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SWORDS AND DAGGERS

HE WEAPONS illustrated in this booklet cover the period from

the end of the fiftcenth to the beginning of the nineteenth cen-

. tury. The nature of the Museum collection, which has been built

up within the last thirty years, has determined the limits of the period

represented, and even within these limits there are notable gaps,

particularly as regards the finer swords of the first three-quarters of
the sixteenth century.

The sword must be regarded not only as a weapon, but also as
a decorative element in the masculine costume of the time. With the
exception of a small number of mm_i:m swords (Plates 2, 3 and a“_.
the examples illustrated were intended to serve not only as weapons
of offence, but also, and in later periods pre-eminently, as symbols
of the rank and honour of their bearer. The hilts received, therefore,
the richest ornament that could be applied without seriously impair-
ing their functional quality. By the second half of the cighteenth
century, even considerations of function were often ignored, and the
exquisite but fragile ornament applied to the small-sword hilts of
this latter period gives them the character of masculine jewellery.

The sword remained an indispensable part of the outdoor dress of
any person with pretensions to rank or quality until late in the cight-
centh century. Whether required to provide some relief to the
sombre black court costume in the Spanish fashion, or to compete
with the brocaded silks of the eighteenth century, colour and mag-
nificence of ornament were essential clements in the design of a
sword.

The dagger, on the other hand, which is often to be seen in six-
teenth-century male portraits, was abandoned as an article of dress
during the first half of the seventeenth century. At the same time
the combination of rapier and left-hand dagger, typical of the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth century, also dropped out of fashion.
O:_v. in Spain, and those territories which came under Mﬁm:mur
dominion, did the left-hand dagger remain fashionable until the
eighteenth century (Plates 22 and 23).

The ﬁ_ﬂnm in this book illustrate sword-hilts rather than swords.
The qualities of a sword blade cannot well be reproduced in an illus-
tration, and in any case, those made by European smiths did not
inspire the mystic vencration that has been accorded to the finest
Oriental blades. The sword blade was an object of international trade.



The great majority were made in a few manufacturing centres and
exported to all European countries, where they were equipped with
hilts according to the local fashion, or the taste of the sword-cutler’s
patron. During the sixteenth and scventeenth centuries, the blades of
Toledo, Valencia, and Milan enjoyed the highest reputation, but the
largest centre of production was the Rhineland town of Solingen.
Good blades were also made in Munich, Passau, Amsterdam, and, on
a smaller scale, in other cities. The finest hilts were usually equipped
with a Spanish blade (Plates 9a, 14a and 15a), but if one was not avail-
able a German blade, often with a spurious Spanish or Italian signature,
was used (Plate 1gb). The Solingen bladesmiths were quite un-
scrupulous about applying spurious signatures to their own blades,
and few can be accepted at their face value.

During the Middle Ages the sword was rarely worn with civilian
dress, except apparently in Spain. It was regarded primarily as an
offensive weapon to be used in conjunction with armour or a shield,
and any parries that were made with it were of an clementary kind.
During the whole of the medieval period, therefore, the simple cruci-
form hilt-construction was almost universal in Western Europe
(Plate 2). But in Spain, as early as the late fourteenth century one or
two semi-circular guards for the forefinger had been added to the hile
at the base of the blade. Swords with guards of this type were also used
occasionally outside Spain during the fifteenth century, after about
1450 sometimes with the addition of a curved bar to protect the
knuckles. It was not, however, until the first quarter of the sixteenth
century that the growth of the practice of duelling—as opposed to
armoured combat in the lists—coupled with that of wearing a sword
as a normal part of masculine dress began to bring about widespread
changes in the form of the sword hilt. Henceforth any gentleman was
in danger of being called upon at short notice to fight without armour
and, as a result, there was a greatly increased demand both for instruc-
tion in swordplay and for a form of hilt that would give greater pro-
tection for the unarmoured hand than had the simple cross. The
military sword (arming sword) and the civilian sword (rapier) therefore
began now to follow distinct, though parallel, lines of development.
The former tended to retain a fairly simple shape throughout the
sixteenth century (Plates 3 and 4), but further guards began to be
added to the rapier and during the second and third quarters of the
century the complicated construction of guards and counter-guards
that constituted the fully developed ‘swept” hile were evolved (Plates 5
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to 10 and 14 to 17). At the same time a number of local styles of hilt-
construction and ornament appeared.

The most fully documented of the local styles is the Saxon, which
can be studied best in the great Armoury of the Electors of Saxony
in the Historisches Museum, Dresden, preserved almost intact since
the sixteenth century. The most distinguished of the craftsmen em-
ployed at the Saxon Court on the decoration of sword-hilts and other
metalwork was Othmar Wetter (d. 1598), who came to Protestant
Saxony as a refugee from religious persecution in Bavaria, A splendid
example of his work can be seen here in the hilt of the rapier shown
in Plate 8a, with its Classical figures carved in high relief in niches.
Other pieces from the Dresden Armoury represented here are three
severely functional but finely proportioned military swords (Plate 3)
and a single rapier and a rapier with companion dagger of fine form
(Plates sa and 6) formerly part of the equipment of the bodyguard of
the Elector Christian 1 (1586-91) or Christian II (1601-11). Another
rapier (Plate sb) provides a rather more elegant interpretation of the
Saxon manner, though its provenance is unknown.

One of the most beautiful specimens of the hilt-maker’s art in the
Muscum collection, preserved in original conditions, is shown in
Plate 7. The decoration of standing and recumbent human figures
carved in high relicf and set in oval panels against a gilt ground, recalls
the manner of Wetter, and there is, in fact, a rather similar hilt at
Dresden. But the style of the chiselling, and the fine damascening in
gold and silver are not characteristic of Wetter’s identified work:
the Museum sword must, therefore, be attributed to another, un-
identified hand.

Even more distinguished than the works of the Saxon court crafts-
men are those made at the Munich court of the Dukes of Bavaria.
From the latter years of the sixteenth century until well into the
second half of the seventeenth century, a school of iron chisellers and
gilders in Munich produced a series of finely ornamented swords and
firearms that are unrivalled in the history of European arms manu-
facture. Such was its reputation that Daniel Sadeler, a younger brother
of Emanuel Sadeler, who founded the school, was summoned to
Prague to work directly for the German Emperor Rudolph II, and
some of the pieces he made are still preserved in the former Imperial
Armoury at Vienna.

The Munich iron chisellers did not actually make the sword-hiles
but decorated hilts which were delivered by the hilt-smithintherough.
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As they worked specifically for, and under the ﬁ._.annnﬂ__c: of, _n__,.__,
Bavarian court, they were exempt from the regulations of the gui M_,
which defined, very exactly, the respective spheres of the hilt-smith,
s un-maker, ctc. .
EJMWMM“”_._W%_ME_.E:Q of their status as craftsmen E.E#_:m for the
Court was that all the weapons they completed must be delivered to
the Court, being cither retained for the personal use of the Duke o
presented by him as gifts to foreign Princes. The number of m,:“m.w.:,_.”_
_...uo_.._:n& in these Munich workshops was, however, large and 1t _w.
evident that commissions must have been accepted, presumably by
permission from sources outside the Court. 5 .
Fine swords and fircarms decorated F., the ?f:.:rr. Court artists
may also be seen in the Wallace Collection and the mzn_mr ?."_.:_Mzm._uj
but the examples represented there were imported into Englanc : v
dealers or collectors during the nineteenth century. The only .wE.._r er
piecce which is known to have been brought to _m:,.m_aa. during the
seventeenth century for purposes of use is that L_:.mﬁﬂﬂnm_ in Plates 9b
and 10b. Tt was preserved for nearly three centuries at Burton Con-
: il
mnmﬂ”m H.“M__nﬂﬂ,, of three of the Munich iron chiscllers are known;
Emanuel Sadeler, Danicl Sadeler, and Caspar Spit. The _umT:..:..;n_.._
worked on until the second half of the mndm_:nn_:_w century and _ﬂ_ is
possible to recognise his productions on typological grounds. T _“p
sword-hilts made by the two Sadeler brothers cannet, roﬁmnm_nm.. m
distinguished with any certainty. The two rapiers p:__.w_ A eft- H,.,, }
dagger illustrated (Plates 9, 10 and 11) show the nru:ﬁ:.., ristic O ,.n
ment of this school, drawn from the sheets of c:mn:...rz 2._.5:5__
published by the French designer, Etienne —unr,,szﬁ in the wcnc__.ﬂ.
half of the sixteenth century. The design was &.:%__nn_ in low re H“_
and blued against a gold ground, and further enriched with encruste
gold dots, giving a brilliant colour effect. ] e
The craftsmen of France and Italy rivalled those of Germany, .n,..JH
as chisellers and damasceners of iron. The dagger :_;.ﬁ.n 12b), whic _.M
must have been made for a Habsburg Prince, 1s *Em_uvwm the wor
of a French master. It forms part of a garniture of rapier .E:_ dagger,
and its companion rapier is preserved in the former Imperial }H._H”,.u;:w_.
at Vienna, whence the daggers were probably _.n.:...g...“m by Napol ro_: nw
followers in the early nincteenth century. The hilt is finely chisclle
with figures of warriors and minute scenes from the Old .Anwﬂﬂa,_wni_.
and its design shows traces of the influence of the Lyons goldsmith
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and engraver, Pierre Woeiriot. Another sword that almost certainly
came from a French workshop is a rapier with its hilt encrusted with
designs in silver and set with slender silver chains (Plate 15a). It has

been stated that this Jast feature

dicates that the sword was made by
an armourer named Claude Savigny, who is recorded as working at

Tours in the late sixteenth century. In fact, no example of Savigny’s
work seems to have been identified definitely and the attribution is
therefore speculative. Several contemporary French fircarms with
similar silver encrustation are known, however, a fact that suggests
that the sword came from France.

The origins of two other fine rapiers with silver-encrusted hilts
are more difficult to identify (Plates 14b and 15b). Their decoration
is of a type that is sometimes called Italian, though it was in fact pro-
duced in most of the major countries of Western Europe. Until
further rescarch has been carried out in this field the safest course
therefore would seem to be to call these swords merely ‘European’.

One of the most interesting of local fashions is illustrated in Plate 12a.
Daggers of the type shown were worn in Switzerland and South
Germany during the sixteenth century: they have been named ‘Hol-
bein” daggers in modern times because Hans Holbein the Younger is
known to have designed sheaths for them. Other masters of the period,
such as Heinrich Aldegrever, Urs Graf, and Hans Sebald Beham, also
produced designs for daggers. There is a silver sheath-mount in the
Muscum decorated with a design after Aldegrever (6o4-1864).

During the first half of the seventeenth century, a number of hilt-
constructions were developed in England that were peculiar to this
country. They include a rapier with tall oviform pommel and semi-
cup hilt (Plates 18b and 19a), a broadsword with lar spherical

pommel (Plates 18a and 19b) and a short sword with loop hilt and
turned-down shell (Plate 18c). The decoration of these hilts was
executed in silver and gold encrustation and damascene, often of high
quality. Some of the ‘damaskers” mentioned in contemporary English
documents were probably foreigners, but there is good evidence, for
example in the Royal Wardrobe Accounts, to show that such native
cutlers as Robert South and Thomas Cheshire were supplying work
of this kind in the carly seventeenth century. Not all their hilts were
of the distinctive forms described above, and the finest English sword
in the Museum collection is a swept-hilt rapier of international type
(Plate 16). It can be identificd as English on the evidence of its decora-
tion, which relates closely to that found in swords with hilts of English
























































































