it. 

Probably in larger collections than Mr. Churcher's there would be some startling examples 
of wrongness. but in all we see here the design. in so far as design is mere space-filling. is at 
least fairly good. and the metal has lasted well. Those desirous of learning the A B C 
of this art should commence with designs as simple as 2 and 3 of the set, for though they 
may have served other purposes. they seem very suitable here. The absence of ornament 
is remarkable in other illustrations from Mr. Churcher's photographs. In fig. 3. page 113. 
we have pewter of the period covered by the reigns of Charles 11. and William and Mary, 
and the pieces have marks of well-known London makers upon them (1680-90). 
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Dishes :and plates, we are told, are generally beaten up out of one sheet. About the 
unornamented tankards ranged with them, 'I have very little to say, only that pewter being 
heavy and soft, the maker of them was expected to see to it that their bodies and handles were 
about equally strong with regard to their several functions. As the hinge, or point of 
attachment, is the weak spot in every such Tessel, it need hardly be said that . the most 
desirable objects in pewter are the least likely to give at that point. The fact is that nothing 
but mere common sense was put into the best constructed of these simple utensils, and specimens 
with any Art in them are the exception, not the rule. 

To turn to another plate. The illustrations of candlesticks, figs. 6 and 7, on pages 
114 and 115 (early nineteenth century), suggests one or two remarks about casting, which is 
commonly regarded as the most satisfactory way of obtaining the shapes we require. Most 
of the pieces · we see had to be cast in sections, and in the particular case of candlesticks, there 
were numerous moulds in stock (of socket and foot, presumably). So we get patchwork in 
pewter, with some such results as we see. All praise for the best, however. There is design 
of the highest order in the most satisfactory pieces, and this putting of thought actually 
into the thing one is making is so different from treating it superficially that the distinction 
is thought worth drawing. 

In the next illustration (fig. 2) we have a Scotch kirk dish (circa 1750), a pair of large 
church lavers, or baptismal flagons, made in England for use in Scotland (circa 1690), a similar 
flagon to the two others, made by William Hunter, of Edinburgh (circa 1750), and a smaller 
one, lipless (1769). 

Unadorned as they are, there is little to be said about the other illustrations of tankards, 
excepting that those on fig. 4, page lIS, are notable examples of secular vessels, which look 
as if they would stand anything, empty or full, whereas the ecclesiastical ones look as if the 
body of the vessel would require the support of one hand whilst the other was tilting the 
handle. One is barrel~shaped purposely, only splayed at the head and foot, where an ordinary 
cask would not be. Whether the ribs are mere imitations of hoops or functional, the 
photographer could not have told us. In the other, which has only one band, it is rightly 
placed at the line which is struck by the foot of the handle. It would be hard to say why, 
for this is one of those thought~marks which are the craftsman's secrets. 

The last illustration (fig. 5, page 114) is of .. dishes and plates of fancy shapes," and thus 
described by Mr. Churcher: ff Top dish, Continental, nationality doubtful, though probably 
Swiss"; on the second row, If dishes and plates by Samuel Ellis of London (circa 1730)," a 
name to be noted, because without the information it gives it might be thought Swiss; on 
the lower row, Swiss fish~dish (dated 1773) and two French cinq~foil dishes. As England, 
thanks to its tin-mines, was the source of so much pewter, a great deal of it was exported to 
other countries, whence, after being If licked into shape," as we say, it might be sent back 
again. Hence the difficulty which may arise in describing a piece exactly. Conversely, since 
most of our fashions are foreign, the maker of it might be English while the style was 
French or Swiss. 

I have spoken above about the putting of Art in to rather than on to the metal, thus obtaining 
two headings under which to deal with the matter, but the reader is spared the discourse 
which would naturally follow. Knowledge, especially if it be practical, of other metals and 
their peculiarities, 'will make the mastery of pewter a comparatively easy matter, and even 
if there were room for it, I should not see the use of supplementing this article with what 
would be nothing more than a recapitulation of the main points of those little books on craft 
for beginners, of which we are having so many. Since beginning to write I have read 
Mr. Lasenby Liberty's paper in the If Journal of the Society of Arts," and should find it hard 
to believe that the ordinary reader could want more than he has in that, and an earlier one 
by Ml'. Starkie Gardner, which anticipated the present revival of interest in this If common~ 
sense middling" metal, as Mr. Masse justly describes it. 
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Pewter. By 
Ernest Radford. 
(See page 110) 

Fig. 2. 

A Pair of Large 

Scotch Church 
Lavers or 
Baptismal Flagons 
(Circa 1690) 

One Flagon with 
Spout. Made by 

William Hunter. 
of Cambridge 
(Circa 1750) 

A Smaller One 
(dated 1769), and a 
Scotch Kirk Alms 

Dish (Circa 1750). 

(From Mr. Waiter 
Churcher's 
Collection) 

Fig. 3. 
Group of Late 

17th Century 
Pewter. 
(From Mr. Waiter 

Churcher's 
Collection ) 
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Fig. S. 

Fig. 6. 
Pewter Candle­
sticks. Early 
19th Century. 
(F rom Mr. Walter 
Churcher's 
Collection) 

Pewter Dishes 
and Plates 
(Date, 1730 
and 1773). 
(From Mr. Waiter 
Church er's 
Collection) 



Fig. 7. 

Pewter. By 

Ernest Radlord. 
(See page 110) 

Pewter Candlesticks. 
Early 19th Century. 
(From Mr. Waiter 
Churcher's Collection) 
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Fig. 4. 
Barrel-shaped 
Beer Jug. 
English, 18th 
Century 

Cover Tankard. 
Bewdley Make 

(Circa 1820) 

(From Mr. Waiter 

Churcher's Collection) 
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Cross in 
Hammered Metal 
with Enamel. 

Designed and 
worked by John 
Williams. The 
Wrought Base is 

the Work of 
D. W Evans 

Fig 1. 

Pewter 
Snuff-boxes. 
(From Mr. Waiter 

Churcher's 
Collection ) 
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