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What constitutes a letter? A letter is 

the reason for the existence of the 

covering that contains it. From the 

earliest days through the mid-19th 

century, the vast majority of letters 

were sent folded and sealed, first 

with wax and later with wafers. What 

was of paramount importance to the 

correspondents? The privacy of the 

contents, and how to achieved it?

Given the importance of sealing 

the letter to ensure privacy, there 

is surprisingly little information on 

how that privacy was maintained. 

There is but a single book dedicated 

to this topic, Adhesive Wafer Seals 
by Michael Champness and David 

Trapnell (1996). Passing note of 

them is made in Michael Finlay’s 

Western Writing Implements (1990). 

My British colleagues know of no 

other significant references. In this 

article, we look at various intrinsic 

methods of sealing a letter during the 

19th century. Prior to 1839, postage 

was charged based on the number 

of sheets and distance; an envelope, 

then, would represent another sheet 

and thus increase postage cost. It 

was not until the introduction of the 

uniform Penny Post (based solely on 

weight) that envelopes as we know 

them came into general use.

Initially, envelopes were not gummed 

and therefore had to be sealed 

by some other method, as noted 

above. By the late 1840s, envelopes 

appeared that had glue applied to 

the inside of the tip of the flap. There 

were often designs embossed in 

that area to give the appearance of 

an applied matrix or wafer. Even so, 

wafer seals can be found used in 

conjunction with such pre-gummed, 

even embossed, flaps.

Even with the advent of fully 

gummed envelopes, wafer seals were 

still used, often by merchants to 

promote their business, products or 

services or by special interests such 

as religious or temperance groups. 

This practice continued well into the 

late 19th century when the wafer seal 

was gradually replaced by the poster 

stamp for those purposes.

y p y p

r those purposes.

Fig. 7: This bronze “wax jack” would have 

had a wick extending from its mouth which, 

when lit, would melt the wax, permitting it to 

drip onto the letter.
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The Materials used 
in making Letter Seals

The sealing of communications with wax dates to the 

earliest days of writing on paper. Wax was originally made 

of 2/3 beeswax and 1/3 resin with additional colouring or 

not. It should be noted much of the so-called “wax” after 

the mid-16th century was in reality a mixture of shellac 

and powdered vermilion. But we use the term “wax” 

nonetheless. Prior to 1635, the post was a royal prerogative 

and sealing was done with an armorial matrix (the device 

used to impress the wax, what we would call a desk seal); 

at that time, merchants used private posts but similar 

sealing methods. After 1635 and the expansion of the 

postal service, wax seals were employed extensively by 

the upper classes and gentry as well as merchants. Most 

commonly, the design consisted of the user’s initials, coat-

of-arms or appropriate heraldic symbol. Many companies 

engaged in seal engraving (Fig.1). Most matrices were for 

desk use; they come in a number of sizes (Fig. 3). Many 

are found in ring or watch fob form (Fig. 2). Later, a simple 

crosshatched matric was used to impress the less pliable 

wafer seals (Fig. 4 and 5). The matrix was usually supplied 

to the purchaser with a “proof” impression of its incised 

design; they are very hard to find (Fig. 6).

Fig. 1: Two examples of labels used by seal matrix makers, 

usually pasted to the inside of the top of the box 

the matrix came in.

Fig. 2: A matrix engraved 

in stone, mounted in gold, 

carried as a watch fob.

Fig. 3: A small matrix sold at the 

1851 Crystal Palace Exhibition 

with the talismanic 

all-seeing eye design.

Fig. 4: A crosshatch matrix.

Fig. 5: The use of a crosshatch 

matrix to impress an initial wafer 

onto a folded 1d. Black drop letter, 

1841 within Liverpool forwarded 

to Queen’s College, Cambridge, 

with another 1d. Black.

Fig. 6: Small box with “proof” 

impression of a matrix design.
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Wax was melted using a “wax jack,” dripping the wax onto 

the letter join or envelope flap (See Fig. 7, page 59). To 

assure even more protection from tampering, a piece of 

paper might be placed over that wax upon which was 

made a blind stamp with the user’s seal. 

There is a group of cameo (“medallion”) wafers that are 

rather thick and very fragile, popular from about 1780-

1830. They were made by a different method, using pure 

glue mixed with a colouring agent dissolved in water to 

make a syrupy mix. The syrup was poured into an actual 

seal matrix. As it dried, it took on the intricate detail of the 

design. They were avidly collected, often mounted on card 

to be given as a keepsake. They usually feature classical 

or genre scenes. Wedgwood was one of the early makers 

(Fig. 8). A number of other manufacturers have been 

identified, a topic for another article. They were sold in 

small boxes. Because of their fragility, the earliest types 

are virtually never seen on cover. A small, later (1840) 

cameo example is shown in Figure 9, the only one I’ve 

seen. There was at least one attempt to introduce a 

truly wax-like seal. Mr. F.R. Lewis of Cork created his 

“Composition Seal” around 1840, available with a number 

of mottoes and images. What they were made of is 

unknown. Only sample impressions of a single seal are 

recorded. The promotional flyer that accompanied the 

sample lists the its design as #73 (Fig. 10). They, too, 

were quite fragile and none have been found on cover.

Fig. 8: The exquisitely detailed designs and 

characteristic Wedgwood blue identify the 

maker of the cameos on this gift card; at 

the top, a Maenad (follower of Dionysius); 

below, Cupid; a suggestive combination.

Fig. 9: Rare use of a medallion wafer as a 

seal, Bath to London, 1840.

Fig. 10: The flyer and impression of 

Emblem [design] 73 made by F. R. Lewis 

of Cork, c. 1840.
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The development of the wafer seal was the result of 

looking for a simpler method than using heated wax and 

a matrix. Note that, for other than true wax seals, I use 

the terms “wafer,” “wafer seal” and “seal” more or less 

interchangeably; “seal” is more commonly used in the 

U.S.; in Britain a “seal” referred, formally, to that made by 

a matrix in wax. The earliest reference I have found to 

“wafer seals” is in an ad, by Nasmyth, Clark & Co., on the 

front page of the 12 December 1814 issue of The Edinburgh 
Correspondent (Fig. 11). The simplest wafers were made of 

various thicknesses of a wheat, egg and gelatin preparation 

called isinglass. The least expensive were unadorned 

transparent disks made in sheets and die-cut into circles. 

Somewhat more expensive were those with printing upon 

them, usually in gold or silver and quite hard to read, sold 

in sheets (Fig. 12). Stationers might offer them pre-applied 

to fancy ladies’ envelopes (Fig. 13). More expensive were 

those made in an embossing press and usually coloured; 

pure white ones are uncommon. They were opaque and 

closely simulated a true wax seal (Fig. 14). The embossing 

was made by a machine similar to the one used by Charles 

Wilding for his elaborate and highly collectible trade cards 

(Fig. 15). Wilding was also a security printer and claimed 

that his method of combining colour and embossing made 

forgery more difficult. Most other types were made of 

paper. They could be mono or polychrome. Some have a 

metallic surface, simulating foil (Fig. 16). 

Fig. 11: Earliest reference to wafer seals I’ve seen.

Fig. 13: A lovely ladies’ envelope with 

pre-applied isinglass wafer, ready for use. 

“All’s well/that/ends well.”

Fig. 12: Isinglass wafers, like other 

quadrilateral forms, were made in sheets 

to be cut apart. Here a block with different 

styles of the letter “S.”

Fig. 14: Three examples of embossed 

wafers resembling wax: a sailing ship 

(“Such is Life”); a bouquet of flowers and 

a group of Masonic symbols.
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All were meant to replace the wax seal and their use 

antedated somewhat the regular use of envelopes so 

that they may be found on folded letters as well as on 

envelopes. Indeed, the earliest known use of a paper 

wafer is 1837 (Fig. 17). It is often not possible to date with 

precision when a particular type came into use, 

as there is considerable overlap.

Let me make a few general statements about wafer 

formats. Regardless of material used, wafers are found in 

many shapes: all manner of quadrilaterals, circular, oval or 

die-cut, usually imperforate, rarely serrated (usually for use 

on official documents), never perforated. The quadrilateral 

types were usually produced in sheets of se-tenant 

designs. Large multiples are rare (Fig. 18) and the use of 

more than one wafer on a letter is distinctly uncommon 

(Fig. 19). They were also available precut and sold in small 

envelopes or boxes (Fig. 20). 

Figure 15: Charles Wilding’s heavily 

embossed bust of Queen Victoria on a 

display card for pen nibs published just 

after her Coronation.

Figure 16: Paper wafers: embossed “gold” 

foil with a balloon (“Bon Voyage”).

Figure 17: The earliest known use of a wafer 

seal, June 1, 1837, with a bust of Francesco 

Petrarch, father of Humanism.

Fig. 18: A full sheet of all different se-tenant motto wafers. Such 

sheets may be found intact but cut up with appropriate wafers 

being selected and removed from the interior.

Fig. 19: Two strips of paper wafers, 1846, a rare usage.

Fig. 20: An ornate wafer envelope: Harris, Brothers 

Oriental Sentiment Wafers. A small De La Rue box 

for motto wafers; 
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Those who could not afford the more expensive wafers 

could use plain paper “paste seals” which, like the gelatin 

type, were to be moistened on both sides and placed 

beneath the tip of the flap. Pressure was then applied 

with a paperweight to seal the letter. From time to time, 

one can find the combination of a simple paste seal with 

another type of [ungummed] wafer that required an 

application of glue superimposed. The writing kit shown in 

Figure 21 contains many of the wafer types I’ve described: 

plain, round isinglass, small white paste wafers, embossed 

wafers of various types and paper ones. Note also that it 

contains a pen nib and a small piece of sealing wax. 

Stationers had a wide variety of wafers to choose from 

to offer their clients. Traveling salesmen carried sample 

books from which a selection could be made. The one in 

Fig. 22 is the only one I know of.

How Wafers imparted 
their Message

Above, we have looked at wafers by material used. 

The next step is to look at the message on the wafer, 

regardless of material. The simplest is merely the initial of 

the sender, sold in small envelopes (Fig. 23). Finding two 

wafers of any type on an envelope is scarce (Fig. 24).

As seen in examples shown in some of the figures above, 

the message might be purely text, purely image or a 

combination of both. Most are generic referring to or 

implying messages of love, friendship, home and longing 

among other sentiments. The text is usually simple and 

the image, if there is one, is semiotically related to the 

text. The strips used on the cover in Figure 19 show these 

two iterations; the second from the left includes the 

image of a dog as a symbol of “Your Faithful Friend.” In 

the absence of text, the image alone imparts the message 

(see the Masonic symbol in Fig. 14). These generic types 

account for most of the wafers we encounter.

Rarely, two methods were used as in Figure 25 where wax 

was first applied and then a paper motto wafer. Similarly, 

on rare occasions, two different people applied wafers, 

usually when a letter needed to be forwarded (Fig. 26). 

There are a number of much scarcer (indeed some quite 

rare) special categories, special interest groups and then, 

finally, the group of commercial ones.

Special categories include portraits (Fig. 27); topographical 

(Fig. 28); ethnographic (Fig. 29) or humorous (Fig. 30); 

military (Fig. 31) and medical (Fig. 32).

Fig. 21: A writing kit with numerous types of wafers. The 

pen body is usually missing from these sets.

Fig. 22: A wafer salesman’s sample book from c. 1840.

Fig. 23: A small envelope was used to sell wafers in packets of 

100. All those (about 80) remaining in this packet have a silver 

monogram “M”.
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Fig. 24: The monogram “H” seal this folded 

letter; note two different colours of the 

seal, implying its packet contained more 

than one colour.

Fig. 25: The sender, originally using 

wax, added a sentiment motto, a rare 

conjunction.

Fig. 27: Queen Victoria wafer on ornate 

hand-delivered ladies’ envelope by Rock, 

c. 1840.

Fig. 28: Topographical wafers are most 

often of British places. Here are two 

different designs for Westminster Bridge 

(one isinglass, the other hand-coloured 

paper [rare]). The oval paper images are 

known both pre-printed on the envelope 

flap and as wafers to be applied, as here.

Fig. 29: Two of six hand-coloured seals 

depicting the polka.

Fig. 30: Another set of oval wafers depicted 

amusing scenes at the beach, here “The 

Crab’s Revenge.”

Fig. 26: Here, one wafer was applied by the sender. The letter was forwarded with a 

second seal applied by the forwarder. This is the only such I have seen.

Fig. 31: “1698/No Surrender” refers to

British support of the Iroquois during the 

French and Indian wars, used 1842, 

Dublin to Waterford, Ireland.

Fig. 32: The Sydenham Society, founded 

c. 1840 to honor the father of English 

medicine, published medical texts; 

simulated wax wafer, 1844. 
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Special interest groups used wafers extensively: religious 

(Fig. 33 & 34), social (Fig. 35-37) and political (Fig. 38-45). 

Figures 42 to 45 trace the anti-Graham campaign. There 

are, no doubt, other categories to be defined.

As noted above, commercial wafers appeared almost 

immediately; the earliest I’ve seen is July 1842 promoting 

Isaac Pitman’s new Phonography method (Fig. 46).

Such Pitman wafers are highly sought after, particularly 

those with the marginal information: [printed by] 

Bagster, London. Each has a message written in Pitman’s 

shorthand. They are quite difficult to translate nowadays 

since the writing method has changed over the years. 

The best translation I have received for the one shown is 

“Teaching will learn [in the sense of educate?].

To date, we have found only two printers who identified 

themselves on their wafers: John Gadsby (see Fig. 39) and 

Bagster, above. Other printers/sellers are known from the 

envelopes and boxes they were sold in, but no others, that 

I know of, have their names on the label itself.

Fig. 33: “Religious doctrine taught by Swedenborg/Blessedness 

dwells in the tranquility of peace.” (1844)

Fig. 34: Many educated men could read Hebrew: “Trust in the Lord 

with all thy heart.” (1844) I have seen no Hebrew wafers used to 

or from Jews.

Fig. 35: This is the only recorded anti-slavery wafer, dated 1852, 

well after emancipation in England. I have seen none from the U.S. 

but they must exist.

Fig. 36: An anti-war wafer, quoting the Duke of Wellington.

Fig. 37: A rare 1841 Temperance wafer, London to Leeds.
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Fig. 38 back & front: The Anti-Corn 

Laws League sought repeal of 1815 laws 

protecting wealthy farmers from 

lowered prices after the Napoleonic Wars 

to the detriment of the small farmer. 

They used both wax and non-wax seals. 

This is addressed to George Wilson, 

Director of the League.

Fig. 39: John Gadsby of Manchester 

produced a number of wafers 

for the League. This 1841 cover has 10, 

the most recorded on a single cover.

Fig. 40: A wafer describing some 

of the politics around 

the Anti-Corn movement.
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Fig. 41: The Anti-Corn movement 

was closely allied with the Free Trade 

movement. This 2d Mulready, with a Free 

Trade round wafer, was sent by Scottish 

Radical M.P. Joseph Hume, 1843. Three 

round Anti-Corn wafers 

are also known.

Fig. 42: Sir James Graham, Home 

Secretary, authorised opening of 

suspected seditious mail in 1844.

Fig. 43: His main target was the Italian 

opposition leader, Giuseppe Mazzini, 

residing in London.

Fig. 44: There was a major public outcry at 

this invasion of privacy. Punch magazine 

produced a set of se-tenant anti-Graham 

wafers in various colours.

Fig. 45: One of the results of this event 

was the development of the riveted 

security envelope used, in one form or 

another, to this day.
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Wafers promoting products were used not only as letter 

seals but also as a purely advertising medium. Often, these 

labels had little more than a return address and a simple 

statement of the sender’s vocation (Fig. 47-50). Gradually, 

they increased in size to be replaced by poster stamps in 

the latter part of the century. Figure 51 shows a very early 

example (1858) of this kind of large label.

I am often asked about the scarcity of these wafers. I have 

suggested a pecking order in the last paragraph. As an 

entire group, wafers are not uncommon; I would say they 

might be found on one in every couple of hundred British 

letters between 1840 and 1870. But if you are looking for 

a particular phrase or image, they become much harder 

to find and when you get to a specific special interest 

or commercial type, they are rarely known in quantities 

more than 10, usually many fewer and, often, unique. 

Champness and Trapnell’s book includes such a “rating” 

for each wafer they list.

The use of private wafers ended for the most part in the 

1880’s, persisting primarily as an advertising medium or 

patriotic statement. But sealing of certain types of mail 

persisted, in particular accountable mail and official mail. 

These have been well studied.

Fig. 47: 1847 “WB Agent for WN/[image of 

gun]/maker/ to H.R.H. Prince Albert”.

Fig. 48: 1866 Fortnum & Mason, London 

to Bordeaux, franked with pair of 1858 2d, 

plate 9.

Fig. 49: A simple typographical wafer for a 

bookseller in Dublin, 1875 to New York.

Fig. 46: The earliest advertising wafer I’ve seen: July 1, 1842 for 

Pitman phonography.

Fig. 50: A large label promoting travel from Edinburgh “To all Places 

in the United Kingdom.” On a local hand-carried envelope, c.1840.

Fig. 51: This 1858 large wafer for Dr. Godfrey’s Lozenges presages 

the development of the poster stamp several decades later.
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