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PINCHBECK:  THE OTHER YELLOW METAL 

 by Joy Journeay 
  

Christopher Pinchbeck was a London clock maker who invented a cheap 
substitute for gold, making the “appearance of wealth” attainable to more 
common Englishmen. In the world of fine jewelry, the term “pinchbeck” 
means a knockoff or “less than genuine” because it is counterfeited as gold 
to the unsuspecting. 

But, to us button collectors, it is another yellow metal that we should 
understand and cherish for its rich heritage.  

The alloy contains copper and zinc, as does our easily identified brass 
buttons. Brass uses a ratio of 1:3 or 2:3 in combining zinc with copper. 
Pinchbeck is created using a ratio of 1:10 and a treatment which prevents 
tarnishing.  

Pinchbeck lived from 1670 until 1732, and his son continued the production of Pinchbeck after 
Christopher’s death. Many Wedgewood medallions are set in Pinchbeck, in addition to other metals. The 
extensive classical and mythology series of Wedgewood medallions made in 1795 were set in Pinchbeck. A 
jeweler can help you determine the correct identity of the metal holding your valuable 18th century buttons.  

Thin layers of gold were also rolled onto metals to provide a gold surface. In later years, electroplating 
brass with gilt became a common practice. Pinchbeck wears far better as it is a solid metal, while the gilt 
items wear down to the plain brass below.  

When first marketed, one appeal of 
Pinchbeck was that a gentleman could 
substitute personal items of gold for the 
less costly Pinchbeck while traveling to 
mitigate his losses if he was robbed. 
(Using this same logic, my button 
collection provides me the same benefit!)  

Further reading:  “Chats on Old 
Jewellery and Trinkets” by MacIver 
Percival. 1912.  

  

 

Zeus on a cloud with his eagle.  
Wedgewood medallion set in Pinchbeck. 1795. 

Wedgewood collection. Victoria & Albert Museum. 


