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The early nineteenth century saw the production of 
enormous quantities of large, heavy silver items that were 
a visual expression of power, status and wealth and were 
intended to promote rulers, nations or individual aristocrats. 
Many pieces were coated with a thin layer of gold to give 
the impression that they were made of solid gold and were 
twenty times more valuable than was the case. 

Sadly, relatively little of the magnificent silver made for the 
Emperor Napoleon and his family survives today. A number of 
leading Parisian goldsmiths worked for the Emperor, but the 
most important was undoubtedly Martin-Guillaume Biennais 
(1764-1843), who had a truly astonishing career. Biennais rose 
from provincial obscurity to the position of Napoleon’s official 
goldsmith, and then went on to coordinate the activities of 
hundreds of craftsmen and the supply of tons of superb silver 
not only to the French court but right across Europe, from 
Spain to Russia.1

Biennais was born and raised in La Cochère, a small village 
about 115 miles west of Paris, and acquired a modest 
business in Paris in 1788 as a tabletier – a maker and seller 
of items made of wood, mother-of-pearl, ivory, horn and 
non-precious metals. He was not a trained goldsmith, but 
broke into the closed world of the goldsmiths after the 
French Revolution and the collapse of the Parisian guilds. His 
initial success was due to the very well-equipped travelling 
services he assembled and supplied to Napoleon and other 
generals for use on their campaigns during the 1790s.

In essence, Biennais was a brilliant manager and organiser. 
He used his expertise and experience as a tabletier to 
develop wooden cases incorporating writing slopes and 
slides, secret money trays, and numerous space-saving 
storage features. Some of the larger cases could even be 
screwed down to flooring, using internal, hidden rods, to 
reduce the risk of theft. Biennais imaginatively fitted out 
these cases with dozens of items in precious and base 
metals, glass, tortoiseshell and ivory for eating, drinking, 
washing, dressing, correspondence, maintenance and repairs. 
The selection was intended to make the owner virtually self-
sufficient during his or her travels, and could even include 
multi-purpose tools and a tongue-scraper! 

In these early days, Biennais obtained the silver and gold 
items from independent goldsmiths, notably hollow-ware 
from Marie-Joseph-Gabriel Genu (master 1788, d.1810) 
and forks and spoons from the specialist flatware maker 
Pierre-Benoît Lorillon. Many pieces were made smaller than 
their normal equivalents. Some had handles or parts that 
unscrewed, like the handles on chocolate pots or the stems 
and bases of chamber candlesticks. Teapots were made with 
pull-off lids that enabled tea caddies to be placed inside 
them, while glass tumblers were stored inside cylindrical 
silver-gilt containers that had many potential uses. 

The travelling service of Napoleon’s favourite sister, Princess 
Pauline Borghese (Fig. 1), is directly related to Pauline’s 
marriage to the Italian Prince Camillo Borghese in 1803 
and clearly reflects both Biennais’s mastery in assembling a 
complex de-luxe travelling service and his close involvement 
with Napoleon during the Consulate. 
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Figure 1. 
Martin-Guillaume Biennais, The 
travelling service of Princess Pauline 
Borghese, c.1803. 
Silver-gilt, gold, glass and other materials 
in a mahogany chest with inlaid brass 
decoration.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh. 



After Napoleon became Emperor in 1804, Biennais was 
able to make use of the talents of Napoleon’s architects 
and designers Charles Percier and Pierre-François-Léonard 
Fontaine, whose Recueil de Décorations Intérieures (Collection 
of Interior Designs), published between 1801 and 1812, is 
rightly regarded as the main visual manifesto of the French 
Empire style. The high point of this collaboration was the 
use of Percier’s specially commissioned designs for the main 
pieces in the spectacular silver-gilt ‘tea service’ which was 
ordered for Napoleon in connection with his marriage to the 
Archduchess Marie-Louise of Austria in April 1810, at a cost 
of 40,000 francs (Fig. 2).2

This extremely impressive service could not be more 
imperial. It is decorated with Imperial eagles, Napoleonic 
bees, Napoleon’s arms, the Emperor’s portrait in profile, and 
a plethora of classical gods and other classical references. 
Appropriately, the theme of love also runs through the 
service, with small statuettes of Venus, goddess of love, 
surmounting the double-salts, the mythological lovers Cupid 
and Psyche on the sugar bowl, and a relief copy of the Roman 
wall painting of the Aldobrandini Wedding on the tea caddy. 

One could devote the rest of this article to the 1810 service, 
but two main points must suffice here. First, Biennais did 
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Figure 2. 
Martin-Guillaume Biennais, Part of tea 
service of the Emperor Napoleon, 1810.
Silver-gilt, glass and other materials 
stored in two leather chests.
Musée du Louvre, Paris, and National 
Museums Scotland, Edinburgh.



not slavishly follow Percier’s designs. On the sugar bowl, for 
instance, he simplified Percier’s design, omitting the bees 
on the cover and the leaves on the underside of the bowl. 
He also added the crowned ‘N’ for Napoleon and a band of 
foliate motifs to the cover and replaced the scrolling foliage 
on the sides of the bowl with four reliefs of Cupid and Psyche. 
The second point is that, although Biennais now had his own 
workshop, he was still willing to involve other goldsmiths. The 
huge hot water urn is by Antoine Boullier, who was probably 
co-opted because he had worked on an even larger, one-
metre-high urn that had been awarded a medal in 1806.

Biennais’s silver is characterized by relatively simple elegant 
shapes, plain areas of brilliant, burnished silver enriched with 
precisely represented and rendered relief decoration of 
classically-inspired subject matter, and a contrast between 
polished areas and matt decoration. His great ability and 
achievement was to produce huge quantities of extremely 
refined silver of the highest quality without a hitch or a drop 
in standards. That said, there is very little stylistic development 
in Biennais’s later work. This is clearly evident in the examples 
from the huge coffee and tea service commissioned between 
1815 and 1817 by the Grand Duke Nicholas Pavlovich (later 
Tsar Nicholas I) now in the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, and 

the Gulbenkian Museum, Lisbon.3 These are basically larger 
reworkings of the 1810 pieces with more detailed decoration 
and more tooling of the surfaces.

Many Parisian goldsmiths imitated Biennais’s classic 
Napoleonic court style. A very telling illustration of the 
predominance of the ‘Biennais style’ are the dessert dishes by 
Biennais’s chief rival, Jean-Baptiste-Claude Odiot (1763-1850), 
which could easily be mistaken for works produced in the 
official goldsmith’s own workshop (Fig. 3). This is particularly 
interesting because Odiot was the proud successor of a 
prominent dynasty of Parisian goldsmiths active from the 
early eighteenth century.4 He had become a master goldsmith 
in 1785 and took over his father’s business around the time 
of his death in 1788. One might have expected Odiot to have 
‘bucked the trend’ and to have come up with a very different 
style, but that did not happen. 

This was not due to a lack of alternative designs. The dessert 
dishes were designed by the painter-architect Jean-Charles-
Alexandre Moreau and the painter-theatrical designer 
Auguste Garneray. A few years later, Odiot benefited greatly 
from acquiring the models and designs of the great French 
goldsmith Henri Auguste (1759-1816), the only son of the 
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Figure 3. 
Jean-Baptiste-Claude Odiot, Dessert 
dishes, c.1806-9. 
Silver-gilt, later engraved with the arms 
of Archibald, 12th Earl of Cassillis.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh.



royal goldsmith Robert-Joseph Auguste. Henri Auguste had 
become bankrupt in 1806 and was caught trying to flee to 
England in 1809 and declared a fraudulent bankrupt. One 
of his drawings was subsequently used for the basic design 
of the two-handled cup presented to Sir David Dundas, 
1st Baronet of Richmond, the surgeon and physician to 
George III and the British royal household, by eleven French 
aristocrats in recognition of his help and hospitality during 
their exile in England after the French Revolution (Fig. 4). 
On this cup, Odiot also made use of another design by 
the painter Pierre-Paul Prud’hon, who was intermittently 
employed by Napoleon, and the architect and designer 
Adrien-Louis-Marie Cavelier (1785-1867).5

Like Biennais, Odiot received important orders from Russia 
after the fall of Napoleon. These included two services made 
for the Count and Countess Branicki (a niece of Prince 
Potemkin, Catherine the Great’s principal lover and the 
creator of the new Russian empire around the Black Sea) 
and the immensely wealthy industrialist Nikolai Demidov.6 
Both services were designed by Cavelier, who created his 
own original designs but also worked up or reworked those 
of others. The individual items were even larger and more 
‘imperial’ than those in many Napoleonic services, and – 
not surprisingly – both services were shown at the major 
exhibition of the products of French industry held at the 
Louvre in 1819.

What emerges from this brief review of French Empire silver 
is the predominance of Biennais-style silver, the conservatism 
of later Parisian silver (coupled with the importance of the 
later Russian orders), and the reliance of Biennais and Odiot 
on architects, designers and painters, rather than sculptors 
and modellers, for their designs. Generally speaking, 
modellers such as Henri-Victor Roguier, Denis-Antoine 
Chaudet and Jacques-Edmé Dumont seem to have realized 
the designs of others, rather than decided the basic idea or 
composition and then freely developed it themselves.

As we shall see, English Regency silver would evolve in a 
different way, but before we move on we should notice one 
interesting technical feature of Odiot’s work. The Biennais 
style required very high-quality soldering of the cast parts 
to the main shapes, which necessitated considerable skill 

and entailed a good deal of 
expense. Odiot attached 
some of the decoration on 
some of his later items using 
threaded rods and nuts. For 
instance, over four dozen 
nuts were used to secure the 
decoration on the Dundas 
Cup (Fig. 5). It was a sensible 
course of action, based 
on the existing practice of 
attaching ormolu mounts 
to furniture, but soldering 
continued to be preferred 
and there was a remarkable 
reluctance to follow  
Odiot’s lead. 

We turn now to Britain 
and the royal goldsmiths 
Rundell, Bridge and Rundell, 
who dominated the world 
of English Regency silver.  We are extremely fortunate in 
having the printed forty-two-page Memoirs of the late Philip 
Rundell, Esq., published shortly after Rundell’s death in 1827; 
a shorter and more gossipy version by W. Doran; and a 
fifty-sheet manuscript history of the firm written by George 
Fox directly after the dissolution of the business in 1843. All 
three are informed accounts. The writer of the first Memoirs 
is stated to have been ‘a gentleman many years connected 
with the firm’, while Doran’s Memoirs are alleged to be 
by someone ‘sixteen years confidentially employed by the 
deceased’. For his part, Fox worked in Rundell’s famous shop 
on Ludgate Hill for thirty-seven years, from 1806 to 1843, 
and was actually bequeathed one hundred pounds  
by Rundell.

All three writers were absolutely clear about the scale of 
the achievements of Philip Rundell (1746-1827) and his 
main partner, John Bridge (1755-1834). On the covers of 
both Memoirs, it is stated that Rundell had ‘accumulated the 
immense’ ‘Fortune’ or ‘Property’ ‘of One Million and a Half ’ 
pounds, and Doran credits him with ‘establish[ing] a concern 
that has been truly called the Wonder of the World’. 
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Figure 4. 
Jean-Baptiste-Claude Odiot, The Dundas 
Cup, c.1820.
Silver-gilt.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh.



It is interesting to see that – like Biennais – Rundell and 
Bridge were neither trained goldsmiths nor from leading 
families of craftsmen or merchants in the metropolis. They 
had grown up in Somerset and Dorset and begun their 
careers in the provinces. Both had been apprenticed to the 
Bath jeweller William Rogers and they came to London as 
ambitious outsiders. Rundell arrived in the capital around 
1767 and worked for William Pickett in Ludgate Hill. He took 
over the business in 1786, and Bridge joined him as a partner, 
in Rundell and Bridge, the following year. 

Along with the writers of the Memoirs, Fox draws attention 
to the primal importance of jewellery to the partners in 
their early years, and he notes the large quantities sold 
to Catherine the Great of Russia between 1786 and the 
empress’s death a decade later: 

[M]any splendid Articles of Diamond work such as 
Necklaces, Earrings, Ornaments for the head, Lockets, 
Broaches &c were purchased by her [Catherine the 
Great] for her own use, or for the purpose of being used 
as Diplomatic Presents and for this latter purpose very 
many splendid Snuff Boxes enriched with Brilliants & 
having her Miniature were constantly required as were 
also Rings of different values. These were generally not 
with Brilliants and having small miniatures of Catherine 
covered over with thin flat diamonds commonly called 
Picture diamonds and for these Diamonds large sums 

were obtained and consequently great profits made 
by them as Rundell, Bridge and Rundell were the only 
purchasers, because they only had a Market for them.7

The profits from these and other sales of jewellery enabled 
Rundell and Bridge to expand into selling important silver 
services and other significant pieces and to set up or control 
two major silver-making operations. The goldsmiths Digby 
Scott (c.1763-1816) and Benjamin Smith (1764-1823) opened 
a workshop for Rundell’s in Lime Kiln Lane, Greenwich, 
around 1801-2, while Paul Storr (1771-1844) was established 
in large premises in Dean Street, Soho, in 1807. 

Whilst the writers of the Memoirs quickly sketch out the 
ways in which Rundell and Bridge complemented one another, 
Fox provides a more detailed and highly revealing account. It 
is somewhat exaggerated, but nevertheless deserves to be 
quoted at length – especially as the unpublished manuscript is 
at Harvard University and not easily accessible.

‘It has often been remarked’, writes Fox,
 

by those persons who were best acquainted with them, 
that Nature evidently formed both with an express 
intention that they should be united in business together 
for the purpose of supplying each other’s lack of moral 
qualifications, and of correcting each other’s weak or evil 
intentions. No two men could have been more opposite in 
temper & disposition than were Mr Rundell & Mr Bridge, 
indeed so opposite were they that many designated them 
by the names of Oil and Vinegar.
     Mr Rundell was naturally of a violent disposition, very 
sly, and cunning & suspicious in the extreme and Avarice, 
Covetousness and mean[n]ess were so deeply rooted in 
him that it affected every feature of his face and entered 
into every action of his life! not but that he would often 
perform deeds which would have entitled any other 
Man to the Character of a generous person but when 
performed by him they seemed to lose all their value in 
the manner they were performed […]
     In his shop he was ever the petty despotic King, not 
only over his Servants, but also over his Partners, and all 
the Trades people he employed, and swearing, scolding 
& noise were the order of the day, and of every day. He 
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Figure 5. 
The interior of the Dundas Cup.



was a perfect Actor, on his own Stage; and it is thought 
that had he been brought up for the public Stage he 
would have rivalled if not completely excelled all his 
contemporaries for he could Rave, Swear, Scold, Stamp & 
Cry in the most violent manner to carry his point; and in 
[an] instant, he could lay aside all his violence, turn round 
with an apparent placid face, and with a graceful bow, 
salute his fair Customer, with a good morning My Lady; I 
hope your Ladyship is quite well. Or if need be he could 
with the same ease join in a hearty laugh, and when this 
was finished and the party gone, he could as quickly return 
to the repetition of his former passions & violence.
     All this he did systematically and generally turned it 
well to his own Interest […]8

Moving on to the other partner, Fox claimed to find almost 
the exact opposite:

     Mr Bridge was […] quite a different man. He 
was naturally of a timid quiet disposition and he had 
Philosophically learnt to keep down a violent temper he 
might have had and he would bear any insult or brook any 

imposition rather than he would contend against his more 
violent Partner and this he did not more from the love of 
peace and quietness than from a strong desire to carry on 
the business in such a manner as eventually to produce 
for him the large Fortune which he in process of time 
obtained.
     He too could perform well on his own Stage or 
amongst his Customers out of doors for although he 
possessed as much Pride as any Person need have yet 
to any one and to every one by whom he expected to 
gain any thing he was apparently the most humble and 
obedient Person that could well be imagined. His back 
was exceedingly flexible and no Man in London could bow 
lower or oftener than could Mr Bridge.
     In fact he was a complete Courtier and was highly 
respected both in the Palaces of Princes, and the Halls of 
Servants, for his deep humility […] He well knew it was of 
great importance to him to stand well with all the Servants 
in a great House and he had learnt (as he often expressed 
it) that the nearest way to My Lady’s Boudoir was down 
the Area Steps through the Servants Hall and from thence 
to the Housekeeper’s Room and so up stairs to My Lady!9
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Figure 6. 
Silver-gilt items by Paul Storr owned 
by the Ferguson of Pitfour family, 
Aberdeenshire.
The pieces include four triton saltcellars, 
1813-14; a reduced copy of the 
Warwick Vase, 1821-22; and a pair of 
wine coolers decorated with Ariadne and 
Dionysus in a quadriga and Ceres in a 
chariot drawn by a serpent, 1831-33, 
mounted on later plinths by Hunt and 
Roskell.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh. 



According to Fox, Rundell 
was a very demanding man, 
compelling staff to work until 
about 2 o’clock on Sunday 
afternoons. His ruthless 
requirements resulted in the 
production of huge amounts 
of splendid silver, with Storr 
supplying 10,000 ounces of 
finished work a month at one 
stage. Unfortunately, Rundell’s 
demands ultimately alienated 
his manufacturing goldsmiths. 
Benjamin Smith broke away 
between 1812 and 1814 and 
Paul Storr followed suit in 
1818-19. 

This was the ‘bad side’ of 
Rundell’s character and 
organisation, but there was 
also a very positive side. 
Rundell recruited a cluster 
of highly talented designers 
and modellers, beginning 
with the immigrant French 
designer Jean-Jacques 
Boileau (active in England 
1787-1851) and the painter 
and sculptor William Theed 

(1764-1817), who became the firm’s chief modeller and was 
responsible for the well-known triton saltcellars (Fig. 6). 
Rundell further improved the quality of his goods and the 
strength of the business by commissioning drawings from the 
leading Neoclassical sculptor and brilliant draughtsman John 
Flaxman (1755-1826), who had worked for Josiah Wedgwood 
at the start of his career, and the painter Thomas Stothard 
(1755-1834), who was also a prolific designer and illustrator. 
Both were highly regarded Royal Academicians: Flaxman 
became the Academy’s Professor of Sculpture in 1810, while 
Stothard was appointed its Librarian in 1812.

Stothard and Flaxman both contributed to Rundell’s 
success and prestige, but Flaxman made the greatest impact. 

Flaxman is believed to have designed the ‘Trafalgar Vases’ 
presented by Lloyd’s Patriotic Fund to naval and military 
officers, and he definitely went on to design the two colossal 
centrepieces celebrating the Duke of Wellington’s Peninsular 
campaigns (now at Apsley House) and the pair of candelabra 
representing Mercury presenting the infant Bacchus to the 
Nymphs and the Garden of the Hesperides that were made 
for the Prince Regent (now in the Royal Collection).10 Rundell 
built on these high-profile pieces. He decided that he needed 
a very intellectual and technically difficult large item that 
would demonstrate and trumpet the pre-eminence of the 
royal goldsmiths, and he commissioned Flaxman to design and 
model the ‘Shield of Achilles’ – a recreation of the shield made 
for the hero Achilles by the god Hephaestus, as described 
by Homer in the Iliad.11 This was a huge project, spread 
over at least eleven years. The payments to Flaxman alone 
came to over £725, and Rundell showed exceptional and 
uncharacteristic patience. According to the writer of the main 
Memoirs, he ‘surprized all those persons who were acquainted 
with him’ by listening patiently, night after night, to Flaxman 
reading out long extracts from the Iliad, ‘adding his comments, 
and entering into disquisitions, that, if not unintelligible, were 
at all events tedious to his auditor’ (i.e. to Rundell).12  

Over the years, Flaxman was also responsible for the 
designs for the ‘Theocritus Cup’, the ‘National Cup’ (in the 
Royal Collection), and various other pieces. However, his 
contribution to the royal goldsmiths and to British silver 
extended beyond the supply of good drawings and models. 
Flaxman’s involvement with Rundell’s led directly to the 
engagement of his pupil and assistant, the sculptor Edward 
Hodges Baily (1788-1867), as the firm’s chief modeller and 
designer. Baily was an important sculptor in his own right, 
who went on to produce the statue of Nelson in Trafalgar 
Square, and his activities at Rundell’s and later at Storr and 
Mortimer (later Hunt and Roskell) reinforced the sculptural 
slant of top-quality London silver (Fig. 7). The work of 
Flaxman and Baily encouraged Hunt and Roskell, Garrard’s, 
Barnard and Sons and other major London goldsmiths to 
employ another generation of modellers and sculptors – 
including Baily’s pupil and son-in-law, the sculptor Edgar 
George Papworth – and to design and make hundreds of 
massive figural centrepieces, candelabra and sporting trophies 
between 1830 and 1890 (Fig. 8).
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Figure 7. 
Paul Storr, Candelabrum-centrepiece 
presented to Dr Charles Longley, 
Headmaster of Harrow, on his leaving 
in 1836 to take up the Bishopric of 
Ripon. 
Longley went on to become Archbishop 
of York and later of Canterbury.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh.



If English Regency silver is more sculptural than French Empire 
silver, it is also visually heavier and more ponderous. It is also 
much more overtly classical than French Empire silver. It does 
not wear its learning lightly and is often the result of dedicated 
study and almost seriously educational in appearance. An 
excellent example is the wine cooler by Paul Storr which is 
in the form of a Greek krater and decorated with a Bacchic 
triumphal procession based on a 2nd-century AD Roman relief.

One could expand on this, but it is more interesting to 
consider the significance or prominence of the dining service 
in the activities and prosperity of Rundell’s and other London 
firms. The dining service was obviously very important in terms 
of manufacturing large quantities of items and cash flow, but, 
in Britain, it involved state and personal patronage, individual 
choice, and the introduction of new styles and variants. It is 
tempting to say that Biennais and Odiot were able to flood 
Europe with basically the same type of services, whereas in 
Britain one sees much greater differentiation and development. 

Many Britons wanted magnificent silver dinner services. 
Needless to say, the Prince of Wales, later George IV – 
Rundell’s ‘greatest patron & best friend’ in the partners’ own 
words – reflected this desire and was the most profligate. 
His ‘Grand Service’ of 1811 comprised 4,000 pieces and 
cost a staggering £61,340. The expense for lesser mortals 
could be devastating. One Highland laird, Lord Clanranald, 
foolishly acquired a large service from Rundell’s around 1809. 
It apparently cost at least £13,856 and three years later, in 
December 1812, Rundell’s were seeking payment of £15,252, 
including ‘two years Interest after giving a year[’]s Credit’ 
of £1,395 12s 2d.13 As a result, Lord Clanranald totally lost 
control of his affairs to others.

George Fox says that it was not unusual for work on fifteen 
or sixteen services, costing five to thirty thousand pounds 
each, to be going on at any one time. Some of these services 
were obviously straightforward private commissions, but 
there were also many orders for ambassadorial services 
– services for the use of British ambassadors overseas. In 
the early nineteenth century, British ambassadors generally 
received a standard quantity of 5,893 or 5,895 ounces of 
white silver and 1,066 ounces of silver-gilt, which they were 
normally allowed to keep as partial recompense for all the 

expenditure incurred during 
the course of their service to 
the Crown and Government. 
The price of these 
ambassadorial services varied: 
the official 1803 Madrid 
service cost the Government 
£3,137 16s 9d, while the 
Marquis of Douglas’s official 
1806 St Petersburg service 
came to £3,575 9s 1d. The 
total cost of all these services 
has still to be worked out, 
but between 1798 and 1812 
the Lord Chamberlain’s 
Office paid Rundell’s over 
£54,000 for ambassadorial 
services and other items.

An ambassador could, of 
course, simply use and keep 
his ambassadorial service, 
but it seems likely that many 
ambassadors and former 
ambassadors added to them 
and transformed them into 
much grander assemblages. 
The Marquis of Douglas, later 
10th Duke of Hamilton (1767-
1852), supplemented his 
official service with additional 
pieces by Paul Storr, ordered 
in 1806. Writing to Lord 
Archibald Hamilton about 
his brother’s debts in January 
1808, Alexander Young, 
Douglas’s main Edinburgh lawyer, refers to the ‘large sum’ 
for a ‘Service of Plate’ as being ‘almost the only proper and 
legitimate article of that ruinous Expence’ connected with 
‘that Embassy’.  In a later letter to Douglas sent in December 
1808, Young notes ‘a Balance of rather more than £5000. due 
to Rundell & Bridge’.  Thus, Douglas could conceivably have 
doubled the size of the official service with his supplementary 
order.
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Figure 8. 
Illustration of the 45-inch-high 
candelabrum-centrepiece, weighing 
1,191 ounces, presented to the 10th 
Duke of Hamilton by the tenantry on his 
Scottish estates in 1849.
Published in the Illustrated London 
News, 14 July 1849.



A close study of the bill for the official service16 reveals 
that Douglas definitely added stands to the pair of tureens 
to make them more imposing (Fig. 9). Among other items 
privately ordered in 1806 were the four-frame cruet service 
now in the Gans Collection, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts;17 
the entrée dishes now in the Huntington Collection, San 
Marino, California;18 and the pair of triangular covered dishes 
sold at Christie’s New York in December 2005.19

Further items were added a few weeks after Douglas’s return 
from Russia and in the run-up to his marriage to William 
Beckford’s daughter, Susan, in April 1810. Rundell’s bills in the 
Hamilton archive record the purchase of twelve triangular, 
octagonal and oblong salts costing over £120 in November 
1808, and of three pairs of candlesticks, weighing 1,138 ounces 
and amounting to £998 10s 4d, in December 1809.20

Even for the Marquis of Douglas, as Commissioner of the 
‘retired’ 9th Duke of Hamilton’s Scottish estates and the 
next premier peer of Scotland, all this extra expenditure 
was dangerous, especially when large sums were also being 
spent on very expensive jewellery from Rundell’s and on 
other improvements to Hamilton Palace and the Hamilton 
estates. Despite gaining money from Susan and from Beckford 
as part of the marriage settlement, Douglas was obliged to 
return a later order of a fourth pair of candelabra and some 
other items, and begin to retrench.21 Four payments totalling 
£3,500 were sent to Rundell’s between September 1812 
and Junes 1815, and there is a fascinating exchange of letters 
in the Hamilton archive between Rundell’s and Douglas’s 
representatives, leading to a series of seven more payments 
amounting to over £5,720 between March 1818 and March 
1821, which would have finally cleared the 1808-10 account.

As he got into his stride as a triple Duke and premier peer of 
Scotland, the 10th Duke continued to add to the ambassadorial 
service. An early 1830s inventory of the silver in Hamilton 
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Figure 9. 
Paul Storr, Tureen from the official 
ambassadorial service of the Marquis of 
Douglas on a stand privately ordered by 
Douglas, both hallmarked 1806-7.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh.

Figure 10. 
Tea caddy by Michael Plummer, 1796-
97, engraved with cinquefoils, crosses 
and martlets (birds) from William 
Beckford’s coat of arms.
Part of a silver-gilt tea service made up 
from an old caddy and teapot and a 
new sugar bowl and milk jug by Rundell’s 
which were decorated with Beckford’s 
heraldic motifs around 1819-20.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh.



Palace records additions of white silver in 1832 and 1833, 
including pieces from Birmingham and Glasgow. The silver-
gilt, dessert side of the service was neatly augmented by 
buying Napoleon’s stupendous 1810 ‘tea service’ (Fig. 2) in 
1830, for less than half the 40,000 francs it had cost  
the Emperor. The end result was the largest dinner service 
in Scotland.

Looking back, perhaps the other main difference between 
French and British silver of this period is the close 
participation of a number of individuals with particular 
or unusual tastes, who commissioned atypical silver. The 
foremost figures are William Beckford (1760-1844) and 
Frederick, Duke of York (1763-1827). Just to concentrate 
on the former, ‘England’s wealthiest son’ used some of 
the enormous income from his Jamaican sugar estates to 
commission silver made to his own designs and those of his 
Portuguese friend and assistant Gregorio Franchi. This very 
carefully conceived silver was often elaborately decorated 
with Beckford’s armorial devices (Fig. 10), while some forms 
were inspired by Beckford’s extensive collection of Chinese 
and other Asian ceramics (Fig.11). Other items were based 
on German sixteenth-century prints and French treen of the 
seventeenth century.22

Beckford’s esoteric, refined silver and the extraordinary, 
dynamic, historicist candelabra made by Edward Farrell for 
the Duke of York around 182423 give an amazing range to 
British Regency silver which is much greater than that found 
in contemporary French silver. In Paris, Biennais’s successor, 
Jean-Charles Cahier, and the Odiot workshop continued to 
produce silver based on models of the first decade of the 
nineteenth century. Sadly, the political conservatism of Louis 
XVIII and Charles X was matched by huge quantities of 
conservative silver!

It is also worth noting that George IV and some other 
British patrons and collectors were much more appreciative 
of old silver than their French counterparts, and that 
Rundell’s benefited quite considerably from the sale of 
antique silver. Many examples can be cited. One that has 
recently come to light is Rundell’s purchase, in 1811, of 
a solid gold, mid-sixteenth-century monstrance that had 
been looted from the royal monastery of the Escorial, 

outside Madrid, during the Peninsular War. The following 
year, Rundell’s sold the enamelled gold foot, weighing over 
38 ounces, to the 10th Duke of Hamilton, for the princely 
sum of £241 18s 6d.  Whilst in St Petersburg, the Duke 
had acquired a very large Byzantine sardonyx bowl which 
he believed to be the holy water stoup of the Emperor 
Charlemagne, and he mounted this potent (alleged) 
relic of the first Holy Roman Emperor on the gold foot 
commissioned by the Emperor Philip II of Spain for use as 
the Hamilton family’s baptismal bowl (Fig.12).

There seem to be few comparable French parallels, and the 
diversity of taste, production and selling in Britain becomes 
all the more pronounced. Nevertheless, we should not get 
bogged down in analysis. If we have discovered or learnt 
anything, it is that some of the finest silver ever made was 
produced in Paris and London in the early nineteenth 
century, and that French Empire and English Regency silver 
merit much more serious attention and appreciation.
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Figure 11. 
Paul Storr, Teapot and stand made for 
William Beckford, 1812-14.
This remarkable melon-shaped teapot 
derives its shape and decoration from 
Chinese ceramics and Indian hardstone.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh.
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Figure 12. 
The Hamilton-Rothschild Tazza. 
Byzantine sardonyx bowl mounted on a 
mid-16th-century enamelled gold foot 
purchased from Rundell, Bridge and 
Rundell by the 10th Duke of Hamilton 
in 1812.
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh. 
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