Arms and Exhibitions
Anthony North

Whereas most students of the 19th century are only too aware of the exhibitionsthat were
so much a feature of that period, arms and armour specialists have usually tended to neglect
the catalogues and their somewhat exotic military wares. It has to be admitted that the
swords, shieldsand firearmsillustratedin such periodicalsas the Art Journal would givethe
likes of Messrs Mortimer, Manton and Wogdon a fit of apoplexy. * Most of the arms
illustrated provide a violent contrast to the plain, austere but workmanlike firearms and
swordsmade by English gunmakersand swordmakers. The best quality Englishfirearmswere
most restrainedin their decoration, limitingthe ornament to simpleelegant scroll-work on the
lock plate and chequering on the stock. The skills of the damascener, chiseller and carver
werevery much kept at armslength.

The arms most frequently represented are firearms, as they combine technical innovations
with very ornate decoration. I't is worth remembering that the primary function of exhibitions
inthe 19th century was to show off skill and it is this that makes these exhibitions worth
studying. The best craftsmen were employed, working to the highest standards to produce
armswhich could hold their own against thegrandinlaidfurniture, highly decorated ceramics
and silver which were so much a feature of these exhibitions. The plain simple products of
gunmakerssuch as Purdey and Hollands must have looked absurd to continental eyes used to
thelavish productionsof Frenchgunmakerslike Renetteand Gauvain? It isdoubtful if any of
the firearms shown in the exhibitionswere ever intended to be used. An examination of the
cased sets of pistolsreveals barrelsin pristine condition and locks that have clearly never
beenfired. The centresof bullet mouldsfrom these sets have often not even been cut out to
allow a ball to be cast. They were intended purely for decoration, provided with finely made
cases of exotic woods mounted in engraved brass and lined with silk. They were intended
solely asan ornament for the gun-room made as a decorativetour-de-force.

As one would expect the arms makers of continental Europe dominate the scene. French
gunmakers especially inherited a tradition of fine craftsmanship going back to the 17th and
18th century. It isironic that the qualitiesfor which British gunmaking was — and still is
admired — deriveinfact from France. It wastheinfluence of Huguenot gunmakersinthelate
17th century coming to England and settling in London that produced the plain style of
gunmakingwhichisalwaysthought of as characteristically English.

It is not the intention to discuss the high quality art skills of Vechte and Morel
Ladeuilwhich arein many ways the gems of the 19th century armourer’s craft® They have
been discussed elsewhere and are well-known. It isperhapsworth pointing out that the large
flat areas of a shield provide ample scope for embossing and chasing whereas the artist
working on guns and swords has not only to deal with an intractable material like steel but
alsoisvery muchconstrainedby theformof afirearmor sword.

Thegothicrevival style of the 1840sand 50swas successfully adapted for furniture, silver
and interior decoration but asfar asfirearmsare concernedit produced somereal nightmares.
By the mid 19th century pistols were invariably produced in expensive cases complete with
accoutrements to service them. These comprised a variety of different tools such as
screwdrivers, ram-rods, oil-bottles, small hammersand a bullet-mould— all decorated en suite
with the pistols, which they were designed to serve. One extraordinary cased pair of target
pistols made in the 1850s by a Liege gunsmith, Charles Honoré, a celebrated designer and
engraver of firearms, looks like something out of a Gothic horror film rather than a pair of
working pistols (fig. 1). The stocks are of ebony carved with gothic arches and quatrefoils,
therifled barrels and lock plate are chiselled with gothic panels, the hammers are chiselled
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with figures based on gargoyles. However it is the rest of the mounts that are truly
remarkable. These are of carved and pierced ivory, and consist of knightsin armour set on
gothicplinhsand pillars pierced gothic spires, and variousanimal heads. Theaccessories are
comparatively tame by contrast with the handles of the various tools carved with gothic
motifs, except for theoil bottlewhichiscarvedintheformof a gothicfont. Thepistolshave
never beenfired astheresutant explosion would almog certainly cause most of the knightsto
fall from their plinthsand the spiresto crack and fall off. The pistolsare signed by Honoré
and were reputedly made for the Great Exhibition of 1851. The maker still remembered the
main purpose of hisprofession, in spite of the elaborate decoration, for the barrelsarerifled
andthelocksare madeon the most up to date percussion system. Pistols of thisgeneral form,
but without this elaboration were designed for indoor target shooting and were very
fashionable on the continent in the 19th century. This pair would additionally have been an
ornament to any gunroom.

The swords and firearms that featured in the international exhibitions were not always
viewed as working weaponsin the 19th century. A good account of how they were judgedis
provided by the commentator on the Armoury of the collector and designer William Bullock
writingin 1808. Thisissomewhat earlier than our period but bearsrepetition.

Again should the warlike weapons arrest attention which have been the instruments of

carnage and bloodshed...he musesin silence, as he blamesthe ambition that stirred up the

firesof contention, and regretsthe enmity that subsistsbetween man and man. Butturning
from such painful remembrance, his thoughts will placidly dwell on the progressive
improvement of fire-armsfromthefirstinventioninremotetimesto thoseof a later date.

These sentiments although expressed in Regency times in England catch exactly the
impression the makers of firearms shown in the exhibitions wished to leave with their
admirers.

That the Gothicstyle for firearmswas still fashionableinthemid 1860sis demonstrated by
a fine pair of Viennese pistols made for the Paris Exhibition of 1867 (fig. 2). The ebony
stocks are carved in relief with Gothic tracery and foliage. The rifled barrels are chiselled
with long Gothic panelsin the perpendicular style and the steel mounts contain gargoylesand
variousarchitectural motifs. These pistolsclearly owe a debtto the Gothic pistolsof earlier
date described above, and like them, the system of ignitionis of the most modernkind. They
are fitted with back-action locks and break-down barrelswith extractors operated by pushing
forward a lever in front of thetrigger guard. Although at first glance they appear to operate
on the percussion systemthey work in fact on the modern centre-fire system with the hammer
operatinga firing-pin, protruding through the centre of the breech, which strikesthe centre of
the cartridge base. They also have adjustablerear sights. They arefittedintoa velvetlined
case with all the usual accessoriesand thelidis stampedin gold with an Imperial eagle and
thetitle *Joh. Springer Gewehr Fabrikant + K.K. Kammer Lieferant Wien’. Johann Springer
(1819-75) was a well-established Viennese gunsmith who exhibited at most of the
international exhibitions. The accessoriesinclude a bullet mould with jaws that have been
filled with copper plugsand have never been cut out for a bullet so they were clearly intended
for show rather than use.

Although swordswereusedto a limited extentinthelatter part of the 19th century — there
wasa cavalry actionusing swordsduringthe American Civil Wa — thesword had by thistime
become a weapon of ceremony. In continental Europe one which was very fashionable type
wasthe hunting-sword. Throughoutthe 19th century huntingwasvery muchinvogueand had
its own distinctive costume and accoutrements. Part of this ceremonial regaliawas a short,
usually single-edged curved sword. Initially used to give the coup de grace to a wounded
animal it was, in earliertimes, widely carried when travelling because of its convenient short
length. By the 19th century however, it had also become solely an ornamental weapon. Itis
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interesting to note that far more hunting swordswere made as exhibition piecesthan military
and naval dress swords. Like the presentation firearms that feature in the international
exhibitions the hilts and scabbard mounts are worked in the strangest and most curious
designs. Althoughthereare examplesbasedontheclassical swordsof Greeceand Rome, 19th
century continental craftsmen turned much more to the Gothic and Renaissance for their
inspiration. The hilts and scabbards closely follow Gothic revival architecture. This style
with its pinnacles, crockets and niches was ideal for a decorative sword hilt. Naturally, the
patronsaint of hunting, St Hubert, figuresextensivdy inthe canon as do medieval knightsand
their ladies. These figural hilts seem to have been especially popular and included some
extraordinary creations. One of the most bizarre hasa hiltintheform of a poacherin early
19th century costumewith hisright leg caughtin a man-trap holding hishead in anguish, with
a dead game-bird at hisfeet (fig. 3). Thiswas interesting enough to merit anillustrationin
the Official Catalogueof the Great Exhibitionof 1851 It wasmadeby the French silversmith
JulesWiésetothedesignsof the Frenchjeweller FrancoisDésiré Froment-Meurice#

It should be said that gold and silver are frequently used for the hiltsand scabbard mounts
of these swords. Most hiltsareloosely based on the cruciform swordsof the middle ages but
therethelikenessends. Thebladesareoftenvery plain, usually cut with two fullers. Unlike
the bladesof the 18th century they arevery rarely blued and gilt but are very highly polished.
Itisasif theartist visualised these swords as being shown only in their scabbardswhich are
also highly decorated en suitewith the hilt.

A very remarkable exhibition hunting-sword (fig. 4) was on the international art market recently. Itisa
tour-de-force in highly polished cut-steel, with mounts of cast gilt bronze and silver. The hilt is formed of
fluted and beaded fillets of highly polished steel, the pommel formed as an open-work crown, the silver grip is
engraved with scrolling foliage and is applied with stags heads in silver. Mounted on the hilt are finely cast
figures representing Virtue and Avarice, fox-masks, boars heads and lion masks of gilt-bronze, the guard isin
open-work and consists of winged-dragons with gaping jaws, the bodies finely engraved with feathers. The
steel scabbard is engraved with leaf-work and is decorated ‘en suite’ with the hilt, with mounts of gilt bronze.
The blade is of flattened oval section, cut with ridges and flutes and engraved adjacent to the hilt with
geometric panels and formalised leaves. The various elements of the hilt are held together by screws and studs
of engraved stedl.

The maker of this extraordinary sword is something of a mystery. The hilt is signed on one side of the grip
‘P. Jouhaud’. The sword comes with what appears to be its original case of veneered maple with asilk lining.

Cut and polished steel was very popular for jewellery and for sword-hiltsfrom the 1770s
onwards. To produce cut-steel waresdemanded great skill asmost of thework hadto be done
by hand and polihingthedifferent elementswaslaboriows and difficult. It reacheditsapogee
inthelate 18th century especially in Woodstock and Parisbut remained fashionableuntil the
middle of the 19th century especially for exhibition pieces such as chatelaines and swords.
The *Jouhaud’ swordasfarisknown, isunique. Themakerisnotrecordedeither asa sword-
smith, gunsmith or jewellerin either France or Belgium. Theform of thefiguresissimilarto
19th century French bronzierswork and thelikelihoodisthat the sword was made by a French
maker. A maker named Joyauisdescribed as a sculpteur modeleur working for the celebrated
French jeweller Jean Valentin Morel (1794-1860) butitis by no meanscertainthat heisthe
manufacturer of thisextraordinary sword. Whoever heis, heismost unlikely to have been a
sword-maker. Theopen-work and chisellingareclearly thework of a craftsman more at home
with chatelainesand keysthan swords. It doesnot appear in any of the exhibition catalogues
and the lack of a name within the case may indicate that for some reason it was never
exhibited. The steelwork is of exceptional quality — as are the animal masks of gilt bronze,
thetwoallegorical figuresof gilt bronzeare of lesser quality and may be by a different hand.
It datesfrom the 1860s and the probability is that it was made either for the exhibitions of
1862 or 1864 and never shown.
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Afterthe exhibitionsclosed most of the luxury armswere disposed of either to museumsor
to privateclients. Itisinthislatter groupthat discoveriesstill remainto be made. Many of
the hunting-swords, sporting guns and luxurious mounted pistols illustrated in the various
exhibition catalogues are still extant, widely scattered certainly but still awaiting
identification.

The comments of the International Juries on these less than warlike wares are worth
repeating. They spe& of ‘beauy and variety of desgn, excellence of workmanship combined
with moderation of price, in swords’ — presumably the priceof luxury firearmsmadeeventhe
most impressed juror, draw back fromtoo lavisha compliment. Thejurorswere not unaware
of the practical possibilities of the various products they were reviewing. Devisme was
praised ‘for the beauty of hisworkmanshipin guns, and for hisexplosive projectilesfor large
guns’ 8

Thejurorssaw noincongruity of firearms being producedinearier styles A commenton a
percussion-target pistol shown at the Great Exhibition of 1851 describesit asbeing ‘asfinea
specimen of elaborate engraved work as we remember...the design of the decorationisin the
Romanesque style and is displayed with considerable taste. What makes all these armes de
luxe so fascinating and worth studying is that the ornament is so divorced from their grim
function.

Perhapsit wasjust aswell that A. W. N. Pugintook up sailing asa hobby and not shooting.

Anthony R. E. North A.MA.F.S.A. FRSA has been at the Victoria& Albert Museum since
1964. Heis a specialist on arms, armour and base-metalwork and has published widely in
thesefields.
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NOTES

! These three are generally acknowledged to be the leading London gunmakers of the late 18th century. They all
workedinthecharacteristic plain English style.

2 Waring, J.B. Masterpieces of Industrial Art and Sculpture at the International Exhibition of 1862. London, 1863:
plate 6; French ornamental firearms.

3 Wilson, G.M. Antoine Vechte- the 19th century Cellini. The First Park Lane ArmsFair, Feb. 17/18th 1984

4 F.D. Froment-Meurice (1802-55) was the leading French jeweller and goldsmith of the 19th century. Several of his
designs were produced by the goldsmith Jules Wiése. See Vever, H. French Jewellery of the 19th century. Thames &
Hudson, 2001.

5 Woodstock in Oxfordshire was the centre of a small but very expensive luxury trade in cut-steel wares, which
flourishedinthe second half of the 18th century.

5 Devismeisrecorded in Paris from 1854 to 1859. He exhibited armes de luxe at all the exhibitions of his day. See
Waring op.cit.; Plate6.
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