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The use of lamps and candles has been a part of my religious tradition since before it 

branched off from the parent faith1. While natural fuels and light sources are preferred2 the 

cost of beeswax in comparison to paraffin is somewhat prohibitive, leading to the use of pure 

white paraffin rather than warm yellow bees wax. These long, thick pillar candles are generally 

held in specially-sized stands which hold several inches of the candle in place to ensure they 

don’t fall over. This leads to the need for removing candles several inches above the top of the 

holder which in turn results in a four to six inch candle stub. Thrift being what it is most of those 

who care for our churches can’t bring themselves to throw out a perfectly good six inch candle, 

and so they go in a box or a closet somewhere. Why does this matter? 

My church specifically uses two other kinds of candles in addition to the tall pillar 

candles: a small tea-candle sized lamp insert and a very large jar style candle3. Upon learning 

the price of each of these candles and the fact that we had a supply closet with an entire shelf 

growing rapidly full of nothing but candle stubs, I began my first foray into chandlery.  

Early attempts were hit and miss. For the small tea-candle sized votive candles I used 

the remaining wick from the large pillar candle stumps, which would distort 4 or even melt the 

plastic jars. Use of commercial “high quality candle wick” proved an exercise in frustration due 

to a wick far too small for the candle, resulting in tunnelling, a process by which only the 

interior of the candle burns leaving a long tunnel through the exterior wax which needless to 

 
1 For this photo and all photos moving forward, please see the appendix. Photos will be indicated by an Appendix 
Reference, ie. “A1” for this reference.  
2 Hawkes-Teeples, St. symeon of thessalonika: the liturgical commentaries 2015 
3 Photograph found in A2 
4 Photograph found in A3 



say is a bit inhibitive in the light-providing function of candles5. While I did eventually figure out, 

with the help of the great and powerful Google how to properly match wick to wax, I was 

mostly content to recycle my church candles and mix and match the ends of my wife’s scented 

candles6. This changed, however, when a friend brought me some beeswax candle stubs and 

asked me to teach him how to turn them into candles. 

Now, a jar candle is fairly simple, once you know how to choose a wick size. Wick goes 

through the weight and trim, set the weight on the bottom centre of the jar, set cross bar on 

the mouth of the jar, tie wick and adjust for straightness. Pour wax about 9/10ths of where you 

want the candle, let cool overnight, then top off and let cool again, trim, and off you go. I knew 

at the start of this project that traditionally candles were dipped. I had a jar for melting wax, 

and so the first thing I did was hop on the great and powerful Google to type in “how to dip 

candles”. This revealed to me a great many people selling candles and kits for making jar 

candles, and one item of use: a fifty dollar “candle taper dipping frame7. This was essentially a 

rod with a hook in one end and a pair of six-prong racks. I happen to keep a supply of baling 

wire around the house for maille, holding things up, and tying things down, so I pulled out to 

pair of pliers and went to work twisting wire into shape. This time I made sure to do my 

research first, and found out how long liturgical tapers are in modern use (about eleven inches) 

before going to work. My prototype complete, I was ready to start experimenting8! Except, of 

course, that my soup can was neither wide nor deep enough to accept the device. This led to a 

 
5 Photographs found in A4 
6 Photograph found in A5 
7 https://www.amazon.com/Premium-Store-Candle-Taper-
DIPPING/dp/B076YJGB3F/ref=pd_ybh_a_1?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1 
8 Photograph found in A6 



modification of my prototype, as well as experimentation on different designs of rack – 

different shapes, different numbers of tines, and different ways of holding wicks9.  

From there was simply a matter of experimentation. My first round of candles were all 

with braided commercial cotton wick, and while on each several inches of wick was wasted I 

think they turned out well. I showed that I was able to make a narrow taper of about seven 

inches, and a nice fat candle of about the same. My results were improved in remembering to 

add more wax when the pot started getting low, resulting in much less severe points on my 

candles. Likewise, the discovery of the ability to turn my racks upside down and dip allowed me 

to make quite lovely full-length tapers, of which I was quite proud10. This was, of course, until 

my wife laughingly asked how I was going to light the ruddy thing. Fortunately, beeswax seems 

very forgiving of novices, and by simply scoring a quarter inch or so of wax from the top of the 

taper, I was able to reveal a very tidy wick, ready to be lit11.  

With my prototypes complete, and having demonstrated to myself the fact that yes, I 

can do this, I decided to research the roots of the modern candles upon which I had based this 

experiment. To my great delight, the candles I was trying to make were easily found: an artifact 

was uncovered in Germany consisting of a trio of dipped beeswax candles with hemp wick: the 

Alamannic candles of Oberflacht, Germany, currently held in the Württemberg State Museum12 

were proudly on display under the Wikipedia entry for “history of candle-making”13. And while I 

am fully aware that The Wikis aren’t the best of all sources for an academic project, it bears 

 
9 Photograph found in A7 
10 Photograph found in A8 
11 Photograph found in A9 
12 Historic reference photos will be held in Appendix B. Following the established trend, find this photo in “B1” 
13 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_candle_making 



noting that they were the first place I was able to find an actual artifact for beeswax candles, 

and further research identified the wick as being hemp14. 

This of course forced me to re-evaluate my wick. Fortunately I already had strands of 

hemp waiting for use for another project. After soaking the fibres in the warm wax I pulled 

them out, wound them around a screwdriver, and set it aside to cool15. I was extremely 

satisfied with my work so far, and getting into my groove… and this is when I discovered a vital 

fact about double-boiling in pickle jars: It’s really, really important to both monitor the 

temperature of your pot, and to keep the bottom of the glass jar from solid contact with the 

bottom of the pot. Rest in Peace, Pickle Jar the First16. While waiting for Pickle Jar the Second to 

go through the dishwasher and for the entirety of the wax to melt again, I resumed research.    

Eva Crane’s informative “The World History of Beekeeping and Honey Hunting sent the 

appropriateness of candles to the very early reaches of our hobby, noting that a candle 

fragment was found at Vaison, France which has been dated to about the first century AD17. 

Contemporary art attests to the use of candles for household as well as church illumination, 

from the absolutely stunning mosaics found at the Sicilian UNESCO site of Villa Romana del 

Casale1819 to the 11th century medical text book “Tacuinum Sanitatis”20 to the15th century and 

 
14 Crane, E. (1999). 49.2 Beeswax burned to produce light or fire. In The world history of beekeeping and honey 
hunting (pp. 524-525). New York, New York: Routledge. 
15 Photograph found in A10 
16 Tragic Evidence found on A11 
17 Ibid. pp 525 (Unfortunately, I could find no image to give) 
18 Dominus Welcomes Guests [Mosiac]. Villa Romana del Casale, 4th Century, Archaeological Park of Morgantina 
and Villa Romana del Casale in Piazza Armerina, Piazza Armerina, Province of Enna, Sicily, Italy. 
19 Photograph found in B2 
20 Photograph found in B3 



later iconography21. Much more modern sources such as the list of Defects published in the 

Roman Missal in the mid 19th century22 attest to the historic (and current, in that author’s 

judgment) necessity of beeswax candles in the mass, and the description of the 7th Century 

Pontifical Mass seems to agree, describing a procession of seven deacons all holding lit candles 

of “wax”23, as opposed to “tallow” – later liturgical instruction would note differences between 

bleached and unbleached beeswax candles24.  

I could clearly demonstrate that candles were in use, and other than not having been 

sunk in a bog for a thousand years, the candles that I was making looked nearly identical to my 

goal images. I still, however, felt bad about my process: why was I using racks when I absolutely 

KNEW that the “stick” method was more correct? Well, that brought me to whole new ends of 

research. It turned into one of those “EEEEEEEEEEEEEV-ERY THING YOU KNOW IS WRONG” 

kinds of days.  

You see, good reader, this project was done a bit backward. I first started by making my 

brackets, and then dipping, as a little bit of handiwork to keep my hands busy during finals. It 

was meant to be a way to relax. The day before my last final exam, I saw a notice up that the 

kingdom was having a virtual A&S championship, which brought about the thought “Well, I’ve 

already started making the things, how hard could it BE?”. And then I began research. And as I 

researched my preconceived notions of history – some of which I’ll admit may have come from 

television – were rudely shattered. I learned of rush lights soaked in tallow, in use since ancient 

 
21 Photograph found in B4 
22 Macguire, R. (1854). Title X, No. 1. In De defectibus in celebratione Missarum occurrentibus. London, England: 
Seeley&amp;Company. 
23 Ordo Romanus, i. 8; ii. 5; iii. 7, Rome, Italy, 7th Century 
24 Ryan, E. (1937) Candles in the Roman Rite, pp. 15-23, Baltimore, Maryland.  



Egypt25. I learned that early Roman candles, rather than being dipped, were instead wicks rolled 

in hot wax26, or that candles could also be made by pouring melted wax repeatedly over a wick, 

or that the “stick” over which a wick was looped was called a “broach”27. This last led me, 

through the wandering paths of my restricted-to-the-internet-by-covid research to the Abbey 

of Regina Laudis, which uses a traditional setup of many broaches suspended together to dip 

wicks into a “dipping trough”, and then to the Orthodox Monastery of Saints Mary and Martha, 

where I was treated to a modernized – and familiar – display of a round taper dipping rack28. 

While this was clearly modern, London’s Worshipful Company of Wax Chandlers had begun large-

scale operations in the 12th century29, and racks seem to be – though I have yet to confirm periods as of 

yet – a large part of the operation. So while I did not set out to make anything period correct, it seems 

that by simple virtue of “this thing works”, I stumbled upon a reasonable approximation.  

And that, gentle reader, just about does it. I didn’t set out to make a reproduction of anything 

historic, I just wanted to do something relaxing and useful. But I suppose that’s what this hobby is all 

about. I’ll be attaching two videos to this project as well, so please have a look if you haven’t already. 

Keep in mind that those videos were made during the process of research, so please consider this paper 

the last word that I’ll speak for now on the subject. I’d like to thank Hrólfr Á Fjárfelli for encouraging me 

to sign up for this crazy idea in the first place, and all of my friends who told me to take the dive, and of  

 

 
25 Mirza, A. (Director). (2018, May 17). A Visual History of Light [Video file]. Retrieved from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MPyOPUzwZ2g 
26 History. (2020, July 23). Retrieved November 26, 2020, from https://candles.org/history/ 
27 Gretton, L. (2009, April 18). Tallow candles &amp; Snuffers. Retrieved November 26, 2020, from 
http://www.oldandinteresting.com/tallow-candles-snuffers.aspx 
28 Photograph found in A12 
29 The Worshipful Company of Wax Chandlers. (2009, October). Retrieved from https://aim25.com/cgi-
bin/vcdf/detail?coll_id=14166&amp;inst_id=118&amp;nv1=browse&amp;nv2=sub. 



course you, gentle reader, for your patience in going through all of this somewhat garbled and 

incoherent narrative of A Newbie’s First Candles and Tapers. And I have to say that when I hold the end 

result in my hand and look at the artifact example, I am absolutely delighted. I truly believe that at this 

point, this is the very best that I could do. Thank you for letting me try and learn.  

 

 

 

 

 

  



Appendix 

A1 

 

The Tomb of Jesus, Church of the Holy Sepulchre , Jerusalem, Israel. Note the use of the tall 

white pillar candles paired with the smaller orange/yellow liturgical tapers.  

 

  



A2 

 

The author’s first tool kit and a display of the various jar candles in use from his home church. 

Included in the tool kit are a measuring cup to be used as a dipper, lengths of wire to serve as 

cross bars to hold wax, recycled metal wick weights, and clothespins to hold the top of the wick 

in place while pouring. Not pictured is the old soup can used to melt wax.  

A3 

 

A melted votive candle jar, showing a distortion almost 25% off true due to an excessively large 

wick. Not shown is a jar that began to melt and caught fire due to same.  

 



A4 

 

Modern commercial candles displaying tunnelling. The wax scrapings are a correction for 

tunnelling where a tool is used – in this case the back side of a fork – to scrape wax into the 

forming tunnel. In jar candles like these the glass jar is meant to heat up and melt any adhering 

wax, preventing tunnelling. The fact that even this measure failed emphasizes just how 

undersized these wicks are for the job.  

A5 

 

Recycled scented candles, on the left “Hazlenut Café” blended with “Vanilla Pancake”, titled 

“Breakfast”, on the right “Maple Brown Sugar” blended with “Pecan Crunch”, titled “Dessert”. 



A6 

 

A commercial wick dipper, and the author’s baling wire prototype. The commercial rack cost a 

little over $50, the author used about thirty-four cents of wire and threw this together watching 

“The Addams Family”. 

 

  



A7 

 

On the left the adjusted prototype, showing bent up-then-out loops top and bottom, on the 

right the nearly completed series in use. These are shown and demonstrated in the video 

associated with this project.   

 

  



A8 

 

The first couple of batches. Note the long wicks on the tapers on the bottom, and the very tidy 

cylinder shape of the tapers at the top of the image. Likewise note the misshapen candles on 

the bottom of the pile to the right: I had neglected to lay them flat to cool, and had to learn 

from that mistake. It was in fact corrected by letting the candles cool on the rack before cutting. 

It takes longer, but results in a much more tidy candle.  

A9 

 

Undressed taper left, dressed taper displaying hemp wick on the right.  

 



A10 

 

Waxed hemp wick being spun around my screwdriver. Inside Pickle Jar the First (that’s 

foreshadowing) you can see a pair of beeswax candle stubs a-melting.  

  



 

A11 

 

So, the bubbles in the previous photo? Those mean that the pot was boiling. It doesn’t actually 

need to boil to melt wax, and if you boil the water with the bottom of your jar directly on the 

surface of the pot, you risk cracking your jar. You’ll note that this jar is half full… in the wrong 

direction. Nobody was hurt, but I was given a very clear warning shot.   



A12 

 

  



B1 

 

Taken from Wikipedia: “Three bees wax candles found at the Alamannic gravyard of Oberflacht, 

Seitingen-Oberflacht, Kreis Tuttlingen, Germany. Dating to 6th or beginning 7th century A.D. They are 

the oldest survived bees wax candles north of the Alps. Dimensions from left to right: 

L: Height: 206 mm (8.11 in); Diameter: 20 mm (0.78 in) 

M: Height: 279 mm (10.98 in); Diameter: 20 mm (0.78 in) 

R: Height: 220 mm (8.66 in); Diameter: 20 mm (0.78 in) 

 

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Candles_Oberflacht.jpg 

  



B2 

 

Described as the head of the household in a guest-welcoming ceremony, candle in his right 

hand. And really, just browsing the images is absolutely worth your time:  

http://www.villaromanadelcasale.it 

B3 

 

Described as a 14th century Italian copy of the Tacuinum Sanitatis, labelled “A chandler”. The 

tapers in the hands of all seem to be identical to modern Eastern Liturgical Tapers, but artistic 

expression is artistic expression.   

 



B4 

 

Saint Phanourios, 15th century, written by the great Iconographer Angelos Akotanos. Agia 

Aikaterini Collection, Heraklion. Photograph by C. Messer.   



 


