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The Gene Autry Colt Dragoon revolver (above), a gift from his wife Jackie, with Cowboys and Indians theme. Inset, the Royal Armouries Smith & Wesson Model 29 revolver, with theme of trees from which gunstocks traditionally produced.



Foreword

Since 1837, Tiffany & Co. has been recognized around the world as a premier source of fine jewelry and silver creations. However, the range of the company’s design expertise also extends to the realm of decorative arms. As chairman of Tiffany & Co. and a great admirer of decorative arms, I am extremely pleased that R. L. Wilson has chosen to highlight our achievements in this handsome and fascinating volume.

During the Civil War, many savvy retailers such as Charles Lewis Tiffany began supplying military equipage to the Union Army. Although the company had established itself as a premier source for household silver by this time, the war had adversely affected the sales of such items. Making the best of the situation, Tiffany began applying its silversmithing techniques to presentation swords and firearms.

The elaborate designs and variety of techniques used in Tiffany swords made the firm America’s preeminent swordmaker. Over the next fifty years, Tiffany’s decorative firearms would achieve the same artistic status as its swords.

Tiffany & Co. revived the art in the early 1980’s because of such very special commissions in collaboration with R. L. Wilson as a Colt revolver for Gene Autry’s eighty-first birthday and a Smith & Wesson revolver for the Royal Armouries–H. M. Tower of London. Wilson’s enthusiasm for decorative arms is inspiring and contagious. His lavish chronicle of the medium, Steel Canvas, is the definitive history of decorative arms.

Through this volume, R. L. Wilson documents and celebrates the unique art of decorative arms. Steel Canvas is as much a treasure as any of the firearms found within its pages. It is gratifying to know that Tiffany’s contributions to the art will endure through the publication of this engaging book.

William R. Chaney

Chairman, TIFFANY & Co.
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Encircling freshly engraved Ruger Red Label over-and-under shotgun receiver, forend iron, top lever, and triggerguard are engravers’ samples, plastic castings of contemporary firearms engravings, and steel dies and hubs (by Alvin A. White). The Winchester Model 1873 receiver, with voluptuous reclining nude, by Marty Rabeno, as is the floorplate with the elephant and scroll motif. Floorplates with grand slam of bighorn sheep, and with small game motifs and mountain lion, by Sam Welch. Floorplate bear motif at upper left by Ralph Bone, as is the Celtic decor on the Walther PPK slide. Floorplate at upper right by Arnold Griebel. Left and right sides of .22 autoloading rifle frame by Robert Swartley. Cigarette lighter and blued-steel sample plate on wood base by Carlton Ennis. Dentists’ technique of casting in white plastic has proven ideal for documenting engravings.



Introduction

In their foreword to Christie’s 1985 auction catalogue benefitting the Arms and Armor Department of New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, Philippe de Montebello (director), and A. 0. Sulzberger (chairman of the museum’s board of trustees, and also chairman of the board of The New York Times), summed up succinctly and eloquently the universal appeal of arms and armor:


Collecting arms and armor has been the pastime for noblemen and kings for centuries. There is an obvious romance and mystique about armor and early firearms. At the height of their skill, armorers chiseled steel to make it look like the fashionable clothing of the day, with pleats, sashes, and stitchery all finely engraved and embossed into the metal. Since the introduction of black powder, armorers, jewelers, wood sculptors, and engravers have continually competed to create ever more beautiful masterpieces, each new invention surpassing the others in beauty and technology. One of the earliest drawings of a wheel-lock mechanism can be found in Leonardo da Vinci’s Codex Atlanticus, for even this great inventor was fascinated with the skill and ingenuity to be found in the diverse firing systems of the sixteenth century. From mid-sixteenth-century matchlocks covered with intricate ivory inlay, flintlock pistols from Napoleon’s gunmaker with minute golden stars set directly in the blued steel, the elegant and precise shotguns of Holland & Holland from London to the precision engineering of the modern-day Colt are just a few examples of the evolution of this fascinating art of the engraver and gunmaker….



Those who appreciate beauty in its myriad forms can admire the artistry in fine arms—one need not be a target shooter, hunter, or collector. Engraving and related embellishments are traditional areas in arms and form a common bond, from the earliest weapons to the most modern sporting rifles, with other fields of decorative arts—particularly in metal, wood, and ivory. It is possible to sense a certain communication with the original owner of an engraved arm simply by studying its decorative details. Yet despite the broad interest in the subject, relatively little has been published on the history of arms engraving. A great deal, on the other hand, has been published on the unique, pioneering role of firearms in the evolution of technology, machine tools, mass production, and parts interchangeability—a history that long predates Henry Ford and the automobile.

Considering all the trades that together make a fine gun or edged weapon, only filing, polishing, and engraving employ the same basic tools that have been in use for some five centuries. An engraver from centuries past would feel very much at home if he stepped up to a modern workbench to cut a Colt Peacemaker revolver. His only real concern would be the increased hardness of the metal. Prior to the mid-twentieth century, having to fight tough steels was virtually unheard of. Today many steels (including stainless) are so hard that even in their so-called soft state they are extremely difficult to engrave.

Arms engraving has been a field bound by tradition. To trace the story from the beginning in Colonial times is to see the development of an American style of decoration based largely on European roots. These generic styles were never abandoned, and many have been retained virtually unaltered. Many pieces embellished today employ the same scroll designs popular with craftsmen and clients of the nineteenth century. There has been relatively little “modern art” in modern arms engraving. Animals, human figures, and other motifs are generally expected to be realistic, not abstract. Scrollwork, though usually an abstraction itself, is traditionally of vine styles, leaf and floral designs, arabesques, banknote scrolls, and so forth. Gauguin, Picasso, and Pollack have had limited effect on the decoration of arms. Tiffany & Co., however, since the mid-nineteenth century, has been at the forefront of the exquisite and the original in American arms, whenever the firm was actively involved.

But, in general terms, the prevailing style in American arms engraving has been Germanic scrollwork. Some German-born engravers are active today on American arms, and most American-born engravers use a scroll with Germanic roots as their most popular style.

Since World War II there has been a veritable explosion of interest in all fields of fine and decorative arts. Quality arms skyrocketed in price and in popularity. In the mid-1970s they joined fine furniture, silver, and rare coins as among the most highly valued objects in collecting. Spurred on by inflation (and then by the lack of it), the uncertainty of many traditional investments, and by periodic low interest levels on savings, the buying of collectibles continues to set new price and volume records with great rapidity.

Arms and armor subjects are a key element in this phenomenon. Arms collectors have known all along what others are only now discovering: that firearms and edged weapons (each and every one a unique object) represent a fascinating field that combines the various appeals of art, craftsmanship, history, mechanics, and romance.

Consider further that approximately 20 million hunting licenses are sold in America annually (hunting is a $40 billion annual domestic business), that millions throughout the world are familiar with arms because of sporting interest and military service, that a number of museums in the United States and Europe recognize fine arms as their main drawing card, that TV and movies often show arms in romantic and adventurous settings, that the Wild West (where a gun was a portable bodyguard) is the single most attractive historical element in America’s past, and that arms collecting offers sweet escape from the ever-increasing lunacy of modern life.

The most active and enthusiastic connoisseurs of American arms engraving and its history are collectors of antique arms and our present-day crop of engravers and their patrons: tens of thousands of enthusiastic sportsmen and collectors. And every day brings new devotees to the art of the arms engraver and embellisher.

Considering all the fields of metalwork craftsmanship and manufacturing in modern times, there is at least one flourishing example that maintains, at its upper levels, the highest standards, and deserves recognition and preservation as an American decorative art form with distinctive traditions and achievements in product and style. That field is fine guns and knives.

After nearly a lifetime of research, study, and collecting of arms, I am just as enthusiastic about, and devoted to, the field as I was as a little boy with a paper route, enduring the extremely severe Minnesota weather to earn a few dollars to spend on my budding collection and library. My sincere interests are by no means limited to arms, but this is the field that I continue to find the most challenging, fascinating, and appealing of any within the vast umbrella of subjects in the realm of antiques and the decorative arts.

R. L. Wilson
Castle View
Hadlyme, Connecticut


Education is the key to understanding firearms, their value and significance—historic, artistic, and technical. All my adult life I have enjoyed firearms: researching and writing about them, placing them in museums and collections, and (not least) using them. Yet I have always realized that people can misuse them, thus making firearms controversial to some. Collectors, curators, historians, antiquarians, sport-, target-, and silhouette-handgun shooters, local club marksmen through Olympic-level international competitors, gunsmiths, engravers, trap-, skeet-, and sporting clay-shotgun shooters, historical reenactors, muzzle loading devotees, air-gun and pellet shooters, handloaders and cartridge enthusiasts, and decent, law-abiding citizens who are gun owners—all face this dilemma.

There is a nonprofit foundation that is single-mindedly dedicated to education on firearms safety. More than that, this group supports an educational understanding of the appreciation of firearms—something close to my heart (as can be seen from this book). So I am dedicating this work to that organization, for its promotion of correct values in the

magical world of firearms:

To the NRA Foundation,

a nonprofit institution dedicated to

education in firearms safety,

an understanding of the appreciation of firearms,

and their responsible ownership and use.

And to

Robert M. Lee,

conservationist, sportsman, adventurer, explorer, author,

entrepreneur, and collector nonpareil;

founder and president of

Hunting World, Incorporated;

and creator of the Hunting World Collection

of fine luggage and leather products, extraordinary Swiss watches,

sporting clothing, and outdoor sporting accessories;

whose expertise and connoisseurship on,

and dedication to,

fine, rare, and beautiful arms,

and whose enthusiastic support of the author

have been vital in the creation of this book.
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(Ch. 1 opener) From the engraving pattern book (1684) of Claude Simonin. The volume was composed of designs that could be adapted to deluxe flintlock firearms, thus allowing engravers the advantage of sources to copy, rather than having to create the embellishments themselves. The serpentine shape at top was for the upper part of a buttplate.


Chapter 1


Five Centuries of Deluxe Arms

From the time weapons advanced beyond mere bludgeoning implements picked up from nature, they have been imbued with almost mystical qualities, revered far more than their utilitarian functions would indicate. The cruciform sword of the medieval northern European was a symbol of holy purpose; the Gothic armor of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries reflected all the sweeping grace of the great cathedrals of the same period, the elegance of line actually enhancing its ability to deflect weapon blows.

Perhaps the first embellishment of arms began with etched inscriptions on sword blades. Incantations on blades made the wielder mighty in battle, and later, when makers began signing their blades, the names of the most successful were often counterfeited by less able makers. The celebrated Andrea Ferara, who may or may not have been an actual bladesmith, inspired such awe that the name on a blade was akin to a good luck charm. E. Andrew Mowbray, in his notes to Lord Archibald Campbell’s Scottish Swords from the Battlefield at Culloden, states:


The roots for this tradition are really very simple. The proper tempering of a blade was dependent upon intently watching its changing color while under heat, then suddenly quenching in any one of several secret and usually appalling liquids or semiliquids. The observance of this phenomenon of changing blade color during tempering could best be effected after dark. Therefore much of the smith’s work was nocturnal. The flickering lights, the moving shadows, and the rhythmic din of a forge in action convinced the man in the street that the swordsmith had some sort of pact with the forces of darkness. The Solingen guild made capital of this and a common belief arose that the carrying of a Solingen blade with its “running wolf” guild mark made a man bulletproof. Getting shot was only evidence of having a spurious blade.



Armor styles reflected the changing civil fashions, and armorers were called upon to represent not only the line and pleating of fabric in the steel of breastplates, backplates, pauldrons, and the other elements of a plate “harness,” but also the enrichment of brocade and lace. In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the use of etching to render designs on the steel surface became popular (the metal was too hard to engrave in the manner that gold, silver, and brass were being decorated at the time). After coating the whole surface with an acid-resistant substance, designs were delicately scratched through. The plate was then dipped in acid, which bit deep into the metal where it was exposed. Finally, the acid was removed and the etched area highlighted with a pigment or with gold.

Later in the sixteenth century, every inch of surface was covered with foliate designs, vividly realistic depictions of battles, panoplies of weapons, coats of arms, and Christian symbolism. Armor, which was losing its importance in battle, had become exclusively an objet d’art, worn for parade and festival.

Early Firearms

As firearms developed over this same period, they were also given the artist’s attentions. Early matchlocks, being primarily military arms, are only rarely found with decorations applied. But the longarms and pistols that used the later wheel-lock ignition system, a forerunner of the familiar flintlock, were another matter altogether. Complex products of precision engineering, these guns were often given lavish treatment: the wooden stocks inlaid with marquetry, stag horn, and mother-of-pearl; the barrels, locks, and other metal furniture etched or engraved and damascened or gilded in gold and silver.
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Etched and gilded for the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolph II, armor from the workshop of Anton Peffenhauser, Augsburg, 1571; one of many historic armors and arms at the Kunsthistorisches Museum.
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Etched and gilded, these swords represent the most exquisite of fifteenth-century metalwork on arms and armor. Made for the governor of Milan, c. 1495. From the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.
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Adam and Eve on Tyrolian powder flask of carved ivory, with Welsperg coat of arms. Relief carving accentuated by background colored brown; the mounts gilded; c. 1550. From the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

This tradition of engraving the finest of firearms for the most prestigious of patrons has continued to our own age. The Italian firm of Beretta, still in the hands of the founding family, has made and embellished arms from the Renaissance to the present; the famous English firm of J. Purdey & Sons, creator of coveted shotguns, dates from 1814; and America’s own Remington Arms Company began in 1816, though the somewhat later Colt firm (founded 1836) was far more prolific in the creation of embellished guns.

It is a matter of historical irony that the arms industry, which pioneered the Industrial Revolution, still relies on a high degree of handwork for its best-quality products. Most of the custom makers depend on hand fitting and finishing, making each gun produced unique. Only one contemporary firm, the relatively young (founded in 1968) Ivo Fabbri of Brescia, Italy, among the finest of today’s gunmakers, has been able to apply mechanical wizardry and computers to produce arms of uniformly superb quality with a minimum of handwork.

But at the point the engraver takes over, the process becomes exclusively a hand operation. And while an indifferent gun, no matter how beautifully embellished, is still indifferent, a fine one is more greatly sought after and valued if the applied art is of an equal quality.
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From the Cabinet of Arms of King Louis XIII. By F. DuClos, dated 1636. Early flintlock with matchlock, using superposed load system. Stock decorated with silver inlays; gilded bronze Atlanta rested under the shooter’s chin.
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The rich tradition of embellishment established by the European gunmakers is represented here by a chiseled, gilded, engraved, and exquisitely stocked wheel-lock and matchlock gun, c. 1600; the metal decoration is by the German artisan Emanuel Sadeler, the stockwork by Adam Vischer, both of Munich. The action (or lock) makers emerged from guilds of locksmiths, the embellishers in metalwork from armorers’ guilds and related groups of metal decorators; stockmakers came largely from furniture specialists.

[image: image]

Encouraged by the Imperial Court, Russian gunmaking (at Tula) developed a high level of workmanship under French influence. Flintlock sporting gun from an elaborate garniture of arms made for the Empress Elizabeth, in the French style, at Tula, c. 1752. Chiseled and gilded mounts, with the stock silver-inlaid.
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Sculpted steel became a distinctive characteristic of Italian gunmakers, from the late sixteenth century into the eighteenth. The Brescians were the masters of this technique and style. This pair of flintlocks signed AQUA FRESCA A BARGI—1681.

Pattern Books, Wheel-locks, and Flintlocks

For centuries, engraving was carried out largely from patterns, which were often recorded in the form of books. The earliest were for use on the products of the goldsmith—cups, bowls, and the like—and the designs had to be adapted in the gunsmith’s shop to fit the distinctive contours of a gunlock. As demand grew for engraved arms, however, engravers began to issue patterns specifically for gun use. Among the earliest are a series of wheel-lock engravings in the French style from the late sixteenth century, attributed to a follower of the Parisian engraver Androuet Ducerceau. The French, particularly the Parisian school, were the most important and influential of gun engravers at this time. In 1685, when the Edict of Nantes—which had granted freedom of worship to Huguenots—was revoked, French Huguenot gunsmiths migrated to other European capitals, carrying their skills with them. In their new locations they tended to adopt and refine the local styles rather than maintain their own.

The invention of the wheel-lock (c. 1517) is generally attributed to southern Germany, and the cities of Nuremberg, Augsburg, Munich, and Dresden (along with neighboring countries, such as the Netherlands and Denmark) dominated most of the sixteenth-century production. The greatest collection of these early wheel-locks is that gathered by the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, which now resides in the Real Armeria, in Madrid.
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Double cased pairs of flintlock pistols by Nicholas Noël Boutet, gunmaker to Napoleon. Boutet was known for the wide range of luxurious appointments, including cast and chased mounts of gold, silver, and steel, gold-and silver-inlaid or masterfully carved stocks, and engraved, chiseled and/or inlaid locks and barrels. Boutet described himself as an artist; his workshops were at Versailles.
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Presentation set of flintlock pistols, from the state of Connecticut to Commodore Thomas McDonough. By Simeon North, Middle-town, Connecticut, c. 1818. One of two such pairs; the state’s commission stipulated that all work would be done within the state, thus showcasing native craftsmanship. Mounts of gold and of gilded silver. The sets proved to be the finest American flintlock pistols made. A national treasure, they are displayed at the National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution.
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The American longrifle (or Kentucky rifle) of various schools and periods: late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. These arms represent America’s first notable contribution to the history of embellished firearms. The craftsmen were largely Germanic. In style and execution the work ranged from somewhat primitive to quite sophisticated and refined, reflecting a range from folk artist to the highest caliber of master gunmaker.
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Cased shotgun of Napoleon III; ebonized case finish with engraved flush brass-inlaid lid and sides. Crown above N engraved on stock escutcheon at top of wrist and on case lid escutcheon. Sculpted silver and silver gilt; stock of select walnut. Locks with sculpted steel, and gold inlay and damascene. Note game motifs; Napoleon, a nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte, was a keen hunter and sportsman. Silver buttplate with touchmark on toe. The exquisite case, gold-embossed inside lid: FIRMIN GAYMU / 20, PASSAGE DE L’OPERA / PARIS. Gold relief markings on barrel rib. Smoothbore 30-inch damascus barrels; bottoms marked EUGENE BERNARD (right barrel) and CANONNIER A PARIS (left barrel), with gold cartouche stamp inlaid to rear of each marking. Engraved bright steel bullet mold and patch cutter. A silk cloth was fitted to cover case interior (not shown).
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Examples of a particular style of mid-nineteenth-century embellishment, pistols (and even longarms) like this ebony-stocked pair by A. Gauvain (Paris) were heavily influenced by the Gothic revival in European art. The style was popular on deluxe guns of French, Belgian, German, and Austrian production, of the mid-to late nineteenth century. Note the horror vacui, the maker’s need to decorate and cover every bit of surface. The grapes symbolized the celebration to follow a shooting contest. Vestiges of this garish style, particularly in game scenes and scrolls, continue in popularity to this day with the German and Austrian engravers and stockmakers.
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Three deluxe Colt revolvers, engraved and inlaid by German-born and -trained Gustave Young, for presentation by Colonel Colt to Czar Nicholas 1, 1853–54. These arms were used by Colt as display pieces, then taken to Russia and presented to the czar in a personal audience. The set constitutes the ultimate in the decoration of the Colt revolver in the nineteenth century; these were the most elaborate of American arms made up to that time. Young’s execution, nevertheless, appears restrained when compared to contemporary European decoration. The Puritan ethic, which inhibited expression, had already taken hold with immigrant Young.
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Belgian revolver made for the Paris Exposition Universelle of 1878, with exquisite gold inlay, in leather-lined rosewood case. The Charles Claesen pattern book, c. 1856, is reproduced from Master French Gunsmiths Designs, by Stephen V. Grancsay, late curator, Department of Arms and Armor, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, and a distinguished scholar of embellished arms. Gold inlaid on top of barrel: MATHES FRERES. Flush gold inlaid on bottom of trigger: EXPOSITION / UNIVERSELLE / PARIS [gold dot] 1878. Six-shot .36-caliber pin-fire, with 4-inch faceted barrel. Decorated with piercing and relief and flush gold inlaying; blued and polished steel; carved ivory grips. Accessories from Napoleon III cased shotgun. Gustave Young probably resorted to the Claesen pattern book for his more demanding commissions.

Late in the century, France also began to make wheel-locks, but with a distinctive style characterized by a smaller lockplate, as well as with mechanical differences. Italy’s wheel-lock production, begun about the same time, essentially adopted the German style.

France took preeminence from Germany in the art of gunmaking in the seventeenth century and is credited with the development of the flintlock ignition system. French firearms combine a beauty and delicacy of form with a high degree of technical achievement. The ascendency of France in this arena was not a little encouraged by King Louis XIII. At the age of ten, Louis already owned seven guns. Three years later, his collection totaled fifty, and he was adding to it regularly. A true arms enthusiast, he spent a great deal of time taking down and cleaning his own guns, and his cabinet d’armes, which eventually numbered several hundred firearms, remained intact until the French Revolution. Louis XIV ordered an inventory of it in 1673. The inventory numbers were stamped in the stocks, so that today many pieces can be traced to Louis’s collection, although exactly what happened to the rest is unknown, owing to the confusion of the times. If Louis XIV was the Sun King, then Louis XIII was the Gun King.

While Italian makers did not develop a distinctive school of gunmaking, the area around Brescia in the north produced a style of embellishment, featuring pierced and chiseled renderings of birds, animals, human figures, and monsters, all surrounded by baroque foliate scrollwork, which earned them renown in the seventeenth century. Nor were the southern Italians idle. J. F. Hayward, in European Firearms, the guide to the arms collection at London’s Victoria and Albert Museum, wrote:


In Southern Italy a type of chiselled ornament was adopted, by comparison with which even the florid Brescian style seems restrained. The lock was chiselled with grotesque masks carved in very high relief, and with figure sculpture executed in the round. This style of ornament has been associated with Naples, mainly because somewhat similar designs are found on the cup hilts of rapiers signed by Neapolitan masters.
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Unique Winchester Model 1866 rifle, with frame, forend cap, and buttplate of solid silver; engraved by L. D. Nimschke and signed by the German-born and -trained craftsman seven times. Nimschke’s extraordinary work scrapbook documented much of his output, including this solid silver rifle, made for a presentation by the president of Peru to the president of Bolivia. One of two pages from Nimschke’s scrapbook reveals prints pulled to document this formidable commission. Note borders differing from the standard in decorative arts of the day; the scrollwork is a variation of Renaissance style, made popular with the publication in 1856 of Owen Jones’s The Grammar of Ornament.
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The influence of German and Austrian engraving is evident on this Smith & Wesson revolver decorated by R. J. Kornbrath, c. 1935. Born in Ferlach, Austria, Kornbrath worked in Hartford, Connecticut, in the years 1910–37.

It was also during the seventeenth century that elaborately inlaid stocks began to lose favor. Instead, greater care was placed in the selection of fine woods, especially walnuts, whose natural beauty complemented the sculptured and engraved steel mountings. The engraver was becoming paramount in the embellishing of arms.

Engraving Tools and Techniques

The methods of engraving, and the tools used, have remained virtually unchanged to the present. Slender chisels in various shapes, called scribers, are used in one hand and tapped with the small jeweler’s hammer in the other, to form the basic design and shading. The graver, a shortened scriber with a bulbous wooden handle, is used by one hand alone to produce fine detail. Vises hold the piece being worked, magnifying glasses permit the artist to see the minute detail, and draftsman’s dividers complete the equipment. The rest depends on the artistry of the craftsman.

A common practice after completing engraving on a particular element of a gun’s furniture was to pull a proof on paper directly from the engraved surface. Known today as “gunmakers’ pulls,” these were kept in the artist’s shop, possibly to prevent, but sometimes surely to permit, duplication in the future. Today they provide a record of many designs executed on pieces that have been lost and occasionally serve to identify the engraver of an unattributed piece that has survived.

The finest of embellished arms in Colonial America were imported from Europe. By the eighteenth century, even in Europe, the extravagant encrustations of bone, ivory, pearl, silver, and gold, the profuse relief chiseling, engraving, and etching on barrels, were waning. Again from Hayward, this time his book The Art of the Gunmaker. “The attitude of both gunmaker and his customer changed during the last decades of the 18th century. Whereas previously a fine gun had to be richly decorated, this ceased to be an indispensable feature….”
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Gold-embellished Purdey shotgun, from a matched and cased pair, completed c. 1981. The engraver, K. C. Hunt, a freelance in London, has done more firearms for royalty, world leaders, and other distinguished clientele than any other craftsman alive today. Sample plate cast in silver from gold-inlaid steel original, made by Hunt c. 1968 on commission from author.
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The Saurian, a 4-bore shotgun by Holland & Holland, Ltd., London, in celebration of their sesquicentennial, 1985. Engraved and sculpted with dinosaur scenes and related creatures and vegetation, by the Brown brothers, Alan and Paul. Gun is accompanied by an elaborate case and an array of accessories. Note interplay of figural scenes with decorative motifs of scales, as evidenced on the metal and wood.

The Kentucky Rifle

Perhaps the first display of indigenous American art was the Kentucky rifle. After the Revolutionary War, Kentucky rifles became increasingly fancy. Engraved and pierced patchboxes were usually rendered in brass and sometimes in silver, or with silver accents. Though the quality of engraving was usually somewhat primitive, the motifs evolved from Pennsylvania-, Maryland-, and Virginia-area folk art to include scrolls, borders, floral patterns, cross-hatching, horse heads, eagles and other birds, snakes, fishes, Indian weapons, sailing ships, zigzag lines, and geometric patterns.

At the end of the Kentucky period, Simeon North, a Connecticut gunmaker and a pioneer in mass production, produced a tour de force in two superb pairs of flintlock pistols that rivaled the finest guns of British and French masters. Engraved and mounted in gold and silver gilt, the pistols were commissioned by the State of Connecticut for presentation to Commodores Thomas McDonough and Thomas Hull, naval heroes of the War of 1812. One of the stipulations of the commission was that both pairs of pistols be produced entirely within the state of Connecticut. Equally exquisite swords were also commissioned, from the shops of Nathan Starr, also of Connecticut. The war had ushered in a new era of American craftsmanship in arms.

As an individual trade in America, gun engraving was a by-product of the machine age. Mass-produced “pepperbox” multibarreled pistols of the 1830s and 1840s often sported hand engraving as standard, and the demand for specialist gun engravers was immediate. When Samuel Colt’s first revolving hand- and long guns issued from the short-lived Paterson, New Jersey, plant, most were plain except for engraving on the cylinders, which Colt cleverly executed with roll dies. But even the few Paterson Colts that were hand engraved served to bolster the demand for craftsmen able to execute such work.
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Twelve-bore shotgun by the Rizzini brothers of Brescia, with bulino engraving in Art Nouveau style by Firmo Fracassi, c. 1980. The minute detailing required to execute bulino with perfection makes it the most demanding technique in the art of the arms engraver. Note the imaginative rendering, with eagle flying out of the cartouche, wings overlapping the border.
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The bulino style by American engraver Winston Churchill; the shotgun an over and under by Ivo Fabbri of Brescia. Game scenes inlaid in gold; the scroll and borderwork line engraved.
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Matched pair of gold-inlaid, engraved, ivory-gripped, and steel-buttcapped Colt Peacemaker revolvers, embellished by Alvin A. White and Andrew Bourbon, of American Master Engravers, Inc., 1984–88. Casing of ebony, with ivory-mounted accessories. Extra cylinders feature the Capitol Building (Washington, D.C.), the Colt factory, and battle-scene motifs, inlaid and sculpted in gold.

American Arms and the Machine

By about 1850, most manufacturers had stopped offering engraving as a standard feature of their arms, but at the same time, deluxe-grade guns were being maintained in inventory and produced on the special order of military and civilian clients. Sam Colt was in the forefront of this development, promoting his business and seeking government contracts both here and abroad with the help of carefully calculated presentations of fancy revolvers to heads of state and military officers. Deluxe guns were being made in Colt’s new Hartford factory almost as soon as the doors opened in 1847, and Sharps, Volcanic, and Smith & Wesson followed his lead within a few years.

The western migration, the Mexican War, and the continuous battles with the Indians, as well as events in Europe, South Africa, and Australia, fed the rapidly expanding arms industry. The Victorian taste for garish and profuse decoration in art and architecture profoundly influenced weapons embellishment. What quickly evolved was a golden age of arms decoration in America.

Hundreds of Germans and Austrians responded to the demand for expert gunmakers, most of them settling in New England. The immigrations began in force in the 1840s and continued in diminishing quantities into the twentieth century. Several master gun engravers came to America as well in this period, among them Louis Daniel Nimschke, Gustave Young, and the first of the Ulrichs—men who were destined to become the most influential style setters and taste makers in the evolution of American arms engraving. The Young and Ulrich families spawned dynasties, with descendants of the latter active in the craft as late as 1950.
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Bolt-action sporting rifles by the David Miller Co., Tucson, Arizona. Rifles of this type—combining precision machining and handwork with modern materials—have reached the zenith of perfection and are a particular speciality of American custom gunmakers. Bottom view reveals engraving, gold inlaying, and special finishing by Leonard Francolini, on .300 Weatherby, at top.
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The patriotic eagle has been dominant in American arms since the Revolutionary War. Numerous gold inlays in minute detail, with equally fine engraving, are hallmarks of this Smith & Wesson revolver, embellished by Winston Churchill c. 1980. An American who learned his art from the Austrian master Joseph Fugger, Churchill is also a master gunsmith, stockmaker, and metalsmith. Absolute perfection in every decorative detail is the goal of this modern artisan in every firearm.
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Browning Highpower automatic pistol embellished by American Raymond Wielgus, 1976. Influenced by Art Nouveau and Art Deco styles, Wielgus has introduced his own distinctive style into the 500-year history of arms decoration. The forms and mechanical designs of the firearms he embellishes are accentuated by his use of gold and other materials. A major sampling of Wielgus-decorated arms is collected at The Art Institute of Chicago.

The rich, strong style of these engravers has continued to dominate American arms engraving to the present. Among the better-known examples of their distinctive artistry are a Colt Single Action Army revolver done for Theodore Roosevelt and a Model 1876 Winchester rifle presented to General Philip Sheridan. Gold-inlaid Colt percussion revolvers were presented to Czar Nicholas I of Russia (displayed, in 1979, at The Metropolitan Museum of Art). Equally lavish Colts were presented to the Sultan of Turkey and the kings of Sweden and Denmark; and a Remington Army Model revolver was presented to Lt. Colonel George Armstrong Custer.

Twentieth-Century Arms

The dawn of the twentieth century saw a decline in the commercial arms trade. Most of the Wild West had been tamed and the great era of big-game hunting was suspended until conservation and game management would later restore many species in large quantities. World War I largely interrupted civilian arms production, and afterward, a shortage of craftsmen and the ravages of the Depression saw the engraving of arms almost die out. Of equal significance were the advances in metallurgy that resulted in harder steels, many of which attained such a degree of hardness that engraving tools often broke and lines were difficult to cut neatly or to the desired depth. As a consequence, the times required to complete an engraving assignment often increased.

Prominent during this period were R. J. Kornbrath, George Ulrich of Winchester, Wilbur Glahn of Colt, William McGraw of Ithaca, and Harry Jarvis of Smith & Wesson. Probably not more than twenty persons in America made their living from gun engraving between 1914 and 1945. The most influential was Kornbrath, an Austrian whose reputation has become almost legendary in America. In general, these engravers held much more closely to the German style than their predecessors had, and not a few American engraved arms from this period differ little from their European counterparts.

A Modern Arms Renaissance

A renaissance in engraving interest began after World War II, accompanied by an increase in the number of craftsmen, some returning from wartime service. A renewed interest in shooting sports, a generally favorable economy, and the realization among buyers that quality decorative firearms represent good investments have been strong influences. Today there are more than 175 engravers at work in the United States, and they enjoy a wider than ever range of pictorial subjects to work from as well as the ability to share knowledge and techniques with each other. The Education and Training Division of the National Rifle Association has been instrumental in inaugurating engraving schools, spearheaded by H. Wayne Sheets and master engraver Neil Hartliep.

About twenty-five of the contemporary American craftsmen are masters, rivaling the best of Europe. Of European arms engravers, there are probably over 350. The best of both continents rival, and sometimes surpass, the wonderful skills and artistry of the finest master engravers of the past.

While the buyers of modern engraved firearms are more likely to be businessmen or oil tycoons, bankers or show business personalities, there are still aristocratic patrons as well, and they are keen to have examples of functional, modern-made artistry, for they recognize the strong ties of these exquisite objects with an uninterrupted 500 years of magnificence in the production of “best-quality” arms. The fact that Tiffany & Co. has returned to the decoration of arms is indication that the field has new life, and a future as brilliant as its past.
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Tiffany & Co. designed and made decorations for Colt, Winchester, and Smith & Wesson firearms in the Art Nouveau style, from the mid-1880s to the early twentieth century. The firm is also credited with cast bronze, silver, and gold grips for Colt arms in the period c. 1860–70. In 1983 the firm returned to firearms embellishment, and the illustrated Colt revolver was made on commission for the U.S. Historical Society (begun 1991). Gold-damascened and -inlaid grips mounted in gold, the gripstraps gold-plated, the buttcap of gold and silver-inlaid steel. The fresh approach of Tiffany’s designers has created an entirely new chapter in arms decoration.
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(Ch. 2 opener) Treasures of Colonial and Federal America. Besides their practical role in the colonization of North America, the quality, craftsmanship, and beauty of arms were part of the evolution of American culture and civilization. Wooden patchbox covers (at butt of stock) are indicative of early rifles; beneath lid was compartment for small accoutrements, including patches, in which bullets were wrapped for loading.


Chapter 2


From Colonial Arms to the Kentucky Rifle

How and why New England became America’s gunmaking focal point is a subject for historical and technical speculation. In considering arms as decorative art objects, the Yankee psyche must surely be taken into account: plain, functional, and simple was the rule of thumb at the beginning. It would be makers of the Kentucky rifle who introduced rich embellishments to native-made arms, and then subsequent makers, particularly Samuel Colt, who would create objects rivaling, and sometimes bettering, the arms of contemporary European makers.

The first New England guns to offer any artistic interest were copies of, or improvements on, European and British fowling pieces. Long fowlers of French, English, and Dutch manufacture were known in America as early as the 1600s. Distinctly American long fowlers evolved in time, probably by 1725, serving to harvest quantities of wild fowl, usually on the ground and on the water. The long fowler, which began as a somewhat cumbersome contraption with a thick breech and stock to absorb recoil, gradually evolved into a graceful arm, likely influenced by French and English designs. A major inspiration for improvement was the importance of streamlining, to make the guns lighter for carrying over long distances.

Gunsmithing was a craft in demand from the very beginning, although the early artisans dealt mainly with repairs. Restocking was one such task, as may be evidenced by the numerous surviving guns with non-American locks, mounts, and barrels but stocked in such native woods as cherry, black walnut, and maple. Parts were also imported as spares, or to be used for building guns.

Sometimes replacement parts were crudely made, forged, filed, and fitted—as well as time, and cost, would permit. On the other hand, there were colonists who appreciated quality in a gun, and long fowlers of handsome design and high-quality workmanship are known, some with raised carving, as well as artistically formed mounts, often engraved. The essentially plain New England guns were, in contrast to Hudson Valley fowlers, likely to have raised carving and engraving, reflecting the Dutch heritage of many who resided in that area.

Partly due to improvements in black powder that diminished the need for long barrels, long fowlers fell out of fashion by the early nineteenth century.

For versatility in hunting varied game, another type of gun was developed known as the buck-and-ball, which fired shot or bullets. These differed from rifles by the lack of rear sights (other than a possible groove on the breech) and the absence of rifling and patchboxes. Thickness of the barrel wall was greater than in the long fowlers, but not as thick as in rifles, a subject covered on the following pages.

The New England Rifle

New England rifles were a later development than the fowlers, the buck-and-ball guns, military arms—and the early Kentucky rifles. But their relationship to colonial gunmaking, and the mass-produced arms to follow, warrant their consideration here. These flintlock (and later, percussion) rifles, like their predecessor arms, reflected New England tastes and sensibilities. Makers such as Silas Allen, Thomas Holbrook, Welcome Mathewson, Alvan and Henry Pratt, Hiram Slocomb, Martin Smith, and R. Perkins rivaled in precision and performance their more recognized fellow gunmakers from the leading centers of Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia.
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From the manual of arms by Jacob de Gheyn, Amsterdam, 1607–08. Musketeer with matchlock, musket rest, and bandolier with cartridges.

Present scholarship puts the New England rifle in production as early as 1773. An example by Thomas Tileston (Duxbury, Massachusetts) is both marked and dated 1773. These distinctive arms are easily identifiable as coming from New England by their sparse style, limited embellishments, plain, straight stocks, and overall good quality. Raised carving (other than some molding along forestocks) was not present, but silver wire was a popular and prevalent decorative device, an influence from English gunmaking. Also present might be sheet silver or brass inlays, bone, ivory, or horn as thumb or cheek inlays and as barrel wedge escutcheons. Forends and ramrod tips might also be of bone, horn, or ivory.

Stocks of cherry were common, but black walnut and (rarely) maple were also used. Mounts were usually of brass, but occasionally of silver or iron. Checkered wrists will sometimes be encountered. Patchboxes were simple, and if engraved, normally had designs of an urn, sunflower, or horse head (though this last is scarce). A daisy decor, also found on Lancaster, Pennsylvania, rifles, has been identified with Maine rifles. It is likely a traveling artisan may have engraved a number of New England mountings, judging from consistent details of style and quality on guns made in varying towns and cities.

The majority of New England rifles were built in Worcester County, Massachusetts. Names of gunsmiths from Sutton, a center of barrel production, will sometimes be found stamped under the breech. The best known and most respected of New England riflemakers was Silas Allen, of Shrewsbury, Massachusetts. An engraved motif believed to identify his work is found on the wristplate: two long bow-tie devices, pointed at the ends, with four vertical hash marks at the center of each.

The market for guns of quality grew with the accumulation of wealth in the colonies. Although this market was still largely served by importation of fine guns, local gunsmiths of talent were already established by 1730. An iron industry was developing in America around this time, enabling sourcing of native parts, rather than relying on imports.

Colonial gunmaking centers were in Boston, Worcester, Sutton, Springfield, and Greenfield in Massachusetts; New Haven, Middletown, Hartford, Goshen, New London, and Norwich in Connecticut; Providence, Burrillville, and Smithfield in Rhode Island; and Windsor in Vermont. The Connecticut River Valley was the leading cluster of such gunmakers, an important group of craftsmen well established by the time of the Revolutionary War.

Several hundred native gunsmiths made arms for the revolutionists during the war, often relying on salvaged parts from European-made guns. Wartime demand gave a spur to native gunmaking, and ultimately contributed to the evolution of the fine gun trade, which was largely put on hold during the conflict.
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