
William Kirk
Towards Perfection



William Kirk (b.1933 – 2009)
Towards Perfection
5 – 29 January 2011

The Scottish Gallery
16 Dundas Street, Edinburgh EH3 6HZ
Tel 0131 558 1200
Email mail@scottish-gallery.co.uk
www.scottish-gallery.co.uk



William Kirk was an exceptional silversmith. He was a private, modest, self contained 
man. His beautiful work speaks for itself. He would slip into the gallery, drop off 
a piece of work and then quietly slip away. As I got to know him and gradually 
understand his work it became clear that he worked in meticulous order, calculating 
form and shape in a seemingly never ending quest for perfection. The photographer 
Shannon Tofts spent a day with Bill in 2006 photographing the man and his work 
for the exhibition The Face of Craft, held at the Scottish National Portrait Gallery. 
This catalogue contains some images from that day and in a small way helps us to 
understand how he arrived at the final result, which is his work.

This catalogue is dedicated to Bill’s wife, Rita, and their son Martin.

Christina Jansen 
Director, The Scottish Gallery

Introduction



William Kirk An Appreciation

William Kirk was widely acknowledged 
throughout the jewellery and 
silversmithing community as a 
remarkable silversmith and influential 
teacher.

To me he was guru, teacher, colleague 
and friend. I first encountered him when 
I was a student at Glasgow School of 
Art in the 1960s where William taught 
engraving and enamelling and later 
when I was appointed as head of the 
jewellery and silversmithing department 
at Edinburgh College of Art, William or 
Bill as most people knew him was my 
invaluable colleague and advisor.

As a student at Broughton Senior 
Secondary School Bill won art prizes 
for sculpture and on leaving became 
apprenticed to Charles Creswick the 
Edinburgh based sculptural metalworker 
and bronze founder. His skills as an 
instructor were first noted during a 
period of National Service. He resumed 
work with Creswick until he set up his 
own silversmithing business in 1961. 
His interest in silversmithing became 

apparent during his apprenticeship 
where he also developed an excellent 
standard of hand engraving,  
creating his own elegant and beautifully 
proportioned letterforms. It is my 
impression that Bill was mainly self-
taught in all the skills he had. He 
gradually became recognised for the 
quality of his silversmithing pieces and 
was commissioned by Her Majesty 
Queen Elizabeth to make a communion 
cup to be presented to Dr. Selby Wright 
of the Canongate Church. Many 
commissions were undertaken including 
four maces, one for the University of 
Witwatersand in South Africa and 
another for Tennessee. He made two 
exquisite water jugs for St. Catherine’s 
College in Oxford and a truly remarkable 
table centrepiece commissioned by 
Heriot Watt University for Napier 
University. The list of commissions  
he undertook is significant, the backbone 
of support for his business was his  
wife Rita and his artist son Martin.  
They both hope to prepare a 

Left: Using chasing and repousse techniques to apply Celtic motifs onto a silver plate. c.1965



comprehensive archive of his work.
I had the great pleasure of working 

with Bill at Edinburgh College of Art 
for fifteen years where he underpinned 
the quality of teaching with his great 
knowledge, intelligence and open-
mindedness. During one of our many 
conversations about soldering I said to 
him ‘Bill you know what it is like to be a 
piece of silver’ he replied ‘yes I think I do.’

He established the appreciation 
of craft skill aesthetics for so many 
students both at Glasgow School of Art 
and Edinburgh College of Art, many of 
whom have gone on to run departments 
of their own. Professor Roger Millar, 
Professor Norman Cherry, Julia Keyte at 
Sheffield Hallam University and Helen 
Marriott and Anna Gordon at Glasgow 
School of Art to name a few. Many of his 
students have written to Rita and Martin 
and to me, they all have a wonderful 
story about him.

The work on show in this very 
special memorial exhibition at the 
Scottish Gallery demonstrates 
both his consummate skill and his 
uncompromising and disciplined 
approach to making things as well 
as it was possible to do. The range of 

the work on show is remarkable and 
demonstrates Bill’s uniqueness. He could 
tackle complex solder inlay and change 
pace to raise the most perfect bowl 
forms in both copper and silver. He could 
engrave flawlessly on silver then carve 
and lettercut in stone. 

To emphasise only his skill is to fail 
to acknowledge his wider view. He 
was a very cultured man with interests 
in poetry, literature and music. He 
was talented over a wide range and 
undertook major commissions in stone 
letter cutting and carving. Stone panels 
in Greyfriars Church and churchyard,  
the Film House and the Gallery of 
Modern Art and his garden at home 
attest to his ability to work in many 
materials. He was a Renaissance 
man who could turn his hand and his 
thoughtful brain to any task. He was 
certainly my guiding light at Edinburgh 
College of Art and a very loyal friend. 
He is greatly missed for his many fine 
qualities and his fundamental integrity.

Dorothy Hogg, MBE 
Professor Emeritus,  
Edinburgh College of Art

Right: Working on the mace commissioned by Stirling University, 1967
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I have been fascinated by Bill’s work for a long time and was lucky enough to 
photograph him and his work on more than one occasion.

Spending time talking and watching him work was so inspiring. He collected lines; 
he explained to me the transition of a line through a bowl and pursued the perfection 
of that line. Listening to the sound of each hammer blow as I photographed was a 
lesson in it’s self. It sung pure, signaling the exact strength, direction and angle of 
each hammer strike, the process of making a bowl or cup was as much audio and as 
physical. Each piece would have its own song and rhythm. It was the delicacy and 
efficiency in every movement that I found fascinating.

He was generous with his time and happy to inform and share his working methods.
Shannon Tofts Photographer
 

A little silver tumbler, sitting comfortably in the palm of my hand, raised from a  
thick-gauge flat sheet whose shining edge forms a perfect circle between my fingers 
and thumb. 

Professor E.A. Moignard

In the early 1990s The Scottish Gallery held an exhibition celebrating the work of 
Edinburgh College of Art’s Jewellery Department, staff and students. In that exhibition 
was a group of simple handraised, patinated silver and copper bowls by Bill Kirk. The 
exceptional craftsmanship of those understated forms was eloquent and resonant and 
was my first introduction to this outstanding Scottish maker and teacher. On other 
occasions the gallery showed some of Bill’s carved stone inscriptions – the exquisite 
lettering carrying the meaning of some of his favourite poems. He was a man of wide 
learning and deep knowledge and made a long lasting contribution to the arts in Scotland. 

Amanda Game Freelance Curator

William Kirk Quiet Observations
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Bill was a much appreciated teaching colleague at Glasgow School of Art. His purity of 
concept embedded in the perfection of his craft was inspirational.

John Creed Metalworker and silversmith
 

I am still constantly reminded of Bill and his meticulous working methods and 
attention to detail. He is a constant reminder to strive for perfection. 

Anna Gordon Head of department, BA(hons) design, silversmithing and jewellery, 
The Glasgow School of Art
 

Bill Kirk’s presence in the room was one of calm stillness; his precision and  
artistry were honed in his Creswick workshop training that was itself rooted in a 
Ruskinian heritage.

Lianne Hackett Future exhibition organiser 
(researcher at Sheffield Museums, Can Art Save Us?)
 

Bill Kirk’s mastery of silversmithing is characterised by his strong, elegant, 
unembellished forms which retain their hammering and planishing marks; in his 
hands a seemingly unprepossessing sheet of metal is transformed into a beautiful and 
satisfying form. 

Christine Rew Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museums Manager

My memories, as an enthusiastic student at Glasgow School of Art, are of Bill’s visits 
from Edinburgh to teach us engraving. I loved these classes from a very quiet assured 
tutor whom I greatly respected.

Mary Lloyd (Thomson) Artist
 

I knew of Bill’s reputation from Mary. In later years I had the pleasure of meeting this 
committed, uncompromising guardian of the craft. A great loss to silversmithing.

Michael Lloyd Silversmith



Bill made simple pieces. It is a truism to say that the simple is the hardest to achieve. 
But to steadfastly seek the truth of a piece and then allow it to speak for itself as he 
did is a lesson for every maker. There are no hiding places in his work. 

Adrian Hope Silversmith
 

William Kirk’s hand raising and lettering skills were of supreme quality; his simple 
cups and bowls have a quiet perfection to touch the soul.

My father took great pleasure in his collection of malt whiskies. For his 70th 
birthday, my sister and I commissioned William Kirk to make him a silver tumbler cup, 
with a special and very personal inscription on it. My father was thrilled with that cup 
and used it regularly. He loved the lettering, and adored how the whisky looked as 
he swirled it round in the silver. My father died in August 2010, but the sight of him 
contentedly cupping that beautiful tumbler in his hand remains one of my strongest 
images of his last years. 

Elizabeth Goring Curator and writer
 

Bill was an exceptional colleague to work alongside here in the Jewellery and 
Silversmithing Department at Edinburgh College of Art. Sitting and working at the 
teaching bench he set up in one of the workshops continues to bring back lot’s of 
memories of him working with the students and his perfect and neat handwritten 
labels on small boxes and tins lives on… 

Susan Cross Reader, Jewellery and Silversmithing Department, 
Edinburgh College of Art
 

William Kirk’s complete mastery of techniques such as hand raising, mark him out as 
a silversmith who really understood the nature of the medium. His elegantly simple, 
yet beautifully wrought tumbler cups and larger bowls speak to me of the great 
Scottish masters of the 17th century, and yet are so obviously of the present.

George Dalgleish Principal Curator, Scottish History, 
Scotland and Europe Department, National Museums Scotland
 



I first met Bill when he was a part-time tutor at Glasgow School of Art in 1961 – 62, 
invited to teach a class in hand-engraving. He made an instant impression with 
his skill in that specialism, and with his patience, as he made a valiant attempt to 
introduce our class to the basics. I can still manage to shape and sharpen a graver, 
but he did open my eyes to the design possibilities of engraving, especially in the 
application of lettering. 

 Though we met infrequently, over the next 35 years I became increasingly 
aware of the breadth and depth of his craftsmanship, and of his quiet dedication to 
true perfection in hand skills, often of high risk. I remember one visit to his studio 
when I found him carving a long biblical inscription on a huge slab of slate destined 
for the National Museums of Scotland, Edinburgh. Technically, he was always in a 
league apart, and his personal modesty concealed a truly impressive professional 
accomplishment, and the work that he leaves will be admired and treasured always. 

Roger Millar Silversmith



Plate 1 Alphabet lettercut slate  c.2004  15.3 h x 15.3 w x 2.1 d cms
Plate 2 ABC lettercut slate  c.1999  17.4 h x 18.2 w x 2.1 d cms
Plate 3 Hammer raised silver vessel  2004  21.2 diam x 5 h cms
Plate 4 Two semi-circular silver containers on gilded slate  2004
 Base dimensions: 23 l x 12 w x 2.4 d cms
 Container dimensions: 10.2 h x 6.8 w x 3.2 d cms
Plate 5 Three small hammer raised silver cups  2003  6 diam x 3.7 h cms
Plate 6 Left: Tall round silver beaker  2003  6.1 diam x 9.6 h cms
 Right: Hammer raised silver tumbler cup  2003  7.5 diam x 5 h cms
Plate 7 Hammer raised shallow silver bowl  2002  12.2 diam x 4.7 h cms
Plate 8 Two semi-circular silver containers on gilded slate  2009
 Base dimension: 20 l x 10 w x 2 d cms 
 Silver containers: 9 h x 4.1 d x 6.5 w cms
Plate 9 Two engraved, hammer raised silver tumbler cups  2009  7.5 diam x 5 h cms
Plate 10 Patinated hammer raised copper vessel  c.2004  25.5 cm diam x 11.5 h cms
Plate 11 Left: Patinated hammer raised copper vessel  c.2000  9 diam x 9 h cms  
 Right: Hammer raised shallow copper vessel  c.2000  13.3 diam x 4.3 h cms
Plate 12 Left: Hammer raised silver vessel  2003  14.2 diam x 7.5 h cms
 Right: Hammer raised silver bowl  2003  14.1 diam x 7.5 h cms
Plate 13 Look at the Stars  lettercut stone  c.2000  16.8 h x 12.5 w x 5 d cms
Plate 14 Hammer raised silver bowl  1999  23 diam x 8.5 h cms

List of plates
Plate 1 Alphabet lettercut slate  c.2004  15.3 h x 15.3 w x 2.1 d cms  £950
Plate 2  ABC lettercut slate  c.1999  17.4 h x 18.2 w x 2.1 d cms £950
Plate 3  Hammer raised silver vessel  2004  21.2 diam x 5 h cms £7500
Plate 4  Two semi-circular silver containers on gilded slate  2004 £4500
 Base dimensions: 23 l x 12 w x 2.4 d cms
 Container dimensions: 10.2 h x 6.8 w x 3.2 d cms
Plate 5  Three small hammer raised silver cups  2003  6 diam x 3.7 h cms £750 each
Plate 6 Left: Tall round silver beaker  2003  6.1 diam x 9.6 h cms £1750
 Right: Hammer raised silver tumbler cup  2003  7.5 diam x 5 h cms £1500
Plate 7 Hammer raised shallow silver bowl  2002  12.2 diam x 4.7 h cms £2200
Plate 8  Two semi-circular silver containers on gilded slate  2009 £4950
 Base dimension: 20 l x 10 w x 2 d cms
 Silver containers: 9 h x 4.1 d x 6.5 w cms
Plate 9  Two engraved, hammer raised silver tumbler cups  2009  7.5 diam x 5 h cms £1950 each
Plate 10 Patinated hammer raised copper vessel  c.2004  25.5 cm diam x 11.5 h cms £2950
Plate 11  Left: Patinated hammer raised copper vessel  c.2000  9 diam x 9 h cms £950
 Right: Hammer raised shallow copper vessel  c.2000  13.3 diam x 4.3 h cms £950
Plate 12  Left: Hammer raised silver vessel  2003  14.2 diam x 7.5 h cms £3950
 Right: Hammer raised silver bowl  2003  14.1 diam x 7.5 h cms £3950
Plate 13 Look at the Stars  lettercut stone  c.2000  16.8 h x 12.5 w x 5 d cms £1650
Plate 14  Hammer raised silver bowl  1999  23 diam x 8.5 h cms £9500

There are a number of smaller works available in the  
exhibition, please contact the gallery for further details.





Public Collections
National Museums of Scotland, Edinburgh
Aberdeen Art Gallery and Museum, Aberdeen
Huntly House Museum, Edinburgh
Edinburgh University, Napier University, Stirling University
Bute House Collection

 Selected Exhibitions
1971 Scottish Crafts, National Museums of Scotland, Edinburgh Festival
1973 Edinburgh Crafts, Canongate Tolbooth Museum, Edinburgh
1977 Jubilee Exhibition: Important Scottish Silver 1952 – 1977,

Huntly House Museum, Edinburgh
1992 The Art of Lettering, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
1997 Seven British Silversmiths, University of Northern Iowa Gallery of Art, USA
1997 Silver from Scotland Touring exhibition. The Scottish Gallery and Aberdeen 

Art Gallery and Museum, Aberdeen
1999 Edinburgh Makers, Kyoto, Japan
2000 Collection 2000, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
2004 Solo exhibition, The Scottish Gallery, Edinburgh
2005 100% Proof, International touring exhibition curated by Dorothy Hogg, MBE
2008 Silver: Made in Scotland, National Museums of Scotland, Edinburgh
2009 Collect, Saatchi Gallery, London
2009 Can Art Save Us?, Millennium Galleries, Sheffield

1950 – 1961 Assistant to Charles Creswick, Edinburgh  
(Sculptural Bronze Founding and Silversmithing)

1961 Formed studio as a designer silversmith and engraver
1961 – 1978 Lecturer at Glasgow School of Art
1980 – 1999 Lecturer at Edinburgh College of Art
 
 Selected Commissions
1962 Queen’s Cup, Canongate Kirk, Edinburgh
1964 Steeple Cup, Edinburgh University
1966 Mace for the Dean of the Chapel Royal in Scotland
1968 Mace for Stirling University
1969 Macer for Vanderbilt University, Nashville, Tennesse, USA
1977 Inscription work on slate for the National Museums of Scotland, 

Edinburgh
1977 Macer for Witwatersrand University, Johannesburg, South Africa
1979 Table Silver for St Catherine’s College, Oxford
1992 Robert Adam Memorial, Greyfriar’s Kirk, Edinburgh
1993 Silver table centrepiece commission from Heriot Watt University to 

Napier University, Edinburgh
1996 Silver Baptismal Bowl for Chapel Royal, Stirling Castle
2001 Large silver Bowl for Bute House Collection, Edinburgh
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