
Copy, manner or creation? 

Influences and confluences in European silver

BY KAREL CITROEN

Now that the history of the decorative arts has been accepted as an integral part of 
art history, its sources and origins have acquired the importance which formerly was 
accorded to the study of the so-called fine arts only. As in the case of painting and 
sculpture, we want to find out who were the first and the best in creating and exe
cuting works of art and craftsmanship in precious metal, who were their followers 
and who were their copyists.

As creations may be considered those examples, rarely occurring in silver, whereby 
a true artist not only invents new forms, but almost on his own a wholly new style: 
the names of Jamnitzer, the Van Vianens and Meissonnier immediately spring to 
the mind. With their originality a faultless execution goes hand in hand.

Manner may be called the way of the supreme craftsman, who not only fully 
understands the possibilities of his material, but who also shows that he can think 
in silver, that he knows something of the How and the Why of his forms: Jan Lutma 
the Elder, the Germains, Paul dc Lamerie and the Augustes, to name a few only, 
belong to this category.

And then there are the copyists, forming the majority of their craft, who generally 
are too busy working either for stock or for other shopkeepers, to bother about the 
intricacies of innovation and refinement. This category contains many varieties, rang
ing from the earnest and talented craftsman, who may well at some time during his 
career pass the test of ‘mannerism’ (in the sense of the word as employed above), 
to the dilettante, who will never be able to link matter and spirit.

The great artists mentioned above generally created their own forms and ornaments; 
indeed that is where their greatness lies. On the contrary, the originality of the ‘man
nerist’ objects mainly springs from their being among the first that were made after 
ornament prints and drawings. Perhaps silver is still too little considered from this 
point of departure; the discovery of an appropriate design is often thought to be a 
mere matter of luck, and the quest for it as belonging to the object under scrutiny 
is felt more as a tedious task than as a preliminary requirement. Methodically mak
ing lists of‘firsts’ in silver, in the Berenson manner, on the contrary, could go hand 
in hand with a systematical survey of contemporary designs and paintings, which 
need not always be those showing mainly or preponderantly plate. This might yield 
profitable progress in both fields: some prints, drawings and paintings may be more 
accurately dated as a result of their being compared with hallmarked objects; the detec
tion of fakes, both in painting and in silver, may be facilitated; the establishment 
of one or more ‘firsts’ in silver may show who were the real pioneers; and perhaps 
all this may even bring us a little nearer to solving the still puzzling problem of why 
changes in fashion occur.

This kind of empirical research, of course, is never absolutely accurate: we can 
work only with what little there is left of the vast amounts of plate made during the 
periods under investigation; the number of known designs equally must be less than
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was published in its days; ornamental drawings for silver are of the utmost rarity; 
fashion-conscious owners of ‘firsts’ were probably also among the first to have their 
plate melted and reshaped into forms representing the current trend; finally, makers’ 
marks and, to a lesser extent, date letters sometimes have little more than face value. 
Therefore we might start with those kinds of objects of which there are comparative
ly many left; and our investigations should include contemporary and later records 
such as wills and inventories. Even if descriptions of plate in these documents often 
are of the sketchiest, indications of weight have proved to be of considerable assistance 
and sometimes the addition of terms such as ‘old fashioned’, ‘after the latest fashion’ 
or ‘German silver’ can be helpful in deciding how to valuate the entry.

What are the esthetic requirements for an object of fine craftsmanship? Do there 
exist any norms at all which will permit it to pass from copy to craft and from there 
to art - or at least to approach the borderlines separating these categories? Just as 
there exists among art historians a general agreement on the comparative originality 
of forms and ornaments, there is equally a consensus between them on what is beautiful 
compared to what is definitely not: Voltaire’s dictum that everything cannot be 
beautiful, but that nothing must be repellent, is still valid as a rule of thumb; but 
for our kind of investigation it is probably not precise enough. Perhaps we can arrive 
at the core of the problem by working with the hypothesis that whereas a craftsman 
produces objects that have identity (or manner, or system), the artist’s achievement 
expresses individuality (or style, or order). The meaning of every object of art, which 
by its very existence forms part of history, lies in the essence of its structure and not 
in the character of its decor: the artists seeks the sources, the craftsman forms the 
shapes.

A few examples may serve to illustrate these theoretical notes. Many of the earliest 
forms of European plate are derived from their predecessors in pewter or pottery. 
The earliest surviving European silver tea-pot, made in London circa 1685 (Plate 
1), is surprisingly like a Korean earthenware water pot, dating from the 11th Cen
tury A.D., (Plate 2), although it can be confidently supposed that the English 
silversmith had not seen or known this kind of counterpart: functional form is not 
a question of fashion, but of practicality.

That tradition has a long memory may be shown by the 1575 design of an ewer 
by Giulio Romano (Plate 3), whose form still survived, or perhaps was taken up again 
in the London glass and silver ewer of 1844 by John S. Hunt (Plate 4); equally the 
celebrated ewer, made at Utrecht in 1614 by Adam Van Vianen, one of the first 
full-grown examples of the auricular style and one of the all-time highlights in 
silversmithing, both in its conception and its execution (Plate 5), is rudimentarily 
mirrored in a Birmingham ewer of 1843 (Plate 6).

The Victorian copies, adaptations and variations of earlier styles have their begin
nings in the Regency period. Paul Storr is the prime mover and his tea-pot, shown 
in a rather late example of 1840 and made by his successors Messrs. Mortimer & 
Hunt (Plate 7) is an exact copy of its Dutch prototype, shaped in typically subdued 
Rococo style and made at The Hague in 1767 by Martinus van Stapele (Plate 8).

The constantly posed question of the chicken and the egg is not always solved by 
comparing objects and designs: the astounding London cream jug of circa 1735, at
tributed to Paul dc Lameric (Plate 9) may or may not have been based on a Nuremberg 
ornament print, ostensibly dated 1740 (Plate 10), but possibly conceived a little earlier.

Cross-Channel borrowing seems to have been a thriving business; but we may still 
be surprised to find a chocolate-pot of the French seventeen forties hiding in a volume
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of designs, published circa 1790 by the Sheffield manufacturers of plated silver 
Messrs. Thomas Law & Co. (Plate 11), for which a Paris prototype of 1769 (Plate 
12) is already somewhat on the old-fashioned side.

Sweet arc the uses of diversity: the shape of the 1716 London covered sugar bowl 
by William Lukin (Plate 13) is confidently continued in an early Dutch table tobacco 
box, made at Delft in 1746 by Wouter Van Dyck (Plate 14); and another Sheffield 
plate object, this time a wine cooler of circa 1800 (plate 15) can be found to be 
transformed a quarter of a century later into a silver alms box, made in Amsterdam 
in 1825 (Plate 16).

In concluding, the question remains: how arc we going to find out and define the 
. originality and the quality of a piece of plate so that it may be classified as creation, 

manner or copy? Probably the most profitable process is the empirical method: by 
starting unambitiously, but with a sufficient number of identical and typical objects 
that originate from the same country or region. Suggested examples arc: the English 
two-handled cup, the French tureen, the German coffee pot and the Dutch table 
tobacco box; and for an interesting inter-European project we might select the 
candlestick.

1. Tea-pot, silver-gilt, London circa 1685, by 
Sir Richard Hoare; height 140 mm. Victoria 
and Albert Museum, London.

2. Earthenware water pot, Korea lltli Century 
A.D. L. Goldscheidcr, Zeitlosc Kumt. Vienna 
1934, p. 78. Museum fur Ostasiati\<.i> Kunsl, 
Cologne.



\< to—
;
■

3. Pen and wash drawing: ewer, after Giulio 
Romano (1499-1546). J. Hayward, Virtuoso 
Goldsmiths, London 1976, pi. 71. Filzwillian 
Museum, Cambridge.

5. Ewer, silver-gilt, Utrecht 1614 by Adam 
Van Vianen; height 255 mm. J. R. ter Molcn, 
Van Vianen, Rotterdam 1984, Vol. 2, no. 3, 
pp. 9-10 and pi. 1; Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

•1. Claret jug on stand (of a pair) with frosted 
glass body, London 1844, by John S. Hunt; 
height 357 mm. Sotheby London, Sale November 
1970.

6. Ewer, electrotype, Birmingham 1843, by 
Elkington, Mason & Co.; height 247 mm. 
Sotheby London, Sale October 1985.
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7. Tca-pol, London 1840, by Mortimer & 
Hum; height 159 mm. Sotheby London, Sale 
July 1969'

8. Tea-pot, The Hague 1767, by Martinuos 
Van Stapclc; height 140 mm. A. C. 
Bccling, Ncderlands Zilver 1600-1813, Vol. 
II, Leeuwarden 1980, pp. 232-3.

9. Cream-jug, silver-gilt, unmarked: «is 
1735, attributed to Paul de Lameii< 
London, Sale March 1979.
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10. Engraving: sauce boat, Nuremberg circa 
1740, probably engraved by Caspar 
Gottlieb Eislcr, Tafclgcschirr, Vol. II and 
published by F. M. Rcgcnfuss at 
Nuremberg. S. Burschc, Tafclzicr des 
Barock, Munich 1974, pi. 196. Germanischcs 
Nationalmuscum, Nuremberg.

11. Engraving: chocolate-pot: no. 503 from a 
collection of designs, published circa 1790 
by the Sheffield plate firm of Thomas Law 
& Co.; height 225 mm. Collection of the 
author.

12. Chocolatc-pot, Paris 1769, by Guillaume 
Pigeron; height 197 mm. G. Mabille, 
Orfevrerie Jrancaise des A’Vie .Wile A VUIe 
siirles, Paris 1984, p. 118, pi. 172. Musee 
des Arts Decoratifs, Paris.
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13. Sugar bowl and cover, London 1716, by 
William Lukin; length 129 mm. Christie 
Geneva, Sale November 1972.

15. Plated wine cooler, Sheffield 1800, by
Watson & Bradbury, F. Bradbury, History 
of Old Sheffield Plate, London 1912, p.
382.
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14. Table tobacco box, Delft 1736, by Woutcr 
Van Dyck; height 110 mm. PrinsenhoJ 
Museum, Delft.

16. Alms box, Amsterdam 1825, by Hendrik 
Smits; height 215 mm. Property of a Dutch 
Reformed church.
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