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INTRODUCTION

SiSince the beginning of civilization silver has 

played an important and enduring role in most 

cultures, a valuable commodity, which, through 

the ages, has been and still is revered and used on 

so many levels. Quite aside from its important 

role as a means of currency, silver has also been 

transformed by skilled craftsmen into religious 

reliquareliquaries to help with worship, or on a far more 

practical level into the production of decorative 

items and household wares. Whatever its 

purpose, silver is invariably associated with 

wealth, standing and importance. Hence the 

meaning behind the old phrase “born with a silver 

spoon in their mouth”, an expression which 

didirectly links silver to affluence.

The silver market is becoming ever more global, 

with serious buyers from China and the Middle 

East entering the collecting arena. This interest is 

driven by a rapidly increasing appreciation for 

European art and antiques with silver forming an 

essential part of a refined and sophisticated 

collection.

TThere is a limited supply of finest quality silver 

treasures in the world today, with ever fewer 

pieces coming onto the market. These factors 

help maintain value, interest and excitement in 

rare antique silver. While the majority of collectors 

buy for pleasure and enjoyment, often the 

intrinsic value of top quality silver and its 

ininvestment potential gives an additional feeling 

of security. It’s quite simple, buy the best antique 

silver you can afford and you really should not go 

wrong…

SILVER – A BRIEF HISTORY

SiSince time immemorial silver has held a value 

above material and economic consideration. 

Archaeological evidence found in Asia Minor and 

on the islands of the Aegean Sea indicate that 

silver was being separated from lead as early as 

the sixth millennium B.C.

InIn Roman and Greek mythology, the first age was 

called Golden, the second Silver. Apollo, the god 

of truth and light, carried a silver bow. His twin 

sister Artemis lost a hand in battle and was given 

a silver replacement by the god of healing.

TThe chemical symbol Ag is from the Latin for 

silver, ‘argentum’ (compare Greek árgyros), from 

the root *arg- meaning ‘white’ or ‘shining’.

From early times, silver and gold have been 

symbols of wealth and have been used as forms 

of currency for centuries by civilizations around 

the world.

SilSilver coins are possibly the oldest 

mass-produced form of coinage. Silver has been 

used as a coinage metal since the times of the 

Ancient Greeks; their silver drachmas were 

popular trade coins. The earliest coins in the world 

are believed to have been minted in the kingdom 

of Lydia in Asia Minor around 600 B.C. There is 

evideevidence to suggest that ancient Persians used 

silver coins from as early as 612 B.C. And latterly, in 

Britain, pennies were made of silver up until 1796.

In Britain, the combination of great silversmiths 

and the controlled legislation governing the 

quality of silver, or hallmarking, has meant that 

British silver has long been regarded as the best 

in the world.

Silver drachma from the island of Aegina, after 404 B.C.
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STERLING SILVER

Silver, in its pure form, is too soft to be practical for 

making coins or ornamental domestic items. In 

order, to strengthen it, it needs to be alloyed with 

another metal and the metal normally used for 

this is copper.

DuDuring the Saxon period in England the 

percentage of pure silver in coinage by weight 

was fixed at 92.5% pure silver, the other 7.5% 

being copper, normally. This silver alloy provided 

both good strength and colour while retaining a 

high intrinsic value and remains the composition 

of British sterling silver today.

InIn 1158, Henry II made this alloy the legal standard 

required of English coinage. This standard and 

the silver coins that used it were so important to 

the British monetary system that the currency 

became known as Pounds Sterling with one 

Pound being equal in value to one troy pound of 

sterling coins.

rr, which is 80% pure.

Because silver had become the backbone of the 

British monetary system it became very 

important that all silver items were regulated for 

quality and so, in 1238, Henry III passed a law that 

stated no silver items could be made which were 

'worse than the king's money' and sterling silver 

became the minimum standard allowed for 

wrwrought silver items.

Since that point until 1999 (excluding the brief 

period of Britannia standard silver from 1697-1720) 

sterling silver was the minimum purity of silver 

alloy that could be legally sold as ‘silver’ in 

England. Items of a lesser quality had to be 

described as white metal. However, the 

hallmarking act of 1999 introduced a new 

minimum, 800 staminimum, 800 standard silver, which is 80% pure.
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A Britannia Standard Silver Hallmark showing a 

seated figure of Britannia and the ‘lion’s head 

BRITANNIA STANDARD SILVER 16971720

Britannia silver is 95.8% pure silver by weight and 

was the legal standard for silver items from 

1697-1720.

InIn 1697, a higher standard of silver, known as the 

Britannia silver standard (95.8% of fine silver) was 

introduced in England by an Act of Parliament 

signed by William III to replace sterling silver 

(92.5% of fine silver) as the mandatory standard 

for items of wrought silver. The Britannia silver 

standard remained in force until 1720, when the 

ststerling silver standard was reintroduced. 

Scotland and Ireland did not adopt the Britannia 

standard.

Like many of the laws that were passed to 

regulate the production of silver items, the 

introduction of Britannia standard silver was 

motivated by a desire to protect the country’s 

monetary system. Towards the end of the 17th 

century, Parliament became greatly concerned 

about the scarcity and deplorable state of the 

silsilver coinage. Most of the coins in circulation had 

been minted before the introduction of edge 

milling. The edges of these coins could easily be 

clipped and the clippings melted down and used 

to make silverware. Although ‘coin clipping’ was 

classed as an act of treason and punishable by 

death, the extreme shortfall in supply of new 

silsilver made the process very lucrative.

In order to discourage coin clipping, the 

government passed a law which raised the legal 

standard of wrought silver items to 95.8%, whilst 

maintaining the sterling silver standard (92.5%) 

for coinage.

ThisThis new standard was reflected in a change to 

the hallmarks. The ‘lion passant guardant’, the 

symbol for sterling silver, was replaced by a seated 

figure of Britannia and the crowned leopard’s 

head for London was replaced by a ‘lion’s head 

erased’.

TThe new standard was not popular amongst 

many of the silversmiths because the purer metal 

was softer, making it less durable. In 1719, pressure 

from the trade led to a bill being put before 

Parliament which included a clause to restore the 

sterling silver standard. The bill was passed and in 

1720 the sterling silver standard and 

cocorresponding hallmarks were restored for 

wrought silver items.

After 1720, Britannia standard silver was kept on 

as an optional higher standard, predominantly 

used on prestige pieces or reproductions of items 

made in the Britannia standard period.
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Side twoSide one

THE RICHMOND RACE CUP: AN IMPORTANT 

GEORGE III SILVER GILT HORSE RACING TROPHY 

BY PAUL STORR, LONDON 1802

TThe pull-off domed cover with fluted bud finial 

and engraved with a retailers mark of Makepeace, 

Fecit, leaf capped angular handles, the upper 

section engraved and chased with a frieze one 

side depicting two galloping racehorses, the 

other a racehorse being fed outside a stable, one 

side engraved "Charles Brandling and Timothy 

HuHutton, Esqrs Stewards".

The other side engraved "Richmond. 1802.". Each 

side applied with a vacant wreath cartouche and 

each side applied with a circular boss, one 

reading "Sigillum Burgtti Richmond II", part fluted 

lower section, the whole on a circular pedestal 

foot with a stiff leaf border, contained in a leather 

covered wooden carrying case with velvet interior, 

brbrass escutcheon and carrying handle, the 

interior applied with a retailers label for "Robert 

Makepeace, Goldsmith & Jewellery, Serle Street, 

Lincolns Inn Fields", 

46.5cm high x 31.5cm high, (c.124.1oz)



TIMELINE OF NOTABLE DATES:

1158  In 1158, Henry II made sterling silver (925 

parts of pure silver to 75 parts copper) the legal 

standard required of English coinage.

12381238  In 1238 Henry III made the earliest attempt 

at regulating the standard of gold and silver 

wares,  passing an order commanding the Mayor 

and Aldermen of the City of London to choose six 

of  the more discreet goldsmiths of the City to 

superintend the craft. The standards of fineness 

for gold and silver were also stipulated with 

ststerling silver becoming the minimum standard 

allowed for all wrought silver items and coinage.

1275  The first legal definition of sterling silver 

appeared in 1275, when a statute of Edward I 

specified that 12 Troy ounces of silver for coinage 

should contain 11 ounces 2 1/4 pennyweights of 

silver and 17 3/4 pennyweights of alloy, with 20 

pennyweights to the Troy ounce. This is 

equivalent to a fineness of 92.5%. Wardens were 

appoinappointed to assay (‘assess’ the purity of the silver) 

and search out law-breakers.

1300  In 1300 King Edward I passed a statute 

requiring that all silver articles and coinage must 

meet the sterling silver standard (92.5% pure 

silver) and must be assayed in this regard by 

'Guardians of the Craft' who would then mark the 

item with a leopard's head. This was supposedly 

taken from the royal arms and later known as the 

KiKing’s mark. This is the first legal recognition of 

the Worshipful Company of Goldsmiths, and the 

beginning of hallmarking in Britain.

The Livery Hall at Goldsmiths' Hall, London.
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1366  In 1363 an ordinance of Edward III 

established the maker’s mark, which was now 

required alongside the leopard’s head. Each 

Goldsmith had a mark unique to them, 

identifying the goldsmith responsible for making 

a piece of silver.

11478  In 1478 a statute of King Edward IV made 

the Goldsmiths' Company specifically responsible 

for assaying and marking gold and silver leading.  

  

1478  to the establishment of the first assay 

office at Goldsmiths’ Hall in London. A date letter 

was introduced to the marking system and to 

prevent forgery makers were required to present 

pieces for testing at Goldsmiths’ Hall in order to 

receive the ‘hallmark’.

15441544  A fourth mark, the ‘lion passant guardant’ 

(facing the viewer), denoting sterling silver, began 

to be used as part of the hallmark in 1544.

1697  In 1697, a higher standard of silver, known 

as the Britannia silver standard (95.8% of fine 

silver) was introduced in England by an Act of 

Parliament signed by William III to replace 

sterling silver (92.5% of fine silver) as the 

mandatory standard  for items of wrought silver.  

The standard of silver coinage, meanwhile, was 

maintaimaintained at the sterling standard to limit the 

practice of clipping and melting down sterling 

silver coinage to make silverware. The sterling 

silver standard was restored in 1720.



COLLECTING & INVESTING IN (ANTIQUE) SILVER

Silver has been highly prized for thousands of 

years and has some unique properties that make 

it both beautiful and collectible and therefore 

people have been tempted to own, use and 

collect it in many forms.

OObviously buyers should start with what they like, 

but as with all disciplines in the art world, one 

should go for the very best they can afford. 

Buying the best does not necessarily mean the 

oldest, but learning about the makers and their 

designs will point the buyer in the direction they 

need to look.

AAs with all collectible antiques, there are many 

factors that determine the value of silver, such as, 

rarity, demand, condition, provenance and 

silversmith.

Learning about the hallmarking systems is just 

the beginning. When handling a piece of silver, 

the following are some of the things to consider:

  • Date

 • Maker

 • Provenance

 • Rarity

 • Design

 • Condition

 • Weight

  • Gauge (thickness)

 • Colour

 • Patina (the tone on silver resulting from age   

   and years of use)

• Condition is one of the most important factors 

to consider when buying or investing in silver. 

Choose the finest quality and you will not go far 

wrong. Condition is everything and people will 

always be prepared to pay for the best.

•• Carry a hallmark book with you. Bradbury’s 

Book of Hallmarks is excellent and small 

enough to slip in your pocket or handbag.

•• Buying from a reputable silver dealer will 

afford you extra protection and confidence. A 

reputable silver dealer will draw your attention 

to any restoration and this should be reflected 

in the price.

•• Good silverware can be found at auction 

houses but you will not get the same 

consumer protection compared to buying 

from a silver retailer. When buying from an 

auction house, caveat emptor (buyer beware) 

applies, with the onus on the buyer to 

recognise repairs and defects.

•• If buying silver pieces at auction also be aware 

that you will be charged a commission of up to 

25% plus tax in certain countries.

AN IMPORTANT EPERGNE

Martin, Hall & Co (Richard Martin & Ebenezer 

Hall), Sheffield 1894

TThe central raised oval-basket beautifully 

embellished with a strand of wheat, grape 

and vines on four very tall feet with ball as a 

toe. The four circular baskets are also 

embedded by wheat, grape and vines.
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CONDITION & RESTORATION

CCondition is one of the most important things to 

look for when buying pieces of silver. A piece can 

look awful when it just needs a good clean and 

another may seem wonderful even though it has 

been massively over-restored. It is vital to 

understand what has been done and what can 

be done to a piece of silver by a clever silversmith.

WWhen buying early silver the very first thing that 

should be observed is the colour and patina. 

These are big subjects, but in short when a piece 

of silver was made by hand by the goldsmiths of 

yore, it ended up with what is called ‘fireskin’ 

where the surface was slightly darkened by the 

burnishing process. It is difficult to maintain the 

ororiginal colour when restoring an object. Patina is 

a combination of the colour and the wear. A good 

piece that is 200 years old will have its life told in 

the minute scratches and marks that cover the 

surface.

Unlike with furniture and other disciplines in the 

art and antiques world, very little restoration is 

acceptable on silver. A small dent may be 

removed carefully, but lead or silver solder, 

over-plating, holes, repaired seams, erased 

inscriptions, patches and later additions or 

decorations are all unacceptable on a piece of 

silsilver except perhaps on the very rarest pieces.

Common areas to look at are joins – particularly 

handles to tankards and pots – holes on high 

spots of decoration, thin spots where an erasure 

has occurred, empty cartouches where an 

inscription or armorial should have been. Check 

all removable pieces for part hallmarks to prove 

they are not replacements.

Candlesticks that have been dropped may not be 

perfectly vertical. Baskets that have been 

damaged may have solder repairs to the handles. 

Minor repairs do not cause a problem, but heavily 

repaired examples are best avoided.

JJeweller’s rouge – a particularly abrasive polish, 

used by over-zealous butlers in the 19th century 

may have rubbed away the details of the 

decoration or the hallmarks. This affects the value 

of the work, as does the removal of a monogram 

or coat of arms. If the engraving was particularly 

deep, the erasure can make the silver noticeably 

thin.thin. The inability to read hallmarks will reduce 

the value of a piece of silver.

HOW TO IDENTIFY ANTIQUE SILVERWARE

There are certain things to look for when it comes 

to antique silver. The first is hallmarks – these can 

be a trap to the untrained eye. Hallmarks are 

naturally the first place to go for dating silver 

antiques. Take note of the condition of the object. 

Is it rubbed or worn? Many silver antiques for sale 

will be and this is a good indicator that they are 

autauthentic.

As with all works of art, age, condition and rarity 

help to determine its value. There is a huge range 

of forms and prices, and a silver specialist can 

explain the reasoning behind the estimate for a 

work and its suitability for use, so it’s always worth 

asking an expert.

19th Century George IV silver-gilt mounted, ruby-tinted glass tankard. Paul Storr, London 1830.
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An example of a Sterling Silver Hallmark including a fifth mark – the ‘Duty Mark’

SILVER HALLMARKS

AA hallmark is a system of marks impressed on 

silver or gold items with the purpose of 

establishing the purity of the precious metal. The 

metal is tested and marked at special offices 

regulated by the government, known as assay 

offices. In Britain, the hallmark consists of the 

assay mark (e.g. the ‘lion passant’ for English 925 

ststerling silver) and other symbols denoting the 

place of assay, date and maker. Only metal of the 

required standard of purity is given a hallmark. 

With its comprehensive records, the system helps 

with the identification of items and guard against 

forgeries.

The English silver hallmark system has a long 

history dating back to 1300 and represents the 

world's oldest and most stringent quality control 

standard for silver articles. The ‘lion passant’ is the 

part of a hallmark that denotes the English 

sterling standard of 925 parts per thousand pure 

silver and is a guarantee of its purity.

AAs a consequence of its original role as an 

independent guarantee of the fineness of the 

metal, the hallmark has also evolved as a means 

of determining when, where and by whom a 

piece has been made; all adding to the 

fascination, romance and lore of silver.

Every piece of English silver bears a set of marks 

that declares the article has been independently 

tested and passed by an assay office, thus 

guaranteeing that its purity conforms to legal 

standards. In the past, any piece not passing the 

test was either destroyed or marked as ‘800’, a 

lower European standard. 

TThe Goldsmiths’ Company Assay Office in London 

was established in 1478 for the purposes of testing 

and certifying the quality of precious metals such 

as silver and gold. It was set up in Goldsmiths’ 

Hall, giving rise to the term ‘hallmark’.

THE BRITISH SILVER HALLMARK

Four obligatory marks form the basis upon which 

assaying silver has developed in the U.K. Since 

1998 the date letter has become optional and the 

other three symbols remain compulsory.

The four marks give the following information:

  • The guaranteed standard of fineness.

 • The assay office at which the piece was tested  

   and marked.

 • The year in which the piece was tested and   

    marked.

 • The maker of the piece.

InIn addition to the four marks stated above, a 

further ‘duty mark’ was used in the period 

1784-1890:

The vast majority of English, Scottish and Irish 

silver produced in the last 500 years is stamped 

with either four or five symbols. The prime 

purpose of these marks is to show that the metal 

of the item upon which they are stamped is of a 

certain level of purity.

TThere are so many different hallmarks found on 

British silver that to know all of them would be 

impossible. Fortunately, there are reference 

books that enable the interpretation of the vast 

majority of hallmarks. The standard book of 

reference, used by dealers and collectors 

worldwide, is Bradbury’s Book of Hallmarks which 

is updais updated by the Sheffield Assay Office.
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AN IMPORTANT GEORGE III SILVERGILT TRAY

DIGBY SCOTT & BENJAMIN SMITH, RETAILED BY 

RUNDELL, BRIDGE & RUNDELL, LONDON 1806

OOval, on four bacchanalian mask and goat's-hoof 

feet, the tray with cast and applied openwork 

grapevine border, with ribbon and berried laurel 

leaf rim, the handles centering a leopard's mask 

with fruit garland rim and ram's-head joins, the 

field engraved with a band of scrolling foliage 

with baskets of fruit at intervals, the center later 

enengraved with a coat-of-arms, marked under 

base and rim, stamped RUNDELL BRIDGE ET 

RUNDELL AURIFICES REGIS ET PRINCIPIS 

WALLIAE LONDINI FECERUNT.

76.8cm wide (c.222oz)



THE STANDARD MARK

The ‘standard mark’ is the ‘fineness’ element of 

the hallmark, showing the fineness of the metal, 

that is, the purity of the silver content in parts per 

1000.

TThere are 4 standard marks found on British 

sterling silver:

 • The ‘lion passant’ for all sterling silver made in  

 England. There are two variants of this mark.

 • The thistle for all sterling silver made in     

 Edinburgh, Scotland, pre 1975.

  • The ‘lion rampant’ for all sterling silver made in  

 Glasgow, Scotland (and Edinburgh post 1975).

 • The crowned harp for all sterling silver made   

 in Dublin, Ireland.

There is a further standard mark for Britannia 

standard silver:

  • The image of Britannia denoting Britannia   

 standard silver (958/1000 purity) replaced the   

 ‘lion passant’ of sterling standard (925/1000    

 purity) in England for a short period from    

 1697-1720.

Lion passant (guardant)

London and other 

English assay offices 

(1544-1822)

Lion passant (facing left)

LLondon and other 

English assay offices 

(post 1822)

Britannia mark

London and other 

English assay offices 

(1697-1720)

Thistle mark

Edinburgh

(1759-1975)

Lion rampant mark

Glasgow (1819-1963) and

Edinburgh (post 1975)

CCrowned harp mark

Dublin 

(1797-2001)
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A Sterling Silver Jewel Casket by Mappin & Webb Ltd, London, 1905.

.



THE TOWN OF ASSAY MARK MARK OF ORIGIN

PProvincial marking was commonplace in Britain 

from the 17th century and enabled silversmiths to 

avoid making the long and often hazardous 

journey to a main assay office. Provincial assay 

offices could be found in Chester, Exeter, 

Newcastle upon Tyne, York or Glasgow. Today, 

however, the assay offices open for silver 

hallmahallmarking are London, Birmingham, Sheffield, 

Edinburgh, and Dublin and the their respective 

marks can be seen below.

By the latter part of the 18th century Birmingham 

and Sheffield were becoming important centres 

of the silver industry. Silver was required to be 

assayed before sale but the nearest assay offices 

were either London or Chester. Industrialists from 

both Birmingham and Sheffield petitioned 

Parliament to be allowed to establish assay 

fafacilities local to each city. This petition was 

successful and the Birmingham and Sheffield 

Assay Offices were established by Act of 

Parliament in 1773. The anchor was adopted as 

the assay office mark by Birmingham and the 

crown by Sheffield, supposedly as a result of the 

delegations meeting at a public house in London 

called tcalled the Crown and Anchor.

Glasgow.

THE TOWN OF ASSAY MARKS

There are many different town marks but the 

most common ones are listed below:

 • The ‘leopard’s head crowned’ for silver     

 hallmarked in London 1300-1822.

 • The ‘lions’s head erased’ for silver hallmarked   

 in London 1697-1720 – the Britannia standard   

 period.

  • The leopard’s head uncrowned for silver     

 hallmarked in London post 1822.

 • The anchor for silver hallmarked in       

 Birmingham.

 • The crown for silver hallmarked in Sheffield   

 pre 1973.

  • The Tudor rose for silver hallmarked in     

 Sheffield post 1973.

 • A sword erect between three wheatsheaves   

 for silver hallmarked in Chester. 

 • The castle for silver hallmarked in Edinburgh.

 • The tree, fish, bird and bell for silver      

 hallmarked in Glasgow.

  • The crowned harp for silver hallmarked in    

 Dublin.

London

(1300-1822)

Leopard's head crowned

London

(post 1822-present)

LLeopard's head 

uncrowned

London

(1697-1720)

Lion’s head erased

(Britannia standard 

period)

BiBirmingham

(1773-present)

Anchor

Birmingham

(1973)

Bicentennial 

commemorative

Sheffield

(1773-1973)

Crown

Sheffield

(1973-present)

Tudor rose

CChester

(1701-1962)

A sword erect between

three wheatsheaves

Exeter

(1701-1882)

A castle with three towers

NNewcastle upon Tyne

(1702-1883)

Three castles

York

(c. 1701-1858)

Five lions passant on a cross

Edinburgh

(1613-present)

Castle

GlasgGlasgow

(1683-1963)

Tree, fish, bird and bell

Dublin

(1638-1806)

Crowned harp mark

Dublin

((1807-present)

Hibernia
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Dublin is unique in that it used the same mark for 

the town mark and the standard mark up until 

1806. However, this mark, the crowned harp, was 

only stamped once.

AA law was passed in 1729 to ensure that hallmarks 

were added to Irish silver that had to incorporate 

a maker’s mark, the date letter and the crowned 

harp, which was also the Dublin town mark at the 

time.

AA year later, in 1730, a fourth stamp was 

introduced to indicate that duty had been paid 

on the item. This mark was the ‘figure of Hibernia’. 

Hibernia is the female natural personification 

used to represent Ireland (similar to Britain’s 

‘Britannia’). This mark was added by order of the 

Commissioners of Excise to assure that duty had 

been been paid.

This mark is sometimes mistaken for the 

standard mark but it was in fact a special duty 

mark, used only in Dublin, from 1730-1806.

InIn 1807, during the reign of George III, it was 

decreed that the sovereign’s head must be 

stamped on all Irish silver as a duty mark and this 

was enforced up until 1890. When the sovereign's 

head became the duty mark, the Dublin Assay 

Office adopted Hibernia as the town mark for 

Dublin. All Irish silver made since then should 

bebear this mark, even to this day.
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An Irish Silver Hallmark – Richard Sawyer, Dublin 1808



THE DATE LETTER

The ‘date letter’ identifies the year that a piece of 

silver was assayed, verified and hallmarked by the 

assay office concerned.

AnAn alphabet cycle was implemented into the 

silver hallmarking system in 1478 with each cycle 

differentiated by changing font styles and shield 

shapes. This system continued without a break 

until 1697 when a new cycle was started called the 

Britannia standard (958) until 1720 when the 

sterling standard (925) was restored. In 1975, a new 

hallmahallmarking act was passed leading to a much 

more simplified system starting on the 1st of 

January each year when all the date letters in 

each assay office change.

Prior to this, each assay office had its own date 

letter system using its own cycle of letters, with 

each cycle using a different style of lettering. It is 

therefore possible to provide an exact date of 

manufacture for almost every piece of English, 

Scottish and Irish hallmarked silver. London used 

a 20-year cycle using the letters A to U (excluding 

J),J), Birmingham used a 25-year cycle, other assay 

offices had varying cycle lengths. Sheffield Assay 

Office used a very complicated system, with no 

apparent order in its early years. Since 1975, the 

four assay offices now use the same date letter 

system.

The date letter, up until 1975, changed in May (on 

St. Dunstan's Day - the patron saint of 

silversmiths) of each year. Hence, an item 

described as "made in 1750", theoretically could 

have been made the following year and should 

really be described as being 1750/51. Since 1975, 

the date letter now changes every year on the 1st 

of Januaof January.

There are plenty of reference books available with 

tables showing all the date letter cycles for each 

assay office. In order to identify a hallmark date 

letter correctly, it is usually necessary to use a 

hallmark reference book such as Bradbury’s Book 

of Hallmarks to find the appropriate section for 

the given town to look for a matching date letter 

with or witwith or without the duty mark as needed.

Whilst looking for the date letter, it is necessary to 

bear in mind that the style of font, its 

capitalisation and the shape of the background, 

known as the shield, are varied in each cycle of 

letters. So, although perhaps only 20 or 25 letters 

are used, it is possible to know exactly which year 

a particular combination of font and shield is 

rereferring to.

It is also important to note that each town had a 

different series of letters, starting on a different 

year. That means that not only is the font and 

shield different depending on the town, but also 

the letter. For example, the date letter for 1898 in 

London is a lowercase ‘c’, in Sheffield it is a 

lowercase ‘f’ and in Birmingham it is a lowercase 

‘y’. The shield and font is different in each case. 

This is why it is important to find the town mark 

bebefore attempting to find the date letter.
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An Example of Date Letters used by The London Assay Office Between 1696 and 1935.
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THE MAKER’S MARK

Throughout history registered silversmiths left 

their individual marks on the silver pieces they 

made. Each maker had their own distinctive mark 

registered at the assay office for their region.

CCertain makers are very sought after and 

command very high prices, for example, Paul 

Storr, Paul de Lamerie, Benjamin Smith, Hester 

Bateman, Christopher Dresser, and Omar 

Ramsden.

AA statute of 1363 ordained that every master 

goldsmith should have their own mark. This mark 

would betray any maker producing articles made 

from sub-standard metal.

InIn the early days, due to poor levels of literacy, 

each silversmith was identified by a symbol, e.g. 

flower petals, bellows and crowns et cetera. The 

initials of the silversmith’s name began to replace 

symbols in the 17th century, although the 

practice of including a symbol amongst the 

letters continued well into the next century.

TThe mark was distinguished not only by the 

initials of silversmith's name but also by the style 

of typeface, or font, of the initials and the 

particular shape of the surround, which also 

served as a way in which to differentiate the 

marks of silversmiths having the same initials.

TThe statute of 1697 which raised the standard of 

silver to the Britannia standard also changed 

makers' marks to the first two letters of the 

silversmith's surname. The restoration of the 

sterling standard in 1720 re-introduced the 

silversmith’s initials as a form of marking.

AfAfter 1720 silversmiths maintained the use of their 

former maker's marks (their initials) for works in 

sterling silver standard while the later system of 

hallmarking (first two letters of the surname) was 

used for works in Britannia standard.

TThe practice of using two sets of marks continued 

until 1739. After this date, owing to the confusion 

which had developed through using two sets of 

marks concurrently silversmiths  were ordered to 

destroy their existing marks and register a single 

new mark created using the initials of their 

forename and surname, which were also letters of 

difdifferent character from those they had 

previously used.

The maker’s mark was formerly struck by the 

maker, prior to being taken to an assay office, 

which is why this mark often appears upside 

down or set apart from the other marks. 

Nowadays, the assay office usually strikes this 

mark as well.

The fact that silversmiths registered their marks 

with the assay office makes it possible to trace the 

maker of most pieces of silver. Without a 

reference book, most people would need to rely 

on the dealer or auction room from which the 

item was bought to identify the maker.

ItIt may be worth noting, however, that the maker's 

mark will only tell you who registered the mark 

and submitted the item to be tested and 

hallmarked - which is not always the same thing 

as the actual maker of the item.

EExamples Illustrating how a Maker’s Mark 

Differed Before, During and After the period of 

the Britannia standard.

An example of a maker’s mark formed by the first 

two letters of the silversmith’s surname (L A), in 

use during the period of the Britannia standard 

(1697-1720) (Paul de Lamerie)

AnAn example of a maker’s mark formed by the 

initials of the silversmith (P L), in use before and 

after the period of the Britannia standard for 

sterling silver (Paul de Lamerie)

IN SUMMARY:

• Prior to 1697, the maker’s mark was formed by 

the initials of their forename and surname or a 

single initial or a symbol.

• Between 1697 and 1720 the maker mark was 

formed by the first two letters of their surname.

•• Between 1720 and 1739 the maker mark was 

formed by the first two letters of his surname for 

items made in Britannia standard silver and by 

forename and surname initials for item made in 

sterling silver.

•• From 1739 until 1999 both sterling silver; and 

Britannia standard items were marked with the 

silversmith's forename and surname initials (or 

the forenames and surnames in case of 

association of silversmiths). In addition during the 

19th and 20th centuries marks often referred to 

companies (“co” or “& co” etc.)

Examples of Different Maker’s Marks
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WELL-KNOWN MAKERS MARKS - LONDON

MAKER

ALWYN CARR

BENJAMIN SMITH III

DIGBY SCOTT & 

BENJAMIN SMITH I

EEDWARD, EDWARD 

JUNIOR, JOHN & 

WILLIAM BARNARD

EDWARD & JOHN 

BARNARD

EDWARD, JOHN & 

WILLIAM BARNARD

JOHN, EJOHN, EDWARD, 

WALTER & JOHN 

BARNARD BARNARD 

& SONS LTD

EDWARD BARNARD 

& SONS LTD

EDWARD BARNARD 

& SONS & SONS LTD

DATES SEEN

1920 - 1928

1818 - 1820

(registered Jul 1818)

1826 - 1833

(registered May 1822)

1838 - 181838 - 1848

(registered Dec 1837)

1786 - 1793

(registered Mar 1803)

1804 - 1806

1829 - 1846

(registered Feb 1829)

181853 - 1869

(registered Nov 1851)

1856 - 1873

(registered Nov 1851)

1846 - 1851

(registered Dec 1846)

1863 - 1875

((registered Jun 1868)

1911 - 1930, 1952

(registered Mar 1910)

1934 - 1990

MAKER

GOLDSMITHS & 

SILVERSMITHS CO 

LTD

HENRY CHAWNER

HESTER BATEMAN

JOSEJOSEPH ANGELL I

JOSEPH ANGELL I & 

JOSEPH ANGELL II

MAPPIN & WEBB 

LTD

NAPHTALI HART

OMAR RAMSDEN

DATES SEEN

1901 - 1947

(registered Jan 1900)

1917 - 1950

1786 - 1796

(registered Nov 1786)

11787 - 1796

(registered Aug 1787)

1773

(registered Jan 1771)

1774 - 1782

(registered Jun 1774)

1776 - 1788

((registered Jun 1776)

1778 - 1790

(registered Feb 1778)

(undated - may be 

her first mark 

registered Apr 1761)

1813 - 1830

((registered Oct 1811)

1840 - 1848

(registered Jul 1840)

1901

1998 - 2002

1811 - 1822

(registered Apr 1812)

11917 - 1939 

MAKER

PAUL DE LAMERIE

PAUL CRESPIN

PAUL STORR

PETER ARCHAMBO I

PPETER ARCHAMBO II 

& PETER MEUREI 

HART

REBECCA EMES & 

EDWARD BARNARD I

REBECCA & WILLIAM 

EMES

ROBEROBERT GARRARD I

ROBERT GARRARD II

R & S GARRARD & CO

RUNDELL, BRIDGE & 

RUNDELL

DATES SEEN

1718 - 1721

(registered Feb 1713)

1741 - 1752

(registered Jul 1739)

1792 - 1793

((registered Jan 1793)

1792 - 1835

(registered Apr 1793)

1807 - 1821

(registered Aug 1807)

1811 - 1838

(registered Oct 1813)

1722 - 11722 - 1738

(registered Nov 1722)

1740 - 1748

(registered Jun 1739)

1754 - 1755

(registered Jan 1750)

1808 - 1827

((registered Oct 1808)

1808

(registered Jun 1808)

1802 - 1817

(registered Aug 1802)

1818

(registered Apr 1818)

1822 - 18881822 - 1888

(registered Jan 1822)

1804 - 1805

MAKER

THOMAS BRADBURY 

& SONS

THOMAS BRADBUTHOMAS BRADBURY 

& SONS THOMAS 

BRADBURY III & JOHN 

S HENDERSON

THOMAS BRADBURY 

& SONS TURNER 

BRADBURY

THOMAS BRADBUTHOMAS BRADBURY 

& SONS LTD

THOMAS HEMING

WILLIAM COMYNS & 

SONS

WWILLIAM COMYNS & 

SONS LTD CHARLES & 

RICHARD COMYNS

WILLIAM COMYNS & 

SONS LTD RICHARD 

COMYNS

DATES SEEN

(1891 - 1904)

1879 - 1887

(registered May 1878)

1891 - 1905

(registered May 1889)

11939

(registered Oct 1906)

1909 - 1935

(registered Oct 1906)

1758

1763

1770 - 1781

1884 - 18851884 - 1885

(registered Jan 1859)

1888 - 1915

(registered Nov 1890)

1916 - 1926

1922 - 1990



THE DUTY MARK

AA further mark was used in the period 1784-1890. 

The burden of the American War of 

Independence on the UK government’s purse, 

lead Goldsmiths’ Hall to add a fifth hallmark in 

1784 to certify that a tax had been paid on each 

piece of silver made. This was called the duty 

mark and a representation of the sovereign’s 

hehead was chosen as its symbol. The duty mark 

was discontinued in 1890 when the tax on silver 

was abolished.

The duty mark was struck during the period 

when The Crown levied duty on gold and silver, 

between 2nd of December 1784 and 30th of April 

1890 and, when found, will take the form of either 

a King or Queen’s head, depending on who was 

on the throne at the time. It shows that the 

required duty had been paid. To the collector, the 

mainmain importance of this mark is that it helps you 

find the date letter. 

The King’s head duty mark was first struck in 1784 

(during the reign of George III). In that year and 

the following year, the head faced left and was 

debossed (indented) rather than embossed 

(raised up in relief). This mark has become known 

as the Incuse Duty Mark and was only in use for 18 

months.

FFrom 1786 to Victoria’s reign, the King’s head Duty 

Mark always faces right and is embossed like all 

other hallmarks. When Victoria came to the 

throne in 1837, the mark was replaced with the 

Queen’s head duty mark which always faces left. 

The use of a duty mark was dropped in 1890.

The duty mark was originally struck incuse as 

opposed to the other marks which are struck 

intaglio (in cameo form). The incuse mark is quite 

a rarity as it was only used between 1st of 

December 1784 and 29th May, 1786 and good 

examples of this mark are sought after – see the 

mark on the far right in the illustration below 

frfrom a table spoon of 1785.

The outlines of duty marks may vary and it should 

be noted that the head did not always change 

with the monarch as the old punches were often 

used for some time after each sovereign’s death.  

DublinDublin did not introduce the silver hallmark until 

1807 and Glasgow in 1819. Both cities continued 

with the duty stamp until 1890, as in England.

An Example of the Debossed Incuse Duty Mark
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THE DUTY DRAWBACK MARK

AnAn ultra rare mark is the duty drawback mark 

which is symbolised by a standing figure of 

Britannia holding a spear and shield (the 

uppermost mark in the image below on the 

marks for a Hester Bateman cream ladle). This 

mark was first used at the same time as the duty 

mark to represent the repayment of duty for 

exexempt items that were being exported. It was 

discontinued on 24th July 1785 because of the 

damage caused to finished goods by its 

stamping, although drawback itself continued. 

Variations of the duty mark can be found when 

levies were increased. In 1797, the duty to be paid 

was doubled and is represented on London silver 

by a clipped punch shape, other assay offices 

struck the duty mark twice (see illustration below) 

- this is known as a double duty mark. The tax on 

silver was further increased in 1804 and 1815.

IMPORT MARK

AA separate mark to indicate importation was first 

added to British silver by the Customs 

Amendment Act of 1867. Import marks were 

added to silver brought into the United Kingdom 

from abroad which met the 925 standard. The 

mark consisted of a letter ‘F’ (for ‘Foreign’) in an 

oval. It applied to all assay offices. The use of this 

mamark was not taken up universally as it was 

thought that customers might think the 

imported wares somehow inferior to British 

items. In addition the act was badly written so 

that there were loopholes allowing normal 

hallmarking to apply even to imported goods. In 

particular the assay office had no power to 

question wquestion whether an item was of foreign origin.

Below you can see a letter F in a shield denoting 

foreign silver passing through the London Assay 

Office.

Examples of Duty Marks (1784-1871)

Duty Drawback Mark

1784 (LON)

1979 (LON)

1818 (EDI)

1823 (LON)

1832 (EDI)

1835 (LON)

1862 (BIR)1862 (BIR)

1787 (LON)

1804 (LON)

1818 (LON)

1824 (BIR)

1833 (GLA)

1838 (LON)

181871 (LON)

1795 (LON)

1812 (DUB)

1822 (SHE)

1826 (LON)

1835 (EDI)

1854 (LON)

181871 (SHE)



ANTIQUE SILVER DECORATION

Silver has an inherent beauty and value, making it 

the perfect luxury crafts material.

OwiOwing to its malleable nature, silver can be easily 

hammered into shape. Its surface can also be 

punched, engraved or added to, to create a 

variety of decorative effects.

HOW ARE SILVER ITEMS MADE?

For millennia, silver items have been hand-made 

by specially-trained craftsmen, known as 

silversmiths.

TTraditionally, the silversmith will use a hammer to 

‘raise’ sheets of silver into shape. As the silver is 

worked at room temperature, it hardens. To 

prevent the object from cracking, the silver is 

‘annealed’, that is, it is heated to soften it and 

make it more pliable. This metalworking 

technique can be used to craft a range of hollow 

anand flat ware, such as bowls, jugs, plates, tea and 

coffee pots and much more.

More tricky forms – such as stems, spouts, feet 

and handles – are cast separately. This involves 

creating a mould shaped like the object, which 

molten silver is then poured into. The silver sets 

and the item is extracted.

The separate parts of the silver object are then 

soldered or riveted together. In the former, two 

pieces are joined together by a melted metal filler 

and in the latter they are fixed using rivets (metal 

pins or bolts).

HOW IS SILVER DECORATED? 

SilSilver items are often decorated with raised, 

low-relief (repoussé) and/or with sunken (chased) 

forms and patterns. These two techniques are 

often used in conjunction with one another, to 

create a range of decorative effects. Additionally, 

designs might be incised (engraved) into the 

surface of the silver object and left as they are or 

filled in filled in to make them black (niello).

Silver items may also be coloured, by gilding 

them or applying enamels. Additionally, 

decoration—such as jewels, or silver beads—can 

be applied to the object, to further its beauty. 

The maker’s mark was formerly struck by the 

maker, prior to being taken to an assay office, 

which is why this mark often appears upside 

down or set apart from the other marks. 

Nowadays, the assay office usually strikes this 

mark as well.

TThe fact that silversmiths registered their marks 

with the assay office makes it possible to trace the 

maker of most pieces of silver. Without a 

reference book, most people would need to rely 

on the dealer or auction room from which the 

item was bought to identify the maker.

ItIt may be worth noting, however, that the maker's 

mark will only tell you who registered the mark 

and submitted the item to be tested and 

hallmarked - which is not always the same thing 

as the actual maker of the item.

The Goldsmith by Rembrandt van Rijn (1655)
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METHODS OF SILVER DECORATION  

COLOURING

Another way that silversmiths decorate silver 

objects is by colouring them, either partially or 

entirely. This is often done by way of gilding, or 

enamelling. 

SISILVERGILT

Silver-gilt, also known as ‘vermeil’, is when gold 

leaf is applied to a silver object. Once gilded, the 

object has the appearance of being crafted from 

solid gold.

SilSilver-gilt is valued for the fact that it is much 

cheaper and it weighs a lot less, than gold. For this 

reason, many important wearable items—such as 

crown jewels and medals—are crafted from 

silver-gilt. By gilding silver, the need for cleaning 

and polishing is also reduced because the gold 

layer (which is less reactive as silver) acts as a 

dedefensive barrier to the silver underneath.

METHODS OF SILVER DECORATION  

FILIGREE

SilSilver jewellery and small-scale objects are often 

decorated with lacelike openwork designs, which 

are formed by twisting and weaving together fine 

silver wires. Known as filigree, this decorative 

technique has been employed since antiquity.

BEADING

ThThreads of silver beads (‘beading’) can also be 

soldered on to silver items for decoration. 

Beading is often used to articulate the edges of 

objects, such as the outline of handles, or rims of 

dishes, covers or feet. It is commonly seen on 18th 

century neoclassical silverware.

The crown used for the coronation of Napoleon I in 1804, as Emperor of France was crafted from precious 

silver-gilt. It is decorated with cameos, intaglios, velvet and embroidery. Louvre Museum, Paris.
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RELIEF WORK TOOLS

Silversmiths use a variety of hammers, punches 

and tools to achieve different types of relief 

ornament.

The main tools silversmiths use are as follows:

  • Liners, which have thin tips and are used for   

   outlining and refining a design.

 • Planishers: hammers with smooth, flat tips   

   which are used to raise large areas.

 • Doming tools, which are instruments with    

  rounded tips, used for creating concave or    

  convex designs.

  • Matting tools, which have rough patterns cut  

  into their ends, intended to add texture to a   

  design.

These are just some of many different types of 

tool that can be used to create relief work.

HOW IS SILVER DECORATED? 

SilSilver items are often decorated with raised, 

low-relief (repoussé) and/or with sunken (chased) 

forms and patterns. These two techniques are 

often used in conjunction with one another, to 

create a range of decorative effects. Additionally, 

designs might be incised (engraved) into the 

surface of the silver object and left as they are or 

filled in filled in to make them black (niello).

Silver items may also be coloured, by gilding 

them or applying enamels. Additionally, 

decoration—such as jewels, or silver beads—can 

be applied to the object, to further its beauty. 

REPOUSSÉ

RepousséRepoussé is a French word, which translates as 

‘pushed up’. In this method, the silver object is 

placed face-down in a bed of soft pitch (resin) to 

take the blows from the hammer. The silversmith 

will then work, using a hammer and embossing 

tools, into the back of the silver object, thereby 

‘pushing up’ the relief decoration on the front.

RepousséRepoussé is often used to create figures, animals, 

flowers, foliage, scrolls and many other decorative 

forms.

This technique for creating relief ornament on 

metal objects has been practised since antiquity 

and examples survive from as early as the 3rd 

century B.C.

CHASING

ChasiChasing involves a similar method to repoussé, 

but the effect is different. In this technique, the 

back of the silver object is placed in the pitch and 

its front facing upwards. Chasing involves ‘driving 

out’ (from French, ‘chasser’) the design from the 

front of the silver sheet. It is sunk into the metal 

face, rather than raised out from it, as in repoussé.

LiLike repoussé, the chasing technique has been 

employed by metalworkers for many millennia. 

One form of it, called ‘flat chasing’, creates very 

shallow relief decoration and was especially 

popular from the 18th Century onwards.

An example of repoussé work. The Great Dish, or Great Plate of Bacchus, from the Mildenhall Treasure:  

dating from the 4th century B.C., found in Suffolk, England, 1940s. The British Museum.

An example of chased work.
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by the ancient Romans and some English 

examples from the 9th century A.D. survive in the 

British Museum. The technique was revived 

during the Renaissance in Italy, most famously by 

the Florentine engravers, Maso Finiguerra 

(1426-1464) and Antonio del Pollaiuolo 

(1429-1498).

InIn Russia and in some Middle Eastern countries, 

the niello technique was employed from an early 

date. Russia is particularly well-known for its 

production of nielli, which began in the 10th-13th 

centuries. The technique was revived in Russia in 

the late 18th century.

ENGRAVING

InIn contrast to repoussé and chased work, where 

the silver is punched and none of it is removed in 

the process, engraving involves scraping away 

part of the surface. The craftsman uses a graver, 

or burin, with a sharp, V-shaped metal end that 

cuts into the metal sheet.

AAlthough in use before this period, engraving was 

widely employed in Europe from the Middle Ages 

onwards. It  was used to create armorials, crests, 

inscriptions and initials, which ornamented 

armour and weaponry, jewellery, religious icons 

and more.

EEngraving was, and still is, valued for its ability to 

achieve a high level of detail.

NIELLO

NielloNiello describes the technique where engraved 

designs are filled with a black metallic 

compound. This liquid is poured into the 

engraved channels, the excess is scraped off and 

the item polished. The process creates fine black 

lines which clearly stand out from the object’s 

silver surface.

InIn the past, niello was used to decorate jewellery, 

religious objects and domestic items, including 

cutlery handles, cups, belt-buckles and boxes.

Nielli (metal items decorated with niello) were 

produced 

An example of engraved work. Tankard engraved with scenes depicting the Fire of London and the Great 

Plague. British, 1675/76. The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

An example of niello decoration. Russian silver, niello work box, c.1780. The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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