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CLARKE'S PATENTED HAND LAMP - 1857  
by Jim 

It is generally accepted that the "fairy lamp" 
that we know today was first patented by 
Samuel Clarke in 1885.   Prior to that time, 1

patents registered in 1844 by his father 
George and in 1857 by Samuel were related 
to improvements to Night Lights (candles).  
These early patents had nothing to do with 
"fairy lamps."  Strictly speaking, that remains 
true since the trade name "Fairy" was not 
registered by Samuel Clarke until 1885.  
There is, however, evidence that the 1857 
patent went further than simply improving the 
Night Light (candle).  The 1857 patent set the 
stage for what was to be known as the "fairy 
lamp" some thirty years later. 

Before I go further, it may be helpful to 
acknowledge what others have reported 
regarding the 1844 and 1857 Clarke patents. 

MacSwiggan reports: 

In 1844, a George Miller Clarke applied to 
the British Patent Office in London for a 
patent on a certain "improvement in night 
lights." The specification was numbered 
10,029.  In 1857, Samuel Clarke, another 
member of the family, received Patent No. 
961 under the same classification.   

Godden reports: 

George Miller Clarke took out a patent in 
1844 for an improvement in night lights, and 
in 1857, Samuel Clarke took out a patent 
relating to this form of illumination.  

Tibbetts reports:  

Originally this firm manufactured night-light 
candles and thru the British Patent office 
under the specification 10029, in the year 
1844, an improvement in night lights by 
George Miller Clarke.  In 1857 another 
member of the family, Samuel Clarke, took 
out patent 961 for improvements in Night 
Lights and candles.   

Ruf reports: 

Erroneous conclusions have been drawn about 
the time of the introduction of fairy lamps 
because of patents issued to George Clarke 
(1844) and Samuel Clarke (1857). These 
patents and many other later ones, covered 
improvements in candle making. The confusion 
arises from the patent terminology, namely 
"Improvements in Night Lights".  Reading US 
Patent #329536 Nov. 3, 1885 will reveal that 
the process or patent had nothing to do with the 
lamp which today is called a fairy lamp, but 
rather the candle only. 

All of these highly regarded researchers 
acknowledge that much of the development 
prior to the 1885 fairy lamp pertained to the 
Night Light (candle).  Their conclusion is 
certainly true with the following exception – 
British Patent No. 2505, 1857, by Samuel 
Clarke.  The patent application reads: 

A.D. 1857, September 29. – No 2505 

CLARKE, Samuel – Improvements in 
apparatus for burning "night lights and 
mortars." A tray with raised sides and a 
handle is made of such size as to conveniently 
admit into the middle of it a small dish 
containing water.  A night light encased in 

 Clarke's US Patent No. 352296 pertains to a glass cup to support the dome and was filed December 14, 1885. This item 1

had already been patented in England on Sept. 23, 1885.  This patent appears to be the cornerstone of the fairy lamps as 
we know them today. Fairy Lamps-Elegance in Candle Lighting by Ruf 



paper or other material is placed in the dish.  
The sides serve as a gallery for a glass 
chimney which is cylindrical and "made with 
a comparatively small hole at the domed top."  
In the sides "and within the glass" are 
numerous small air holes. 

If the night light is made without a cover, the 
dish is dispensed with, and a glass for the 
reception of the night light is placed in the 
middle of the tray.   

This description is, of course, Clarke's candle 
hand lamp so often associated with his food 
warmer or Pannikin.  It is clear, however, that 
the hand lamp had stand alone utility as 
shown in this 1880 "Night Lamp" 
advertisement. 

!  
Advertisement Source: The British Library 

It is interesting to note that almost all the 
advertisements associated with this hand lamp 
show it with a clear domed shade.  Most 
examples held in our personal collections, 
however, have a clear vertically ribbed shade.   

!  

Is this ribbed shade a modification to enhance 
the brightness of the candle light? Or, as some 
would contend, not intended for use with the 
Clarke Pyramid hand lamp at all.  I will, 
however, postpone that discussion for another 
time. 

!  

This is the hand lamp referred to in Clarke's 
patent application.  It consists of a spun brass 
tray with pressed brass handle, pottery candle 
dish, clear glass domed shade, and a Clarke 
Pyramid tallow candle.  I suspect, however, 
that the original candle design did not have a 
plaster base like this example and the label 
did not read "No Water Required" as this 
paper label does. 



!  

This is the handled tray described in the patent 
application as: 

"A tray with raised sides and a handle is 
made of such size as to conveniently admit 
into the middle of it a small dish containing 
water..…In the sides "and within the glass" 
are numerous small air holes." 

There are twenty one small holes in the tray 
and they are "within the glass dome" when it is 
properly in its place.  These holes, of course, 
provide sufficient air for the burning candle.  
This concept  of providing air to the candle 2

with holes in the tray was the precursor to 
Clarke's patented lamp cup design almost thirty 
years later.  

As with most of the wares commissioned by 
Clarke, each component – except the domed 
chimney – of the hand lamp is heavily 
embossed with Clarke's name and trademark. 

Another intriguing Clarke Pyramid hand lamp 
is this pottery version contributed by Lloyd.    3

!  

Except for the tray being pottery instead of 
brass, the design is fundamentally the same.  
There is, however, one substantial difference. 

!  

The candle cup is an integral part of the tray.  
Why it was made in pottery instead of brass is 
anyone's guess.  Perhaps it was a prototype that 
never went into production.  And, like the brass 
version, there is no information about who may 
have made it.   Perhaps it was the same 
company that made the pottery candle cup – 
whoever that was.  The questions are 
easy….the answers are a little harder to come 
by.

 Clarke designed the lamp cup in such a way as to provide air to the candle by means of a corrugated rest for the 2

shade.  Other manufacturers modified the shade to circumvent his patented design.  

 Described in the Unidentified Fairy Lamp photo gallery as U-1553


