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Carving Basic Soapstone Molds for Pewter Casting 
Conde Fernando Rodriguez de Falcon 

 

A. Introduction 
 

Greetings,   
  
This document is the handout for my introductory soapstone mold carving class.  It is an overview into the materials, 
tools, and layout and carving techniques that a newcomer will need to turn a simple piece of soapstone into a mold ready 
to use for pewter casting.  It should provide the necessary information to create a simple one sided mold for items such 
as award medallions, basic pilgrimage badges, event tokens, or belt buckles – essentially, any basically "flat" object. 
 
Why use a soapstone mold?  First, it’s cool!  It’s period!  A single mold can make hundreds of castings, and its fast - 
most soapstone molds allow the pewter to cool in a matter of seconds.  With most arts you work a long time to get one 
finished piece; with soapstone molds and pewter casting, once you’ve completed the carving, you can make a number of 
finished pieces very quickly.  That’s very satisfying to me. 
 
Give it a try – I bet you like it! 

 

B. Materials 
 

1. Soapstone: 

 
Throughout the entire scope of the SCA period, soapstone was used for a great many purposes due to its ease of 
shaping and carving, and its resistance to heat.  Its uses ranged from molds for casting, to cooking pots, to drinking 
vessels, to lamps.  Soapstone was considered so useful it was even exported from Scandinavia during the Viking 
age.  [A note for you weavers: Many warp-weighted loom weights in period were actually broken soapstone pots.]  
 
In addition to its softness, which made it quite easy to carve compared to other stones, soapstone was ideal for molds 
due to its ability to take good detail, and for its ability to make a large number of good castings before it degrades. In 
the Middle Ages cuttlefish bone was sometimes carved in similar fashion to make molds, but these rarely held the 
detail of a soapstone mold, and degraded quite rapidly.  Baked clay could also be used, but again it was unlikely to 
survive many castings. 

 

        
 

15
th

 Century Canterbury 

ampullae mold.     
Multiple trinket mold 

John the Baptist 

medallion mold 

 

True soapstone is the massive form of talc, which is a metamorphic rock (grind it up and you have talcum powder). 
However, there are seven or eight different types of rock sometimes sold as soapstone.  In the United States it is 
typically one of these: massive talc, massive sericite, talc plus sericite schist, or non-asbestoid serpentine.  Of course 
soapstone is also often found combined with a variety of other types of rock and its composition can vary widely, 
even over a short distance, in a single outcropping. 
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There is a large variation in the quality and suitability of the stone you might find for casting.  For a beginning 
carver, the ideal piece is soft and smooth, free of impurities and can be easily scratched with tool, and perhaps even 
a fingernail.  It will have little to no crystalline structure, and no cracks to ruin a mold for the unwary carver.  Of 
course, stone being a natural material means we rarely get the ideal stone.   
 
Knowing what to look for can help you avoid problem pieces as well.  One common problem comes from scraps 
sold when soapstone countertops are made.  These are sometimes available quite cheaply, but the problems may 
make it better suited to a doorstop than a mold.  Why?  Because what makes a good countertop – nice and hard to 
avoid chipping and scratching, and full of interesting character (variations, crystal structure, etc.), make carving fine 
detail into it far more difficult   For me, saving a dollar or two is just not worth hours of annoyance and extra work, 
just to end up with an inferior mold. 
 
See the attached pages for information on various Soapstone Suppliers. 

 

2. Pewter: 

 
For hundreds of years during the SCA’s period, pewter castings were used for a variety of dress accessories, from 
buttons to buckles to broaches, as well as secular and religious (pilgrimage) badges.   
 

     
 
When polished good pewter  it can be difficult to distinguish from silver, and its been said: 
 

 “Gold for the King;  
Silver for the Nobles;  

and Pewter for the common man.” 
 

Pewter alloys have the benefit of having a very low melting point (near 500° F.) This greatly simplifies the casting 
process compared to casting gold (1945° F), silver (1760°  F), or even brass (1652° F).  Whereas bringing these 
metals to casting temperatures typically requires a furnace, pewter can be easily melted on a campfire or a household 
stove, making it ideal for someone who wishes to get into casting. 
 
Pewter is an alloy of lead and tin.  The percentages of each varied widely depending on the availability of each 
metal at each given time and place, as well as the desired hardness and the and flow properties of the molten metal. 
 
But, since pewter contains lead, and we now know of the health hazards from ingesting lead, it makes it a poor 
choice for our modern use.  First of all, we’ll be melting it and standing over the fumes.  Second, we’re making 
small items that children could end up chewing on.  
 
Fortunately there are a number of metals easily available today which are sold as “lead-free pewter,” despite the 
contradiction inherent in that term.  These are also sometimes called “Britannia metal,”  “Vickers metal,” or even 
something as generic as “white casting alloy.”  These metals are typically some alloy of tin and antimony and 
sometimes a bit of copper for increased ductability.  I typically work in an alloy that is approximately 92% tin, 7% 
antimony, and 1% copper by weight, and which provides a fairly hard yet not brittle final casting, but many 
variations can be found.  One other alternative is “plumbers solder,” sometimes known as “95/5” – or 95% tin / 5% 
antimony, which works reasonably well for a number of casting options and can be purchased at many hardware 
stores  
 
See the attached pages for information on various Pewter Suppliers. 
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C. Tools For Preparing The Mold: 

 

1. Cutting Tools 

 
Good soapstone is so soft almost anything can carve it. If it’s got a bit of a point or an edge, you can use it.  Of 
course, you can go out and buy good fancy carving tools - but I think it’s a waste of money for most of us.  Here are 
a few of the options, in no particular order. 

a. Exacto Knives 

When I was getting started, I found the an assortment of Exacto knife blades among the easiest thing to use for 
much of my carving. For $3.00 or so you can get a little boxed set containing a bunch of Exacto knife blades 
with several handles. I would find them regularly in those "Bargain Tools" bins in gas station convenience 
stores.  

b. Custom Tools 

The basic Exacto blades are a great start, but obviously limited.  Frankly it’s hard to use a pointy object to carve 
the bottom of a mold flat or carve the inside of a curve – at least if you want to get anything to come out 
smooth.  So, I’ve made a wide variety of custom cutters.  Originally I would do this by grinding Exacto knife 
blades to more useful shapes with my grinder, belt sander, or Dremel tool. 
 
I've taken a number of blades from a second blade set, and, of course, the blades which come duplicated, and 
first ground off the edge, then ground the points to round tips in several different diameters. I've also ground a 
couple to have flat ends (perpendicular to the length) in a couple different widths. And I've taken one or two of 
those flat ended ones and rounded the corner to a nice radius or angled the sides for use to avoid undercuts 
(more on undercuts later).  
 

 
 

While the Exacto knife blades are convenient because they come with a series of handles, many other materials 
work as well.  These include old hacksaw blades, metal banding from shipping crates, and even just nails.   
 
After tiring of changing blades in my Exacto handles, I finally mounted a series of cutting tools ground from 
crate banding into a whole series of  wooden handles.  These work great and of course they look a lot better. 
 
You can make custom cutters from an amazing variety of materials. One friend has made a nice set of cutters 
from a bunch or four-inch nails. Its amazing what a grinder can do. 

c. Dental Picks 

I also use a set of dental picks I bought at a flea market for about $10.00. These are fairly useful, and I've bent 
then a bit, and sharpened a couple of the flats to allow scraping in odd directions. Still I don't end up using these 
very often now that I have the "custom" cutters - and you can easily get by without them. 

d. Wax or Clay Carving Tools 

Potters and jewelers have a huge array of carving tools available.  Of course these cost a lot more than home 
made cutters, but sometimes good deals can be found.  Take a close look at the individual shapes.  Some are 
very useful, but others are not.  Because of this, sets which might look like a bargain, may prove less of a deal 
once you eliminate the ones which are useless to you. 
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e. Hobby Files 

I also have a set of tiny hobby files which I bought at a hobby store for around $10 years ago that seemed like 
they should be quite useful.  But, a bit more thought reveals that it is very difficult, if not impossible, to use the 
file on the stone down on the inside of a mold below the surface level of the stone.  Despite being little good on 
the mold itself, they are quite useful in cleaning up the finished castings. 
 
In addition I have several of these small files, called riffler files)  that are curved at the ends – these are actually 
a bit more useful – on occasion, but  you can certainly get by quite well without them. 

f. Dremel Tools 

Some people replace most of these cutting tools with a rotary shaft tool (such as a Dremel) and a bunch of 
assorted bits. On bad (hard or crystalline) soapstone I can easily understand why. But on good stone it’s just not 
needed. And unless you have a very light hand it is incredibly easy to screw up the mold beyond repair very 
quickly. On the other hand, hand tools allow you to screw up slowly - hopefully giving you time to notice the 
error while you still have time to correct the problem. 
 
While the use of a Dremel tool might speed up the roughing out process, even the smallest Dremel bits are 
fairly large compared to the kind of details soapstone is capable of holding. Why not work at the period art?  
With hand tools you can work anywhere any time - including events, etc… 
 
Dremel tools have one other disadvantage.  Like most forms of soapstone carving, they generate a lot of dust, 
but unlike the hand tools they throw the dust into the air where it can end up in your lungs. And, if you are not 
lucky enough to be left handed, the dust they throw out usually flies up towards your face. 
 

2. Other Tools 

a. Sand Paper 

You will use sandpaper (typically from 220 to 400 grit) to shape and flatten each block of stone (or “erase” a 
screwed up mold completely).  In addition, a tiny piece of very fine grit (400 to 600) can prove very useful to 
smooth out the bottom of molds. 

b. Clay 

The veins and color variations in the soapstone can make it quite difficult to make out the details of your mold.  
Add the confusion of looking at a mirror image, and that lowest spots in the mold become highest spots in the 
casting, and a way to double check your work, short of actually casting a test piece, is invaluable.  
 
One easy way to check your mold is with a piece of clay.  A small ball of cheap plasticine clay from a toy or 
hobby store works well.  This is often sold as “modeling clay” and typically comes in one pound packages of 
four colors. The oil in the clay keeps it from sticking, and actually soaks into the stone, which can actually help 
provide additional resistance to thermal shock damage. 
 
Unfortunately as the oil soaks into the stone, it can make the details in the mold a bit harder to see, so some 
people prefer to work with a material that won’t oil the stone. I’ve seen Sculpy and Silly Putty work well, and 
even and even good fresh Playdoh works (but not quite as well), but old slightly dried Playdoh just won’t 
measure up. 

c. Sharpie Marker  

Sharpie markers will also prove useful – primarily for transferring designs to the soapstone.   I find than fine 
tipped and super fine tipped Sharpie markers work fairly well. Though the dust will clog the tips fairly quickly 
if you are not careful. 

d. Dust mask 

Carving soapstone produces a large amount of very fine powder/dust (talc). This is a silica powder, something 
with which you absolutely do not want to fill your lungs.  
 
While detail carving with hand tools produces a reasonably small amount of dust, and keeps it fairly controlled, 
any mechanical tool (such as a Dremel tool or belt sander) will fill the air very quickly. Hand sanding large 
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amounts, or even roughing out larger areas near a fan, can have a similar effect.  In these situations you should 
definitely wear a dust mask. Disposable dust masks can be bought very cheaply in any hardware store – often in 
the paint department. 
 

(Note: If you decide to work with a Dremel Tool, you will absolutely need a dust mask - and eye 

protection as well.)  

 
 

D. Making the Mold 
 

1. Dressing the Stone: 

 

Now that you have your carving tools together you can get on to working with the stone.  Depending on your source, 
your soapstone may come in nice neat slabs, rough slabs, large blocks, or rough rock shapes.  

a. Slabbing the Stone  

If your stone is in block or rough rock form, the first thing you need to do is cut the stone into slabs with a saw. 
Fortunately, soapstone can be easily cut with ordinary woodworking tools, though it will dull them quickly. A 
hacksaw seems to work fairly well for this as the blades are disposable and the thin blade means less wasted 
stone.  Don’t use force to cut through.  Repeated light strokes are the ticket to a smooth cut without chipping.  
 
 [A band saw also works very well for this step – but dust protection is an absolute must.] 

 
I typically cut slabs to about 3/4” thick.  While this may be a bit thicker than necessary,  it makes for a slightly 
tougher mold (which is good around me).  It also allows me to sand a face smooth if I screw up a mold and 
want to start over.  
 
If you’re starting from a rough rock, you’ll also want to smooth out or flatten the sides for ease of use. 

b. Smoothing & Flattening the Stone 

Once the stone is cut to a rough slab, it’s time to smooth it so it will sit tight against the backing when it is cast.   
 
This is done with a sheet of sandpaper laid on a very flat surface – a piece of glass or MDF works quite well.   
Depending on how uneven your slab is you might want to start with sandpaper as rough as 120-150 grit and you 
can progress up to around 320-400 grit for a very smooth finish. For many basic castings 220 grit should be 
good enough.  
 
[The rough smoothing can also be done with a belt sander – but again dust protection is an absolute must. It’s 
also easy to take off way too much stone in a hurry this way, so be careful.] 
 
Once your stone is close to smooth, make sure to keep the stone flat against the paper and its underlying 
support, and sand it  in only one direction at a time.  Pick the stone all the way up and bring it back each time – 
resist the temptation to slide it back and forth as it’s easy to sand in a curve that way.   After every few strokes 
turn the block 90° so you have a new leading edge - this prevents thinning one edge more than the others.  One 
its nice and smooth and flat you’re ready to move on. 

c. Checking for Cracks: 

Soapstone is a natural material and every piece is different.  There are sometimes fine cracks in the stone that 
you’ll want to avoid with your mold. (The stones I’m providing usually have very few such cracks.)  By 
checking carefully, and positioning your design, it is often possible to avoid even potential trouble spots.  
 
The problem is they can be hard to see, and it’s often hard to tell natural grain in the stone from a crack. One 
trick is to wet the stone with a damp rag.  If you wet the stone, and watch as it dries, actual cracks will often 
remain wet longer than the rest of the stone.   
 

(Note: Your mold must be absolutely bone dry before molten metal touches it.  Avoid “Horrible Foundry 

Accidents.”) 
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2. Laying Out the Design 

 
Now that you have a flat and smooth piece of stone with no cracks, it’s time to lay your design out on the stone.  It 
can be drawn onto the soapstone easily with a soft pencil or a sharpie.  Take care not to hold the sharpie in place.  
Soapstone is somewhat porous, and if you are not careful, the sharpie will “bleed” just as it does on paper. 
 
If, like me, you can’t draw but have your design on paper, you can cut it out with an Exacto knife.  You can then use 
this cut out to both trace around, and to help decide its placement on the stone. There are a few things to consider 
with your placement. 

a. Distance from the Edge 

First of all, your mold should probably come no closer than ¼” from the sides and bottom of the stone.  This is 
to prevent the stone from chipping at the edge and allowing your molten metal to leak out through the new exit 
when you try to cast. 

 
Next, there will need to be a place to pour the metal into your mold.  This is called the sprue.  The sprue serves 
several  purposes.   

i) Its funnel shape helps direct the flow of molten metal directly into your design. 

ii) It allows a certain amount of metal to accumulate its weight above your mold to help “press” the metal 
down and in quickly (before the metal hardens). 

iii) It can act as a reservoir of molten metal as the casting cools and solidifies. Molten metal is larger than cold 
metal - as it cools it shrinks. Ideally the metal in the casting itself will cool first, and as it shrinks it will 
draw metal from the sprue. If your sprue is too small, the reverse may occur, causing the metal to pull away 
from the mold in certain spots resulting in a loss of quality in the casting. 

 
For now, allow no less than ¾” on the top of your mold for the sprue.  Depending on the complexity of your 
design a larger sprue may even be needed.  As you gain experience you’ll learn what molds need a larger sprue, 
and which can get away with a smaller one. 
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b.  Direction of Metal Flow 

Your metal needs to flow all the way into the mold, displacing the air as it goes.  In general you want the metal 
to change directions as few times as possible, and you need to leave an exit path for the air which the metal 
displaces. Look at the illustration below: 
 
Mold “A” is well positioned and should fill well.  The metal never needs to reverse its direction, and is allowed 
to flow downward with only minor changes in direction.  Air can escape back up the sprue as metal pours in. 
 
Mold “B” may have some problems with metal reaching the Xs as the metal must turn 90° to reach them,and air 
with no escape path may be trapped in the corners .  However, with proper venting to allow the air to escape 
(more on that later) it should still work acceptably. 
 
Mold “C” is a “tracery” mold.  It is more difficult to get the metal to fill narrow passages without blocking the 
displaced air, or hardening too quickly and then blocking the incoming metal.  However, this mold is well 
positioned so the metal never needs to reverse its direction, and is generally allowed to flow downward with 
only minor changes in direction – even to fill the crossbar of the A. 
 
Mold “D” will be a problem. Again it’s a tracery mold with the resultant difficulties, but in this case the metal 
must flow down one arm and then reverse direction and flow upwards to reach the X.  It will be much more 
difficult to cast this mold successfully – but even in this case with proper venting it may be possible. 
 

 
 

3. Cutting the Design 

 
Once the pattern is laid out on the stone it’s finally time to start cutting.  Though we say cutting, perhaps scraping is 
a better term.  Trying to cut is likely to lead to chipping and a poor quality mold.  The best method is to work slowly 
and carefully – scraping a bit of stone off with each stroke.  Once stone is gone you can’t put it back. .  Remember, 
when it comes to mold making – speed kills. 

a. Important Things to Remember 

 
Here are few things to constantly keep in mind while you are working.  Trust me, nearly everyone has problems 
with each of these things at one point or another. 

i) Avoid Undercuts 

There can be no undercuts in your mold.  Basically that means you mold must be larger at the surface of 
your stone than it is farther down.  If not, once the metal hardens there will be no way to remove your 
finished product from your mold. Take a look at the exaggerated illustration: 
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ii) Left is Right and Right is Left 

 

Your mold is a mirror image of the final casting.  Everything is backwards.  As you look at it, the left side 
of your mold is the right side of your casting.  Forget this and you’ll find yourself with reversed versions of 
your arms, or illegible letters that look like the pseudo Cyrillic from Mission Impossible. 
 

iii) Up is Down and Down is Up 

 
The deepest parts of your mold will be he highest spots on your casting.  Think out your design in layers 
from top to bottom before you start carving.  
 

b. Roughing Out the Body 

For medallions and other solid object (not tracery molds) it is almost always best to rough out the basic 
background shape first before putting in any detail.   
 
First trace the outline of your piece with a sharp tool.  Go over it lightly first, then deepen this up a bit with a 
second and third pass.  This both helps avoid chipping your finished edge as you work, and also gives a tactile 
edge as you remove the stone inside the shape. 
 
Next its time to carve, or “rough out”, the body of the piece.  Generally, you will be dragging the tool across the 
material – scraping a tiny bit away each time.  If you aim the edge of your tool “into” the material, it may go 
faster, but you may also chip the stone in places you didn’t want to remove.  Remember, starting over takes 
even more time than working slowly. 
 
As a general rule, use the widest tool that fits into the opening you are carving.  This helps avoid tool marks – 
places where the corners of your tool may dig a bit deeper if you can’t hold it perfectly flat.  
 
Work down to the approximate depth. Also vary the directions of your strokes when you can.  This can help 
avoid rippling (where you leave multiple sand dune like ridges that are hard to remove later.) 
 
Work slowly and remember it’s better to be too shallow than too deep – you can’t put stone back. Don’t try to 
go all the way down in one spot then move sideways .  Work your way down across the entire surface of your 
piece a bit at a time. 
 
Judging the depth around the edges is not hard, and it’s even easy to “measure” using any convenient item that 
fits into the hole.  But it’s much harder to check the middle, so here’s a trick to make it easier.  Just lay a 
straightedge across the mold’s flat surfaces.  This gives your eye something to compare the bottom depth to.  
And the human eye is actually pretty good at detecting parallel lines.  You can move the straight edge to check 
each part of the mold. 
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c. How Deep? 

If your mold is too thin, the molten metal will have difficulty filling it completely without hardening before it 
does so.  On the other hand, if it’s too deep, the metal will tend too cool too slowly and you’ll likely get what’s 
called “suck-back porosity” if the sprue cools too quickly and the casting shrinks away from the mold in spots.. 
 
So how deep should you go?  With experience you’ll learn when it’s okay to go thinner or thicker, but I’d 
suggest around 1/16” and certainly no more than 1/8” for your first projects. 

d. Smoothing Out the Rough Opening 

Once the basic depth is fairly even you can smooth out your opening.  Again take a wide blade (the widest you 
have that will fit in the opening with room to work) and very lightly use it to smooth the all the tool marks as 
best you can. Take care not to add new scratches with the corners of this tool. (I’ve ground the corners off some 
of the tools I use for this.) 
 
For larger areas, you can take a very small piece of 400 grit sandpaper (small enough to move easily about in 
your mold – ½” or so often works) and using the tip of one finger work it around the bottom of your mold to 
smooth everything as far as you can.  Gluing a piece of sandpaper to a soft pencil eraser or even a piece of foam 
can work where your finger is too wide.  
 
The better job you do with this now, the more you’ll like your end result.  Soapstone holds remarkable detail – 
including those scratch marks you wish would not show on your finished product. 

e. Working the Design 

Once your rough opening is in place, it’s time to start working on your details.  You can use a very fine Sharpie 
again to copy the details to the bottom of your work surface and start carving. 
 
Try to pick the blades that best fit the profiles you are cutting at any given point.  For example, if you want a 
line to have a rounded top surface in your final casting, it’s easier with a curved blade, than a pointy one. 
 
It is almost always best to work carefully across an entire design element, and to add depth a bit at a time as you 
go, rather than trying to cut all the way with one scrape/cut.  Remember – speed kills.   
 
Once your main design elements are cut, you can work carefully with tiny pieces of sandpaper to remove many 
of the tool marks from your work.  It just takes patience and a light touch (neither of which I have much of.) 
 
If your design has multiple depths you can simply repeat this process till you finish. 
 

f. Putting in Final Touches or “It’s All in the Details.”  

 
By now you should have a pretty nice looking mold.  But sometimes the difference between nice and “really 
cool” is in the little stuff.  Edging, detail lines and dots, lettering, and diapering (background patterns), can all 
make a major change to the impression your piece makes 
 
Here are two examples of the differences between the basic piece and the detailed piece.  
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i) Edging 

 
Often putting a thin line around the perimeter of the object can give it a more finished look.  This can be a 
rounded “hump” right on the edge,  (which can even help hide slight irregularities in the bevel of your 
sides), or it can be a finer line parallel to the edge.  
 
The rounded hump type edging can be easily carved with a pointed but dull tool like a slightly rounded 
nail.   
 
The parallel edging line is basically just detail lining (see below.) 
 

ii) Detail Lines 

 

Detail lines, such as the centerline on the fleur-de-lis, or the strings on the harp, in the examples above, can 
be easily added with any sharp tool.  These lines do not need to be very wide or deep.  Even a fine line 
shows quite nicely.  Start with a very fine line then if you need pass back over the same line several times 
to achieve the width and depth you desire. 
 
For curved lines use a round tool such as a needle or ice-pick.  An edge tool such as an Exacto knife blade 
can be difficult to turn smoothly to follow such a line. 
 
For straight lines, don't be afraid to use a ruler as a guide. Even though the ruler can’t sit flush with the 
bottom of the mold, it can still make a much straighter line possible with a bit of care. 

 

iii) Dots 

 

Small dots are wonderfully period – many period badges make great use of them.  They are quite easy, and 
can add a lot of dimension to your work. You can make small or large dots.  
 
They can be used in a solid row around the perimeter of a piece to create a fancy beaded look.  Or you can 
place them slightly spaced in sections for detail as in the ring surrounding the fleur-de-lis above. 
 
Taking any rounded object and holding it in place then spinning it between your fingers is all that is needed 
to form a dot.  Small drill bits or Dremel tool bits held and spun in your fingers work quite well.  Take care 
not to do too deep.  If you do, instead of a simple dot you will have a spike, or a series of them, sticking out 
of your mold, or air can get trapped leaving little craters in your dots. 
 

iv) Lettering 

 
Lettering as in the medallion on the right above is basically just a series of small detail lines. However, you 
must remember to carve the mirror image if you wish the cast object to be legible.  If you can read your 
mold – the finished piece will be backwards. 
 
One way of making this easier on yourself is to write the words you want on a piece of paper with a 
sharpie, then flip the paper face down.  Hopefully you’ll be able to read the writing through the paper – 
that’s what your mold should look like.  Copy it and you’ll be good to go.   
 
Take special care with Ns and Zs.  More than once I’ve been writing my backwards letters and have 
screwed up an N despite being consciously thinking “write backwards.” Trust me, it’s embarrassing to 
write something like Aislinn and Dongal with all the Ns backwards 

 

v) Diapering 

 

Diapering is simply a pattern used in the background, such as on the medallion on the right above. 
Diapering is used in many arts – especially in illumination. Take a look behind the capitals or figures on 
many later period scroll and you can find a stunning array of diapering patterns. 
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Diapering can be any regular pattern – often geometric shapes like diamonds or squares, perhaps with dots 
or other shapes repeated in them.  Here are a few examples. 
 

 
These sorts of diapering patters are carved just like detail lines and dots described above.  
 

4. Checking Your Work as You Go 

 
There are a number of things which can make it difficult to picture exactly what your the finished product will look 
like while your mold is in progress.  The left/right, up/down issue, the lack of perfectly uniform coloration to the 
stone, the dust filling small details, shadows, and freshly scratched soapstone being a different color, all make this 
harder than one might imagine.  Fortunately, there is an easy solution. 
 
Remember that ball of clay I mentioned earlier?  This is the time for it.  You can push the clay down into the mold, 
and lift out a reasonably good impression of what your final piece will look like. Be careful to only push the clay 
into your mold when it is lying flat on a table – this avoids any risk of snapping a thin mold in two. 
 
Regular checks will make it easy to see what’s happening with your mold and help you avoid problems.  The clay 
will show more detail than you can usually see in the mold, but remember – the pewter will show even more. 
 
Warning - Beware the left and right problem.  If you notice the left side of your clay impression needs a bit more 
work – remember that’s the right side of your mold and vice-versa. 

   
5. Preparing the Mold for Casting 

a. Cutting the Sprue. 

Once you are satisfied with your mold (or as satisfied as you can be without seeing it cast in metal) it’s time to 
cut the sprue. This is how we pour metal in the mold once a back plate has been clamped against it.  The sprue 
is funnel shaped to direct the molten metal into your design and it also allows the pewter to accumulate a bit of 
weight  to help the metal fill the mold more completely 

 
Cut your sprue so that it is approximately 5/8” to ¾” wide and perhaps ½” deep at the top of the mold.  It should 
then taper smoothly down to barely penetrate the side of the cut out for your final casting.  It is important to 
keep the intersection of the sprue and the final piece small.  It can always be made bigger – but you can’t put 
stone back.   
 

. 
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A smooth sprue will help the metal go easily and quickly into your mold so take a bit of care to clean it up once 
it is roughed out.  
 
I often use a round rasp to remove the majority of the stone from the sprue, but I always smooth it and cut the 
portion where it actually touches the carved mold more carefully with the normal carving tools. 

b. Air Vents 

It is possible that your mold will need several venting channels to allow the air to escape as the molten metal 
rushes in.  These will typically be very tiny lines – often no more that scratches, which lead from trouble spots 
to the edge of stone 
 
Do not cut any of these vents until the mold has been tested and their need is determined.  They can be added in 
seconds as the mold is tested. 
 

6. What If I Screw Up 
 

You’re talking to the right guy.  I’ve messed up my share of molds – perhaps more than my share.  Some as I 
started, some near completion.   Here’s one important thing to remember: “It’s just a rock.”  You didn’t ruin a 
batch of beer or cider or miss-cut several hundreds of dollars’ worth of silk or velvet. 
 
If you make a mistake, look closely at it. Can you change your design a bit to incorporate or cover your 
mistake?  Perhaps you can make that part of your mold deeper than originally planned.  Or add some texturing 
to conceal a line in the wrong spot.  Or maybe the shape can be adjusted to correct for a chip in the side.  
 
If nothing else, you can just sand the whole mold off the stone and start again - a little more experienced.  
 
For what its worth, each time I’ve had to re-carve a mold, I’ve been far happier with the replacement. 

 
7. Ready to Cast? 

 
At this point you’re ready to cast, and that’s the end of these instructions.  Congratulations!  

 

E. Questions? 
 

If you can’t tell by now, I love talking about this stuff, so...  If you have any questions please feel free to email me at  
Fernando@Vigil1.com or call me at 314-968-8225 or just catch me at an event.  
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Appendix 1, Some Examples 

 

Secular Badges 
 

 
 

A badge for the Black Prince’s funeral. (1376) 
 

 
 

Knight - Netherlands (14th Century) 
 

 
 

Crown of Edward the Confessor 

 

 
 

Battle Archer badge of Prince Arthur, brother of Henry VIII 
 

 
 

Boar.  Once the badge of Richard III 
 

 
 

Helm and Griffin badge of Edward III 
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Religious “Pilgrimage” Badges 

 

 
 

St George slaying the dragon. 
 

 
 

St. Dunstan, patron saint of metalworkers (Late 14th Century) 
 

 
 

Pilgrimage badge for the Walshingham Shrine of the Virgin Mary 
(13-15th Century) 

 

 
 

Another pilgrimage badge for the Walshingham Shrine of the 
Virgin Mary 

 

 
 

St. Catherine of Alexandria. Pilgrimage Badge for Benedictine 
Abbey of Rouen 

 

 
 

St. James of Campostella 
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St Albans 
 

 
 

St. Katherine Wheel 
 

 
St. Thomas Becket 

 

 
 

Crowned “M” for the Virgin Mary.  A common theme used 
through much of period. 

 

 
 

Tournament Company of  St. Michael. 
 

 
 

St. Eligius
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Brooches, Belt Hardware, and Pendants Badges 
 

 
 

Sexfoil Cloak Pin – England, 15th C 

 

 
 

Annular Brooch 
 

 
 

Double Oval Buckle, 13th – 14th C. 
 

 
 

Buckle Loop, 14th C 
 

 
 

Quatrefoil Belt End, England 14th C. 
 

 
 

Tudor Rose Pendant 
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Thor’s Hammer 
 

 
 

Triqueta Pendant 
 

 
 

"S" Plaque Collar, England 13
th
 C. 

 

 
 

Laurel Wreath
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Appendix 2, Pewter Suppliers 
 
You want to use a lead-free pewter.  These can be sold under a variety of names and descriptions including: lead free 
pewter; Britannia metal; and white casting alloy. 
 
Since tin is traded on the commodities market, pewter pricing can vary fairly widely.  Over the last 10-12 years I've seen 
pricing which varied from 3.10 to 17.00 a pound.  Some places change their price regularly, others less often, so I 
typically check around before placing a large order. Prices do get better with some suppliers as you order more, so 
getting a group order together can help if you think you'll reach possible break points 50#, 100#, 200#.   
 
Here area few suppliers. 

  
Purity Casting Alloys LTD   604-888-0181   www.PurityAlloys.com 

  
They sell "Lead Free Pewter" (92% Tin, 7% Antimony, 1% Copper).   
  
Their price typically includes shipping from Vancouver.  They sell by the pound, ship in small (under 
1# bars), and they don't seem to have a minimum order. Their prices have tended to be  pretty good on 
smaller quantities, but since they don't (or did not last I checked) offer volume discounts, they are not 
competitive on larger amounts where prices are reduced, and shipping is less of an issue.   
 
Note: as of 12/07 they had a 25# minimum order. 
 

 

Rio Grande Jewelry Supply  800-545-6566   RioGrande.com 

  
They sell catalog number 750031 (92% Tin, 7.5% Antimony, .5% Copper) 
  
They sell nominal 5.5# bars, and you can order as little as 1 bar.  Their prices are typically high, 
but they don't change them very often.  So if tin prices skyrocket, their (old un-raised) prices seem 
more reasonable for a while. But, if they raise their price before the price drops. then their prices can 
seem astronomical in comparison to others.  They offer price breaks at 10 bars (55#) and at 20 bars 
(110#.).   

   
Ney Metals   718-389-4900   NeyMetals.com 

  
They sell Alloy B-7 (92% Tin, 7.5% Antimony, 5% Copper) 
  
Ney is up in New York State. They sell bars that they call 5#.  But typically they come in under that in 
weight (a 12 bar box typically weighs about 55-56#).  But you will be charged by the actual weight 
sent.  I've never had them ship less than 12 bars, so I'm not sure what their minimum order may be, or 
how their pricing might look at under 55 pounds.  They do give additional discounts at 100# 

   
Hallmark Metals   888-467-8000   HallmarkMetals.net 

  
They sell damn near any alloy you would ask for, but I typically suggest their 928 alloy: (92% Tin, 
7.5% Antimony, 5% Copper) 
  
Hallmark is in Rhode Island.  They sell 7# (nominal) bars, but the exact weight will vary.  Again, they 
charge you based on the actual weight sent. They seem willing to supply small orders. Though I 
typically order 10-20 bars to pass the 50# and 100# discounts, I once ordered only 5 bars.   
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Appendix 3, Soapstone Suppliers  

  
There is a large variation in the quality and suitability of the stone you might find for casting.  The ideal piece is soft, 
smooth, and free of impurities. It can be easily scratched with tool, and for some uses perhaps even a fingernail. It will 
have little to no crystalline structure, and no cracks to ruin a mold for the unwary carver.  
  
Of course, stone being a natural material means we rarely get the perfect stone.  Even pieces from the same supplier or 
quarry can vary. 
 
Knowing what to look for can help you avoid problem pieces as well.  One common problem comes from scraps sold 
when soapstone countertops are made.  These are sometimes available quite cheaply, but he problems may make it better 
suited to a doorstop than a mold.  Why?  Because what makes a good countertop – nice and hard to avoid chipping and 
scratching, and full of interesting character (variations, crystal structure, etc.), make carving fine detail into it far more 
difficult   For me, saving a dollar or two is just not worth hours of annoyance and an inferior mold. 

 
Here are a couple reasonable suppliers: 

 

Lee Valley Hardware   800-871-8158   LeeValley.com 

  
I buy large blocks  (6" x 6" x 12" - 50 pounds) from them, which I then cut up. This is a lot more than 
most people have any need for.  Fortunately, they also now sell much smaller blocks (3” x 3” x 5”) 
which can easily be cut into slabs with a hacksaw.  
 
The stone they sell is typically a flat medium gray.  It’s fairly easy to work and to see designs on (both 
at the drawing and carving stages). I’ve ordered hundreds of pounds of this stone over the years (it’s 
what I typically provide my students), but occasional blocks have had annoying cracks, or small iron 
inclusions, or narrow crystalline bands.   
 
They are located in Ontario, but you can order on their web site.  Discounts apply on 5 or more of 
either block. 
   

The Complete Sculptor  800-9-Sculpt   sculpt.com 

  
The Complete Sculptor sells a variety of different types of soapstones.  The pricing on them seems 
very reasonable, but they often ship very rough shapes, not neat squared off blocks.  Aside from the 
increased prep time, if you like neat square carving blocks and molds, it will greatly increase waste.  
 
I’ve tried several types of stone from them.   
 
Their Pink Talc is a very soft, easy to carve stone. Its light color makes marking on it easy. While nice 
pieces can be a dream to carve, I’ve run into pieces that had a number of small cracks or tended to 
crumble a bit much. I don’t order this anymore. 
 
They also offer a stone called African Wonderstone. This is significantly harder/denser than any other 
soapstone I’ve worked with. (Not including counter top cut-off scraps, which I don’t consider suitable 
for carving.) African Wonderstone is what one of the professional pewter casters I’ve spoken with 
swears by, because his molds last longer, and it has a very even consistency with almost no inclusions, 
but it is also quite a bit more difficult to carve. It is also a much darker stone making pencil markings 
on the stone harder to see.  

  
The few pieces of Italian Green I’ve worked with have carved very well. It is a soft stone, but not 
excessively so. But it is a bit more translucent/glossy which can make seeing exactly what you’ve done 
a bit more difficult, but that’s easy enough to solve by checking with clay. 
 
They also offer several other types of that I’ve had minimal experience with. 
 
Fair warning: I’ve occasionally had a hard time dealing with these folks. I’ve faced long (unexplained) 
shipping delays, billing mix ups (they’ve lost my credit card number at least twice after I ordered), and 
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had trouble getting information about my orders from them. Everything has always been resolved to 
my satisfaction, but it has been a pain. 

 

Dick Blick Art Materials   Dickblick.com 

  
I have bought stone in their store on a few occasions a while back, but they often don’t have any in 
stock. Even if they don’t stock it they can order it for you if you deal with the right person in the store. 
 
The quality and type I've seen there has varied greatly, but if you have a Dick Blick locally, or another 
good art store you might try them.  

 



Last Revised: August 2012 21 

Appendix 4, Casting Set-Ups 

 
Casting on the Cheap  

 

  A Simple Pot 

 

Pewter melts at a very low temperature, easily attainable over a kitchen or camp stove or a campfire. But you 
will, of course, need something to melt it in.  With an external heat source, a simple pot is all that is needed. 
 
You can melt pewter in almost any pot, but avoid aluminum ones as the melting point is not too far off from 
some pewters. Stainless steel and cast iron are two good options. 
 
Unless you are doing a lot of casting and keeping a larger supply of pewter, I suggest a smaller pot rather than a 
large one. As you can see from the picture below, it takes less metal to reach a sufficient depth to cover your 
ladle in the small pot. This picture shows the same amount of metal in two different pots.   

 
If you don’t have enough pewter in your pot it is difficult to easily fill the ladle quickly. However you do need 
enough stability to keep it from spilling.  I have bought stainless steel measuring cup style pots at Wal-Mart, or 
Big Lots that work well.  
 
If you do plan on more casting then a larger pot may be a good idea.  Youll need to add metal to the pot less 
often, which decreases waiting time. Also it is a bit easier to cast from a larger pot. In this case buy a cheap cast 
iron or stainless pot at your discount store of choice. 

 
Ladle 

 
You will need a ladle to get your pewter from the pot to the mold. For occasional use, a discount store ladle will 
work fine, though you might need to bend it a bit to make the pour spot more pronounced.  
 
If you can, get a ladle with a wooden handle. As you can imagine, metal ladles immersed in molten pewter get 
hot quickly.  
 
For small molds I’ve seen people use spoons that they have bent slightly to make it easier to get into the pot.  
This also works. 

 

An Inexpensive Next Step 
 

The next step up is pouring ladles made specifically for casting.  These basically have a "bowl" that is 3/4 of a 
sphere with a short pipe style pour spout in the middle of one side.  These ladles are much easier to get 
consistent results with. You get a more directed pour, at a regular flow rate.  
 
Further, since when you tip the ladle the metal comes out the spout which is now under the surface of the metal, 
the dross (casting gunk that builds up and floats to the surface of the metal) tends to stay out of your mold. 
  



Last Revised: August 2012 22 

These are a great option which I highly recommend.  Especially since they cost only about $15. 

 
 

These are available through most gun or sporting goods stores that sell reloading supplies, or you can find them 
online at numerous suppliers.  One online source that caries these is MidwayUSA.com 

 
A Step Up - Electric Casting Pots 

 

If you've decided to do a lot of production casting then an electric pot may be a good choice. I typically suggest 
a Production Pot IV made by Lee.  This pot includes a valve and a spout so it pours out the bottom (once again 
avoiding the dross) and making a ladle unnecessary.   
 
It is worth noting here that since the spout on the Lee production pot is fairly thin, it pours somewhat slowly (in 
contrast to a ladle). Because of this, some molds which pour quite well from a ladle may have trouble filling 
from the Lee pot. 
 

 
                 Lee, Production Pot IV 

 
These used to be fairly expensive, but since I bought my first one the price has dropped by more than ½ and 
they are much easier to find. They can sometimes be found for under $50.00.  
 
Some gun stores or sporting good stores that sell reloading equipment will carry them. Or you can find 
numerous suppliers online. MidwayUSA.com carries them 
 

 

Note:  Stay away from the regular Lee Production Pot - you definitely want the Model IV.  The IV refers to four 
inches under the spout.  The regular one only has 2" of clearance, which is not enough for many molds. 
  
Note 2: Personally I'd also try to avoid the Lee Pro 20.  It holds twice as much metal, so it takes much longer to 
heat, and more metal to get the same pressure. The much larger exposed metal surface means it tends to oxidize 
much more quickly, and the support bar (needed for the extra weight) gets in the way of the hand holding the 
mold with regularity.   

 


