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In the 1790s, one recipient of seahorse teeth complained about the rotting 

state of his dentures, and imagined:

‘two thousand people at the opera... there may be amongst them at least 

two or three hundred who have a small piece of sea-horse in the mouth; 

form an idea of all those decayed substances and you will have a skeleton 

of the animal, which if placed on the stage, would soon drive away all the 

spectators by the putrefaction and disgust it would occasion’

Teeth made from walrus ivory were known as 

‘seahorse teeth’



Waterloo Teeth 1700s and 1800s

• Although dentures made from human 
teeth came to be named after the 
Battle of Waterloo in 1815, they were 
already popular in the 1700s. 

• At first, the teeth were obtained from 
executed prisoners and unidentified 
paupers, but grave robbers also 
provided a ready supply. The very 
poor were also tempted to sell their 
healthy  teeth. 

• When it was realised that the teeth of 
young, healthy soldiers were of much 
higher quality - with less decay and 
disease – it started a new and very 
profitable trade in battlefield teeth.

• As late as the 1860s, England 
imported 50 barrels of teeth from the 
battlefields of the American Civil War.

• The human teeth were set into a 
base carved from solid hippo, walrus 
or elephant ivory. 

• The ivory was often uncomfortable 
and could not be held in place very 
easily. Sometimes chamois leather 
was attached, to cushion the gums.
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Through the Dentist’s Window

This dentist opened his surgery in 1882.

He bought the best dental chair he could 

afford, and top quality cabinets to impress his 

well-off customers.

He decorated his walls with the latest 

fashionable wallpaper and displayed a 

picture of a marketplace tooth drawer to 

highlight his own modern respectability

Despite all this, it’s unlikely that he had any 

formal qualifications himself.

He added the latest x-ray 

machine as soon as he 

could afford it after WWI






