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1945? 
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John Andrew 



1925 

When did the chain of events 
begin? 

Which is probably a lot earlier than you thought. 
However, step changes can take a long time 
and World War II did interrupt events. 



What triggered it? 
Here is a clue: 



Royal Ascot 

The picture shows King George V and Queen Mary 
accompanied by their sons - Edward Prince of Wales (in 
black) and Prince Henry, Duke of Gloucester - in the 
Royal Procession down the straight mile course at 
Ascot. 

The King was tired of presenting the same traditional 
trophies at Ascot. He sent Lord Churchill, his 
representative at the racecourse, to see the Prime 
Warden and the Clerk at the Goldsmiths’ Company. The 
message was: ‘Get silversmiths to design modern 
trophies.’ 



So what happened? 

1925 he visits exhibitions in Paris and 
Scandinavia. Appointed Art Secretary 

George Hughes became Assistant Clerk in 1919. 
A design enthusiast, he was possibly already 
looking at bringing change 

The Court (the Company’s executive 
committee) is not told of the King’s 
interest until January 1926 
A design competition is held for the 
1927 trophies - the King rejects the lot 

1927: The modern collection begins 
and the Plate Improvement 
Committee is formed 



Progress is made 
•  In 1933 the Board of Trade forms the Council 

for Art and Industry to generally improve 
design in the country 

•  The Council works on an industry basis 
•  Frank Pick chairs a Silverware Committee 
•  1935 Pick Report published - a good analysis 

of gulf between mass market and artist-
craftsman - suggestions for design 
improvement are made 

•  This results in the first exhibition of modern 
British silver 



About 500 pieces shown 
 
Featured on TV 
 
37,000 visitors 
 
Cost £7000 to stage: 
£375,000 in today’s 
money 
 
 

1938 



The event creates quite a WOW factor. Queen 
Mary is one of the visitors. 



World War II 
•  1939 George Hughes is appointed Clerk 
•  1941 The Government makes preparations 

for improving the country’s design post war 
capabilities so as to improve exports to 
secure funds to pay for the cost  of the War 

•  1944 The Council of Industrial Design (CoID) 
is established to promote ‘Good Design’ in 
British industry 

•  1945 The Council announces ‘a national 
exhibition of design in all the main range of 
consumer goods’ 



BRITAIN CAN MAKE IT 
•  Staged at the Victoria & 

Albert Museum 
•  Open from Sept to Nov 

1946 
•  90,000’ square of 

exhibition space 
•  5000 items created by 

nearly 80 designers, 
displayed in 32 sections 

•  It attracts 1.4 million 
visitors 



Robert Goodden (above), 
an architect, designs the 
Leisure and Sports section 
(left) 

A 15 year-old Sheffield 
schoolboy makes his first trip 
to London to visit the 
exhibition - his path later 
crosses Goodden’s at …… 



The Royal College of Art 

•  The RCA was seen as a vehicle 
for getting industrial designers 
into industry 

•  In 1948 Robin Darwin was 
appointed Rector 

•  He appointed Goodden as 
Professor of the School of 
Silversmithing and Jewellery 



Robert Yorke Goodden 
•  Born in 1909 at Over Compton, Dorset. Gooddens had lived at 

Compton House for generations and had acquired the manor of 
Over Compton in 1736 

•  He wanted to be an artist but was persuaded to train as an 
architect as it was a ‘steadier’ profession 

•  While a student, designed a trophy for the Architects’ Golf Society 
•  His uncle was R M Y Gleadowe, Slade Professor of Art at Oxford, 

later Art Master at Winchester College and a silver designer 
•  He went into private practice but was not fully occupied 
•  Fancying himself as a William Morris type,  he designed wallpaper 

and oversaw its production. The venture did not last long 
•  However, he successfully designed mass-produced pressed 

domestic glass for Chance Brothers 
•  During the War he worked for the Navy’s Camouflage Directorate 

where he met Darwin and Hugh Casson, the architect for the 
Festival of Britain 



What did he do? 

During his watch the School of Silversmithing 
produced not only fine silversmiths, but also 
some superb industrial designers. So, did this 
mean he was a fine teacher? No - in fact he did 
not teach, neither did he express his opinion on 
students’ designs. This is what he told a 
reporter when the exhibition Hallmark was 
staged at the RCA. which featured the work of 
Goodden’s students during his tenure. 



Goodden’s philosophy 

‘We aim to supply industry with the designers they 
need, but a few prefer to set up their own silver and 
jewellery workshops and to train workers to carry out 
their ideas. We like to study the special 
characteristics of each student and help him to realise 
his own capabilities rather than telling him what’s 
wrong and what’s right.’ 

 
Professor Robert Goodden - The Times May 11th 1966 



His students’ reactions 
‘He gave students the maximum opportunity and the 
minimum of interference.’ Stuart Devlin 

It was a case of ‘get on with it’ without ‘it’ being defined.                                                                 
Eric Clements 

‘You could hear him before you saw him. His voice was like 
an overture.’ Keith Tyssen 

‘A wonderfully charismatic old style professor. He was not 
technical, but very perceptive as to what was going on in the 
world of design and was wonderfully encouraging. He was a 
“kindly uncle” whose presence made you feel special.’ 
Michael Lloyd 



What Robert Welch said 

His philosophy was to leave his students 
pretty much alone on a day-today basis, 
so that varying talents worked and 
reacted on each other, and together they 
simmered in a gentle stew with only an 
occasional stir from the Professor, aided 
by a number of firm directions that he had 
established. 



The early students 
Brian Asquith  1947-51  Industrial designer and in 

      the mid-1960s a silversmith 

Eric Clements  1949-52  Educator and industrial and 
     silver designer 

Jack Stapley  1949-52  Educator and silversmith 

David Mellor   1950-54  Industrial designer and  
     silversmith 

Gerald Benney  1951-54  Industrial designer and  
     silversmith 

Robert Welch  1952-55  Industrial designer and  
     silversmith. 



The first four students were studying when the Festival of 
Britain was held. A feeling of great optimism was sweeping the 
country. Goodden and his former architectural partner Russell 
designed the Lion and the Unicorn Pavilion. Goodden involved 
his students in  the project. Asquith said of the Festival, ‘I 
couldn’t believe it. All these wonderful things together in one 
place, so much visual excitement. It was an enormous boost to 
me. A great inspiration.’ 

 

I call the last three The Triumvirate - they all went on to found a 
business which is now run by a son or son and daughter. Let us 
take a brief look at their careers. 



DAVID MELLOR 

After graduating, Mellor was 
immediately appointed design 
consultant to Walker & Hall of 
Sheffield and his Pride Cutlery, 
which he designed as a 
student, went into production. 
He established his own  studio-
workshop nearby and over a 
long career designed 
everything from silver to traffic 
lights. 



After he became a cutlery manufacturer as well as a 
designer, he became known as the Cutlery King. 
Although he did not design much silver after the 1970s, 
Mellor Designs Limited still produces some of his earlier 
designs. 

Pride Tea Service and Tray made in silver and silver plate by Walker & Hall. Designed 1958 



GERALD BENNEY 

Benney established his studio 
and workshop in central London. 
In addition to his silversmithing 
business, he was initially involved 
in designing a range of products 
from clocks to prams. 



In 1957 he was appointed design consultant to Viners. 
However, his passion was silver and this remained his 
main business interest until he retired in the late 
1960s. His output was prolific 

London 1983 



ROBERT WELCH 

Welch is standing, John 
Limbrey who made all his 
silver from the late 1950s is 
seated at the bench 

Welch was the last to graduate in 
1955. He was appointed design 
consultant to the stainless steel 
manufacturers Old Hall and 
established his design studio and 
workshop at Chipping Camden 



Although Welch has long 
been associated with 
cutlery, the repertoire of 
hid designs ranged from 
clocks to lighting, 
glassware to kitchen tools. 
Welch continued 
designing silver until the 
end of the 20th century. 
Robert Welch Designs 
Limited continues to sell 
mall pieces of silver 

Birmingham 1958 



So far we have the King, the professor 
and the students. Next in the cast is:  

GRAHAM HUGHES 



•  He was the son of George Hughes 
•  He was appointed Exhibition Director in 1951 as 

the new Assistant Clerk was not a connoisseur of 
design 

•  He carried on where his father left off, but he had 
a galaxy of rising stars at the RCA to draw upon 

•  He persuaded commercial companies and 
individuals to commission modern silver 

•  Exhibitions were held regularly at home and 
overseas - up to 12 a year in the UK 

•  The modern collection grew 
•  He worked tirelessly with great enthusiasm 
•  One silversmith described him as ‘The godfather 

of artist metalsmiths, jewellers and medalists’ 



? 
This is where what has been published on the subject ends, 
but I felt there was more. So I went to ask Stuart Devlin what 
he thought triggered the Renaissance in British silver. His 
response was not what I expected……… 



Question: ‘What do you think 
caused the Post War 
Renaissance in silver? 
 
Answer: Gerald Benney. He had 
a huge impact - Gerald broke the 
mould. He brought a richness to 
silver, a contribution to the idiom. 

He added that he puts his own 
success down to the fact that 
Benney had broken the mould 
for the public to accept a further 
step change in the approach to 
silver and that ‘coming second 
was a better place to be’. 



This left me with a 
problem, for Gerald 
Benney had died in 
2008. While we had 
discussed many 
things, we had never 
talked about the 
Renaissance of 
British silver. In any 
event, I doubt 
whether Gerald had 
realised the 
significant part he 
had played 



In November 2011, I received an e-mail from Gerald’s wife 
Janet. She had found a letter she wanted me to see. It was 
from Goodden addressed to Gerald’s father. 



I visited Wiltshire in early December, 2011. In addition to the 
letter, Janet had a host of material for me to look at. 
However, before I started she said:  

I don’t think I’ve ever told you this. In the late 1950s, 
Lady Alexandra Metcalfe had an American guest, a 
Mrs Lasky, who wanted to see some modern British 
silver. Patrick Plunket, an equerry to the Queen 
suggested she visit Gerald. She went to Whitfield 
Place, saw his wares and declared, “This is not 
modern British silver Mr Benney, it is all 
Scandanavian.” Gerald was shaken rigid. 

Janet Benney 



‘’”A bit Scandinavian isn’t it?”. So says any 
Englishman on seeing good English modern silver. 
Scandinavian work is rightly famous but it isn’t the 
same as ours.’  
 
Graham Hughes, The Studio, January 1960 

1958-9 

1959 

There is no doubting that 
Benney’s stock items have Nordic 
overtones. But………… 



1957 

Gerald’s commissions did not show Scandinavian  
influences. This inkstand was made for Rio Tinto. It 
shows an interesting aspect of his work that would 
develop in the 1960s - the combination of 18 carat gold 
(the vertical ribs on the front). 



It was so frustrating - there was no Gerald to chat this through 
with. When I arrived Janet had put a table for me beside the 
fire and there were boxes of papers, including press cuttings. 
Very kindly she allowed me to tak these to read at my leisure 
at home. 

In the New Year I struck gold - there was an interview feature 
about Gerald. Sadly there was only one page! He said: 

What I am trying to do, and what four or five others in my 
field are trying to do, is to create an international image of 
English silver in modern terms. He then talked of 18th 
century silver and reproductions of it, adding, But what we 
want to do is to bring the whole craft up-to-date with all 
the skill in the making that made the earlier silver famous, 
coupled to ideas in design that fit in with the 20th century. 



I am trying to design silver which is immediately 
recognisable as English. How can I explain it? Well, 
Scandinavian design seems to me to be particularly 

clinical; American designs tend to be brittle - 
beautiful yes, but very obviously American. I think 

English silver should be rugged, solid and 
functional, but at the same time modern. 

 

Gerald Benney, House Beautiful, June 1962 

Thankfully I found a complete version of the feature in the final 
box, which also indicated its source: 



1957 

In th early 1980s, Gerald told a Daily 
Telegraph journalist that in the late 1950s 
he was consciously trying to break away 
the long cool, Scandinavian design that 
was dominating British silver. This goblet 
was made speculatively by him in 1957. It 
appears to be the first conscious attempt 
t o do some th ing d i f f e ren t . The 
Goldsmiths’ Company bought this 
chalice. In its Treasures of the 20th 
Century catalogue, it was described as 
‘related to free to be more influenced 
more by British sculpture than Nordic 
design. Note the engraved textured 
surface. In 1960, Graham Hughes 
referred to Gerald as the silversmiths’ 
Henry Moore. One can see why. 



1958 

Gerald’s new style is probably best seen in the series of table 
centrepieces that started in 1958. He made over 50. There 
was an exhibition of ‘table jewels’ at the Design Centre 
during the late 1960s. 



1961 

In 1961 Gerald was planishing the bowl 
of a goblet - that is smoothing it by 
pinching it between a polished tool and a 
hammer. The head of the hammer was 
damaged and instead of smoothing the 
metal, it left a textured surface. Possibly 
recalling the engraved surface of the 
1957 chalice, he liked the effect and 
experimented. What became known as 
‘Benney Bark Finish’ was born. This 
castor is made from Britannia silver, 
which is slightly softer than sterling and is 
quite possibly an experimental piece as 
this standard of silver was generally not 
used in the Benney workshop. 



1966 

In the mid-1960s Benney introduced objets d’art to his 
repertoire. The gold panels are 18 carat gold and not gilt. 
Soldering gold and silver together is no mean task as the 
melting point of the two metals differ. 



    1976               1974                 1972 

By the early 1970s colour had been added to his work in the form 
of enamels 



1959 

These café au lait pots were 
designed by Stuart Devlin in 1959 
and are now considered icons of 
1960s design. However, he 
considered his public work to be 
sterile and the Scandinavian 
influences of the time alien to his 
nature. It is not generally 
appreciated that Stuart gave up 
silversmithing in the early 1960s in 
favour of sculpture. It was only 
when he realised that Gerald had 
broken the mould that he decided 
to return to silversmithing. He 
realised that the silver he had 
made for his wife was romantic in 
nature and that the way forward 
was to enrich his work.  



1966 

The only problem was that the 
traditional forms of embellishment 
used by silversmiths were 
expensive. However, unlike his 
contemporaries, he brought a new 
dimension to silversmithing. His 
exploration of making sculpture in 
the US gave him skills of working 
with molten metal. He adapted and 
refined the techniques he had 
learnt to create a wide variety of 
textures on the surface of silver as 
well as making filigree forms. The 
result was silver, the likes of which 
had never been seen before. Devlin 
opened his workshop in London 
during 1965. 



1959 1966 

How Devlin’s style changed in the space of a few years 



THE END 


