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George Booth, second earl of Warrington (1675-1754) 
(plate 1) and William Bcckford (1760-1844) (plate 2) 
were from different periods and of entirely different 
temperaments. The former might be characterised as 
an 18th Century squire of considerable but not 
immense wealth who happened to be an earl, while the 
latter was a vastly wealthy early 19th Century 
connoisseur with all the makings of a Renaissance 
prince, though he happened to be a commoner. The 
one direct and blunt, the other subtle and refined, they 
would have found little in each other’s character to 
admire or enjoy had they met. Yet both were major 
patrons of English silversmiths and for all their 
differences undoubtedly had certain character traits in 
common which invite comparison.

The stories of both patrons have been told before1 and 
the purpose of this article is to examine to what extent 
their plate was conditioned by and is revealing of their 
very different characters. Other patrons might have 
been chosen; the appropriateness of this choice lies both 
in the wealth of information available and in the fact 
that substantial parts of these collections still survive 
intact. A representative group of the Warrington plate 
is still preserved at the house for which it was originally 
made, Dunham Massey Hall in Cheshire, while the 
largest extant group of Beckford’s silver is now to be 
seen at Brodick Castle on the Isle of Arran.2

George, second carl of Warrington came from a 
politically active family that was staunchly protestant 
and had played a leading role in the events leading up 
to the abdication of James II and the succession of 
William and Mary in 1688. In 1690 his father was 
created carl of Warrington in recognition of his services 
to Prince William. But although support of the winning 
side had brought the family both status and title, it had 
also been expensive and when George succeeded his 
father he found himself inheriting debts of some 50,000 
pounds.3

While it was not uncommon for landed families in the 
17th and 18th Centuries to live on debt, Warrington 
clearly felt that his situation had got out of hand and 
determined to put his financial affairs in order. The 
inheritance of these debts and the personal embar
rassment that they caused made a deep impression on 
him and probably did much to account for his later 
parsimonious behaviour. But it was also arguably the 
most important reason for his diligent .accumulation of 
plate during the second half of his life.

During the first two decades after his father’s death.

2. William Beckford (1760-1844), by Sir Joshua Reynolds. 
National Portrait Gallery, London.

Warrington worked steadily to raise enough capital to 
pay oft* his debts. He used a variety of means, such as 
the sale of land and plate,4 but while some were 
perfectly proper, others, such as his acceptance of a 
substantial bribe from the Lord Treasurer in 1713 to 
vote for the malt tax bill, were of more dubious virtue.
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However, Warrington had evidently realised at an early 
stage that his only real hope of solvency lay in a lucrative 
marriage and in 1702 he fulfilled his ambitions by 
forming a union with Mary Oldbury, the daughter of 
a wealthy London merchant. Marriages between the 
aristocratic and merchant classes were rare in the early 
18th Century and this particular one scandalised society 
by its blatantly mercenary nature. In almost every 
respect they were an ill-matched pair. A Mrs. Bradshaw, 
in a letter to the countess of Suffolk, wrote that “she 
is a limber dirty fool, and her consort the stiffest of all 
stiff things.”5 Another contemporary, Philip Bliss, 
wrote that “some time after my lady had consigned up 
all her fortune to pay my lord’s debts, they quarelled, 
and lived in the same house as absolute strangers to one 
another at bed and board.”

r
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3. Wine cistern, silver, London, 1701-2, maker’s mark of 
Philip Rollos, 2514 in. long. National Trust (Dunham 
Massey Hall).

Unhappy though the marriage may have been, 
financially it certainly served Warrington’s purpose. It 
brought with it a dowry of some 40,000 pounds and by 
1715 had enabled him to repay over 43,000 pounds of 
the principle debt and about 12,000 pounds interest. 
After twenty years of retrenchment income was at last 
exceeding outgoings and he was able to turn his 
attention to refurbishing Dunham, which he had 
inherited in a very run-down state. In this he was 
unusually ordered and methodical. During the early 
years of the century he concentrated on replanting the 
park and replacing the ‘old fashion furniture’ which 
Celia Fiennes, the diarist, had noticed on her visit in 
1698. It was not until the end of the 1720s that he was 
in a position to begin modernising the house itself. 
Towards the end of the decade funds were finally 
available for the large-scale acquisition of new plate. As 
Gcrvase Jackson-Stopps has pointed out,6 his priorities 
were chiefly dictated by financial considerations. While 
the house was certainly in dire need of renovation, 
replanting the park was an investment and therefore 
came first. He planted over 100,000 oaks, elms and 
beeches and later commented that “my survivors will 
receive more than double the profit by this than by any 
other method I could possibly take for their interest”.

(now in the Clarke Art Institute at Williamstown), a 
magnificent wine cistern of 1701 by Philip Rollos (plate 
3) and the chapel plate.

The features that became so marked in his later plate 
are all present from the start in these early acquisitions. 
Generally rather plain, even austere in its lack of 
decoration, it is exceptionally well made and remarkably 
heavy. When it is decorated, which is rare, it is 
invariably very formal. The chapel plate, which is still 
at Dunham, was acquired in two groups with the most 
important items, the chalice and paten, water jug and 
altar dish, coming first and the others being supplied 
ten years later. Perhaps the most magnificent of all the 
plate at Dunham is among this early group - the alms 
dish which has the maker’s mark of the Huguenot 
goldsmith Isaac Liger and is superbly engraved with the

Warrington had no sons; on his death in 1758 the house 
and its contents were inherited by his daughter Mary, 
who had married Henry, 4th earl of Stamford in 1736. 
As a result the entire silver collection remained intact 
until the sale of a large part of it at Christie’s in 1921 
and 1931,7 when its dates and makers were all fully 
recorded in the catalogues. This fact, combined with 
the preservation of an extraordinary inventory compiled 
by the earl himself, which lists over 26,000 ounces of 
silver, gives us a remarkably clear picture of the pace 
and pattern of his acquisitions.

The two sales included about two-thirds of the silver 
listed on the carl’s inventory and on the basis of this 
evidence we can be safe in assuming that his orders for 
plate prior to about 1728 were very limited. These 
consisted of a few items of modest domestic plate, the 
only exceptional pieces being a relatively simple two 
handled cup and cover of about 1705 by Isaac Liger8

4. Alms dish, silver-gilt, London, 1706-7, maker’s mark of 
Isaac Liger, signed “Ann. Car. inv. SO Sculp” for 
‘Annibale Carracci invenit, Simon Grilulin sculpsit’, 17in. 
diam. National Trust (Dunham M.ism Hall).
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Deposition after Annibale Carracci (plate 4). The 
engraving is signed by Simon Gribclin, also a 
Huguenot; it is most unusual for engraved plate to be 
signed and attributions to a particular engraver, 
especially when their designs had been published and 
were therefore freely available to be copied, arc not 
always very reliable. This signed piece is therefore an 
important document; moreover, it also provides good 
circumstantial evidence for attributing the engraving on 
a pair of tea caddies to him as well, since the latter are 
not only also in the style of Gribelin’s published pattern 
book, but are by the same maker as the dish and were 
supplied to Warrington in the same year.

Highly decorated silver such as this is exceptional among 
the carl’s plate. The sale catalogues and the plate still 
at Dunham shows that like most patrons of the period 
he ordered plate in two distinct types, a restrained 
decorated style introduced by Huguenot goldsmiths at 
the beginning of the century and much plainer style for 
useful plate. There was nothing unusual in this, but 
what was unusual was the fact that the style in fashion 
when the earl first started to commission plate was that 
to which he adhered rigidly for the rest of his life. Almost 
without exception the rococo style was never favoured 
at Dunham and a fashionable visitor to the house in 
about 1750 would have been quite shocked by his 
conservative surroundings.

An analysis of the two sale catalogues also gives a 
remarkably clear insight into the goldsmiths that he 
patronised and his buying activities from year to year. 
Of the 17,000 ounces or so whose dates we know, no 
less than 7,000 have hallmarks for 1728-30, representing 
a probable outlay of between 3,500 and 5,000 pounds 
over that period.9 Thereafter a few hundred ounces of

plate were added most years, with the exception of 1734, 
when a pair of chandeliers weighing over 1000 ounces 
were supplied and 1742 when a further 1200 ounces 
were commissioned.

The list of goldsmiths that he patronised reveals 
consistency and deliberation. The names of the most 
fashionable and expensive goldsmiths, such as Paul dc 
Lameric and George Wickcs are almost totally absent; 
those that arc represented, notably Isaac Liger, Peter 
Archambo (plate 5) and James Shruder were among the 
most competent, if not the most prestigious, in London. 
Of equal significance is the fact that they were all 
Huguenots. These refugee craftsmen and their 
descendants had a well-deserved reputation for 
producing work to a very high standard, but it was 
probably for other reasons that Warrington patronised 
them so extensively. His family were staunch 
protestants; he himself contributed as much as 150 
pounds a year to various Huguenot charitable causes 
and he was probably pursuing as deliberate a policy of 
helping this community through his patronage as 
through his charity.

Although there were periods of overlap, he seems to 
have preferred dealing with one goldsmith at a time. 
Other than for the 1701 cistern, Liger was the only 
maker whom he seems to have used until 1728. In that 
year Archambo makes his first appearance, supplying 
about five times as much as Liger and from then until 
the end of the decade it is his mark that is found on 
the majority of the Warrington plate. After about 1739, 
although still occupying an important place among 
London goldsmiths, Archambo seems to have supplied 
no more plate for Dunham and was apparently replaced 
by David Willaume II, James Shruder and Daniel Piers.

An insight of a totally different kind is provided by the 
inventory of Warrington’s plate which was drawn up 
in 1750 and amended four years later. It was compiled 
by the earl himself in his own hand - which to his 
contemporaries must have seemed eccentric at 
least - and is a fascinating document. Proudly entitled 
“The-Particular of my Plate and its Weight”, it is a 
meticulously drawn up list on seventeen pages of ever)' 
single item of plate which he commissioned for 
Dunham, together with its location in the house and 
its exact weight. Composite items, such as “ 12 douzen 
of plates” are given their overall weight and then cross- 
referred to a separate schedule where each plate is 
individually listed with its weight and the total weight 
for each dozen. The inscribed weights on the list 
correspond to the weights engraved on each piece, 
enabling exact identification and making it possible to 
distinguish, for example, between ‘‘a large cistern for 
bottles” and ‘‘a cistern to wash glasses in” or ‘‘a hand 
bason” and “a bason to wash my mouth”. It also 
throws light on the very specific functions attributed to 
certain objects by descriptions such as ‘‘a plate for 
tobacco and pipes”, ”6 small waiters to give drink in 
(i.e. on)” and “a large Bohea teapot” as distinct from 
a ‘‘large green teapot”.

5. Cup and cover, silver-gilt, London, 1731-32, maker’s mark 
of Peter Archainbo, 10J4in. high. National Trust (Dunham 
Massey Hall).
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Of equal interest is what Warrington did not include 
on his list. Naturally enough, it contains no indication 
of dates or makers, but, more rcvcalingly, it seems to 
include only plate he commissioned himself. Other plate 
which he had inherited, and which was almost certainly 
at Dunham at the time, such as a pair of tankards of 
1671,10 which he had inherited through his mother 
from his maternal grandmother is omitted. The clear 
inference is that Warrington regarded his collection of 
plate and its written record as a sort of personal 
testimony in which inherited objects played no part.

The stylistic consistency of the Warrington plate is 
matched by other remarkably constant features and just 
as the conservative nature of the designs reveals the 
artistic taste of the patron, so other features point to 
character traits such as family pride and egotism that 
is readily supported by his writings and even by the 
Michael Dahl portrait of the earl and his daughter (plate 
1), in which he sits bolt upright in his full regalia, hand 
on hip and staring out of the picture.

certainly serving a practical purpose, was also regarded 
as one of the greatest show-pieces and as such would 
almost invariably be appropriately and fashionably 
decorated. A comparison of certain kinds of plate in the 
Warrington collection, such as salvers, with others sold 
to different customers, show an uncommonly consistent 
tendency for the Warrington ones, inch for inch, to be 
heavier and consequently of thicker gauge. This seems 
to suggest in turn that his plate, although often of stock 
forms, was always made to special order.

This evidence and that of the inventory both point to 
a further conclusion, namely that Warrington was 
interested in plate for one simple and rather old- 
fashioned reason, namely as an outward manifestation 
of his status and financial security. In other words, that 
plate was a psychological tool in his defence against the 
insecurity he must have felt when he inherited the 
devastating debts that had been amassed by his father 
and grandfather.

Very little of his plate, other than the few cups and 
covers, was intended purely for display. Extravagant 
items such as the pair of chandeliers weighing over 1000 
ounces or the massive but plain 1100 ounce wine cistern 
by Peter Archambo were all intended for practical use 
and in spite of the exceptional quantity of the plate at 
Dunham, by the end of the carl’s life there were few 
of the elaborate display items that were to be found in 
houses like Chatsworth or Welbcck Abbey, such as 
ewers and dishes (which in the 18th Century had 
ceased to be practical vessels), pilgrim bottles or 
centerpieces. The impression given by the earl of 
Warrington’s plate at Dunham Massey must have been 
the same as that given by the house itself or its furniture: 
one of utter sobriety, pride of ownership and of the 
outward signs of carefully nurtured resources.

William Bcckford was born in 1760, two years after the 
death of the 2nd carl of Warrington.12 His father was 
an alderman of the City of London who had twice served 
as Lord Mayor; his mother was a granddaughter of the 
6th carl of Abcrcom and his godfather was William Pitt, 
Prime Minister of England. Whatever else he may have 
lacked, therefore, it was certainly not respectability. His 
father, thanks to vast sugar plantations in the West 
Indies, was reputedly one of the richest men in England 
and all this wealth was inherited by the young William 
who was only ten years old when his father died. But 
his story is a classic combination of scarcely credible 
material advantages tempered by an upbringing which 
is reflected in virtually every trait of the grown man, 
whether his rcclusivcness, his obsessions, his arrogance 
or his disturbingly strong attraction to works of art. All 
this is encapsulated in his deathbed portrait by Wiles 
Maddox,11 half icon, half pathetic human image, in 
which Bcckford lies alone, surrounded not by friends 
and family, but by some of his best-loved works of art 
which, on the whole, had given him no much more 
pleasure in life than people.

His upbringing was cossctted and lon<l\ u I was largely

The Philip Rollos cistern (plate 3) of 1701 and the wine 
fountain that Peter Archambo supplied to go with it in 
1728 are characterised on a grand scale by features that 
are evident even in his most ordinary domestic plate 
throughout his life: the handles are modelled in the form 
of the heraldic beasts from his coat of arms, the rampant 
boar, while the fountain is surmounted by his coronet. 
The majority of pieces in the collection arc quite plain, 
but without exception arc engraved with his coat of arms 
or cypher. It is a telling reference to the state of his 
marriage that in all but a few cases the arms depicted 
arc those of Booth alone, instead of the more usual 
arrangement impaling his wife’s.

It is in the engraved cartouches containing the coats of 
arms that we have virtually our only evidence of a 
concession to the rococo. The earliest coats of arms are 
typically in tunc with the formal style introduced to 
England by Daniel Marat and would seem to have been 
based on designs submitted by a draughtsman known 
to have been employed at Dunham, a certain Mr. 
Boujet. In particular, some pieces arc engraved with 
an unusual gadrooned ledge beneath the shield which 
is very similar to the design for the chimney piece in 
the hall at Dunham and which was almost certainly 
designed by Boujet.” Nothing is known of Boujet, but 
his name is signed on some of the drawings for Dunham 
and, with such a name, it is probable that he too was 
a Huguenot. Later pieces, however, display a muted 
asymmetry more in line with current fashion and suggest 
that the goldsmiths were in later years given less strict 
instructions by their patron than formerly. It is very 
often only in this engraving that we can find, other than 
the hallmarks, any indication of their date.

A consideration that was evidently of overriding 
importance to the earl concerned the weight of his plate 
and it would seem that weight, or solidity, was a far 
more important matter than design. The early 
18th Century wine cistern, for example, while
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spent in his father’s magnificent Palladian house in 
Wiltshire, Fonthill Splcndcns. It was a solitariness that 
probably accounts not only for the difficulty that he later 
found in forming friendships but also, once he did, for 
the extraordinary dependence with which he invested 
them. But this enforced isolation also played a formative 
role in the • evolution of his linguistic and literary 
interests. He read and reread Arabian Nights and became 
obsessed with the arts and history of Islam; he wrote 
the extraordinary gothic novel Vathek and his carefully 
chaperoned Grand Tour of Europe did much to develop 
and educate his natural sensibility towards works of art. 
These aspects of Bcckford’s youth-his aesthetic 
sensibility, his reclusivcness, his obsessions and his 
emotional dependence on close friends - all played their 
parts in his collecting and commissioning of works of 
art, and of his silver as much as any.

It is inconceivable that Beckford did not inherit a 
considerable quantity of silver from his father but, as 
with Warrington, we have very little evidence of it. 
Indeed, one of the few pieces that can with confidence 
be traced to Alderman Beckford is a kettle of 1742 by 
George Wickcs which is now at Brodick Castle. It is 
an unexceptional piece, good but standard, and is 
decorated with conventional rococo ornament.

6. Pair of candlesticks, silver-gilt, London, 17XX-XX, 
maker’s mark of John Scofield, XXin. high. Asprey’s, 
London.

Much of this earlier plate was presumably melted down 
when Beckford commissioned silver of his own, probably 
for his coming of age celebrations in 1781. A significant 
quantity of this silver still survives. It was mainly 
supplied by leading London makers such as John 
Scofield or Daniel Smith and Robert Sharp and is in 
the fashionable Adam style. It is, however, of quite 
exceptional quality, and although his taste was to change 
considerably in later decades, there can be no doubt that 
in this respect his connoisseurship was already fully 
developed, for throughout his life the most consistent 
feature of all the works or art he commissioned is the 
superb quality of their craftsmanship (plate 6).

While his concern for quality remained constant 
throughout his life, Bcckford’s taste was to pass through 
several distinct phases. That it had already begun to 
move away from conventional neo-classicism by the end 
of the century is evident from a remarkable basket by 
Paul Storr in the Los Angeles County Museum (plate 
7). It is one of a pair commissioned in 1797; its quality 
is superb and the design has all the characteristic good 
taste combined with unconventionality that were 
increasingly to become the hallmarks of his 
commissioned work during the early part of the 
19th Century.

/. Ifasket, silver-gilt, London, 1797-98, maker’s mark of Paul Storr, 20% in. long. Los Angeles County Museum of Art.
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A much more dramatic change in his taste was signalled 
by the virtually unprecedented building operations that 
he started at Fonthill in 1796 under the supervision of 
the architect James Wyatt. The result, which involved 
the demolition of Fonthill Splcndcns and which was itself 
demolished tragically soon after it was completed, was 
perhaps the most magnificent gothic revival house ever 
built.M Like so much that William Beckford did, it was 
erected out of complex and yet transparent motives. Not 
far from Salisbury, its great tower was quite deliberately 
made slightly higher than the spire of the cathedral, itself 
the tallest ecclesiastical structure in England. Everything 
else was built on a commensurate scale.

Fonthill Abbey was many things. It was a grandiose and 
calculated demonstration of the absolute power of 
money. It was a symbol of its owner’s rejection of the 
world and it was an elaborate setting for the working 
out of many of his obsessions and fantasies in which his 
works of art, both old and new, collected and 
commissioned, played by a vital role.

8. Sideboard dish, silver-gilt, I^ndon, 1814-15, maker’s mark 
of Samuel Whitford and William Burwash, 22 Kin. diam. 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

Of all Beckford’s obsessions, the most enduring was with 
his lineage and with the peerage that he never managed 
to acquire. Beckford deeply resented the fact that he was 
a commoner and spent many years and much money 
in his efforts to be elevated. His obsession was so great 
that it was almost comic. As late as 1837 he wrote in 
a letter that “you will acknowledge that a man who, 
by infinitely rare coincidence, is without exception 
descended from all the barons - yes, all - who signed 
the Magna Carta and whose issues still exists, will not 
be out of place in the House of Lords.’’15 In reality, 
though his chances of a peerage had run out long before. 
The unfortunate death of his wife shortly after the birth 
of their daughter Susan Euphemia in 1786, was cruelly 
attributed by some to foul play on the part of her 
husband and thereafter the matter of his peerage was 
closed to all minds but his own. Although their marriage 
had in the first instance been one of strictest 
convenience, she had grown in due course to be the very 
centre of his life and her death, together with the gossip 
that it occasioned, effectively marked the beginning of 
his reclusive life style.

used for the creation of widely differing effects'. One of 
the most ambitious examples of this heraldic decoration 
is a silver-gilt dish of 1814, now in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum (plate 8), in which the central coat of 
arms is surrounded by a lavish and complex scheme 
incorporating virtually all the charges from all the coats 
of arms to which Beckford laid claim. Again the use of 
heraldic motifs - this time the Hamilton crest charged 
with a shield bearing the Latimer cross - is used to 
remarkably original effect in a pair of silver-gilt sconces 
of 1804 by Paul Storr at Brodick.

Of a different nature altogether is a charming and 
delicate gold and jade cream ladle of 1815, also by Storr, 
in which the bowl is formed as an open flower which, 
on closer inspection, is in fact modelled as the Hamilton 
cinquefoil.

Although Paul Storr’s name figures in connection with 
a number of Beckford’s important commissions, many 
of his most individual and interesting commissions bear 
the marks of otherwise relatively little-known 
silversmiths, such a John Harris and James Aldridge. 
This inevitably raises the question of what part Beckford 
played in these commissions. Their quality, ingenuity 
and fundamental unity of taste all argue for a major 
part; his reclusive life-style at Fonthill, on the other 
hand, is difficult to equate with this. The intermediary 
was evidently Chevalier Gregorio Franchi, who was for 
a number of years Beckford’s agent and intimate friend. 
He, it would appear, was responsible for instructing the 
goldsmiths and producing detailed working drawings. 
A number of Beckford’s letters to Franchi survive which 
confirm exactly this arrangement.

Beckford invested his works of art with an emotional 
intensity that approached spirituality and which led him

His declining prospects of a peerage in no way affected 
Beckford’s obsession with his lineage. If anything, they 
had the reverse effect. The coloured plates from John 
Rutter’s 1823 Delineations of Fonthill and its Abbey show 
that much of the decoration of the abbey was composed 
of charges from the coals of arms of the various families 
from which he claimed descent. Particularly original was 
his use of these charges to decorate works of art, whether 
silver, china or furniture, which were made to his order. 
Coats of arms had, of course, long been used on silver 
for decorative purposes, but the novelty in Beckford’s 
case was the isolation of individual charges from the 
arms which were then arranged in a decorative pattern 
that had nothing to do with correct heraldry.

His most original use of this formula, was in work 
commissioned from silversmiths. This simple idea was
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has undoubtedly shown himself an industrious bijouticr, 
a prodigious virtuoso, an accomplished patron of 
unproductive labour, an enthusiastic collector of 
expensive trifles; but the only proof of taste (to our 
thinking) he has shown in this collection is his getting 
rid of it.”17

But in one sense Bcckford was not so much out of tune 
with his times as ahead of them. The type of ambience 
that he wished to create in the Abbey made it quite 
impossible for him to find Jacobean or later 17th Century 
furniture in the quantities which he needed. The 
historicising furniture that he consequently commiss
ioned for Fonthill was complemented by plate, some of 
which was antique and some made to match. In 1808, 
for example, he purchased a quantity of old royal plate 
for the royal goldsmiths, Rundcll, Bridge and Rundell, 
including a group of William and Mary sconces. He 
wrote enthusiastically to Franchi that “the old pieces 
from the Royal silver are divine . . . these salvers and 
the plate give me much pleasure.” The full extent of 
his pleasure is indicated by the fact that he promptly 
ordered extra sconces to be made in the same style in 
order to make up the set.

His interest in historicism, however, went far beyond 
that of a decorator and a number of the smaller pieces 
he commissioned show an awareness and a scholarly 
interest in Renaissance pattern books that he 
presumably had in his library. Among these are a spoon 
that is taken from an early 16th Century woodcut by 
Heinrich Aldcrgravcr, a rock-crystal and silver-gilt 
beaker that is related to a pattern book by Hans 
Brosamcr, and a pair of candlesticks that have been 
directly modelled on, or cast from, a late 17th Century 
French carved cherry wood model, of a type known as 
Bois dc Bagard.

Just as he pioneered the development of 19th Century 
historicism in England, so he also broke new ground 
as a collector of important Renaissance and mannerist 
goldsmiths’ work of the type that was so keenly sought 
after later in the century by collectors such as the 
Rothschilds in Germany and England and Pierpont 
Morgan in America. A plate from Rutter’s book, 
entitled “a groupe of the rarest articles of virtu” shows 
such pieces as a medieval Limoges enamel chasse and 
the so-called Gaignieres-Bcckford ewer (an early 14th 
Century Celadon vase whose almost contemporary 
mounts were tragically stripped off sometime prior to 
its sale in 1882). Of particular interest is the ewer in 
the middle of the group and which is now in the 
Metropolitan Museum in New York. This was 
described by Rutter as “a vase of Hungarian topaz, the 
largest of one block ever known, magnificently decorated 
with enamels and precious stones; the execution of 
Benvenuto Cellini...” and so on. Far from being the 
work of Benvenuto Cellini, the cup is not even sixteenth- 
century, and is now considered to be an elaborate fake 
made shortly before it entered the Bcckford collection, 
and presumably made with precisely this customer in 
mind.

9. Chinese porcelain beaker mounted in silver-gilt as a cream 
jug, London, 1820-21, maker’s mark of James Aldridge, 
4Vbin. high. National Trust for Scotland (Brodick Castle).

to place enormous importance on them and their 
position in the Abbey. Everything had its appropriate 
place and careless arrangement could ruin the effect. 
In 1812, he wrote to Franchi that “Everything depends 
where things are placed. An object which looks like 
nothing on earth in the Brown parlour is transformed 
when placed in the Lancaster Gallery, 
aspect of the collections of which we can form very little 
idea today, although some hint of it can be gleaned from 
the plates from Rutter’s Delineations.

”16 This is an

The effect that Beckford strove to achieve at Fonthill 
was in many ways a recreation of the world of the 
Renaissance prince. These precious or colourful 
materials, such as carved agates and Chinese porcelain 
mounted in intricately wrought silver-gilt (plate 9) were 
hardly different in effect from those created in medieval 
and Renaissance Europe, but which had hardly been 
seen since the fantastic creations of Augustus the 
Strong’s goldsmith, Johann Melchior Dinglinger, in 
early 18th Century Dresden. Even then, Dinglinger’s 
jewelled vessels and figures were distinctly anachronistic 
and by Becklbrd’s time this aspect of his collections was 
quite out of tune with the times. In 1822, when financial 
crisis necessitated the sale of Fonthill, the critic William 
Hazlitt described the house and its contents in acid terms 
as “a Cathedral turned into a toyshop, an immense 
museum of all that is most curious and cosily and, at 
the same time, most worthless in the productions of art 
and nature.” He goes on to say that “Mr. Bcckford
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The distinction between the patron and the collector 
would have meant less to Bcckford than it does to us. 
A connoisseur and an informed antiquarian he certainly 
was, but the important thing for him was beauty and 
whether found in a new thing or an old was scarcely 
the point. Pride of place in the King Edward Gallery 
was given to a pair of silver-gilt mounted ivory cups 
made by David Willaumc in about 1710, but the two 
fields of collecting and patronage also became merged 
in his commissioning of mounts for various pieces from 
his collection of old porcelain or ivory.

His concern with silver as a material was more complex 
than Warrington’s. For Warrington the appeal of silver 
was in its received significance, as a token and symbol 
of financial security; for Bcckford it lay less in its 
intrinsic value and more in its alluring physical and 
aesthetic properties. That distinction in itself is enough 
to explain the world of difference between the silver 
made for these two patrons; at the same time, the silver 
itself perhaps further illustrates the contrast between 
their two personalities. For while Warrington was a man 
of plain taste and blunt manner, Bcckford was highly 
sophisticated and of cosmopolitan, scholarly and 
innovative taste and it is this difference more than 
anything else that is reflected and revealed in their plate.
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l

Both men intended their silver to be seen not in 
isolation, but as part of a wider scheme. For that reason, 
these objects are best understood in the context of the 
houses for which they were originally made. Perhaps 
the comparison that sums it up best is between the 
chapel at Dunham Massey and the King Edward 
Gallery at Fonthill. The former, still today as it was in 
the 2nd carl’s time, is designed so that the plate forms 
the center and focus of a scheme that is solidly and 
securely Anglican, and that is opulent but at the same 
time severe - rather like its owner. The latter, known 
only from the plate in Rutter’s book, creates a palatial, 
vista-like impression in which seried ranks of silver-gilt 
candlesticks, marching as far as the eye could see, would 
create an effect that was both magnificent and 
theatrical - rather like Bcckford himself.
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