LEADING THE RENAISSANCE OF

BRITISH CONTEMPORARY SILVERSMITHING
An interview with Gordon Hamme, founder of British Silver Week
Now in its second year British Silver Week is building on the raw enthusiasm and excitement of the launch year with an even more ambitious programme. We spoke to the managing director Gordon Hamme.

“I’ve never been involved in such a large project before but had always dreamed of leading something which everyone just kept on saying ‘yes’ to,” says Hamme.

This was the case when, after lengthy discussions with his fellow director, silversmith, Brett Payne, Hamme approached the exhibitions director of the Goldsmiths’ Company, Paul Dyson, and outlined his ideas. “To say that I was flabbergasted when Dyson offered me a one-day launch exhibition, there and then, for the following June is an understatement.”
Not only did Hamme persuade Dyson but gained backing from the Clerk of the Goldsmiths’ Company, which became the organisation’s lead patron. In fairly quick succession the major trade organisations became patrons and also a number of sponsors came on-board. The silver enthusiast Lord Cunliffe became an honorary patron.
All of this was achieved in September and October 2008 with a launch just eight months away. “Then we contacted the UK’s wonderful silversmiths,” says Hamme. “I know a lot of them personally. I collect their work and write about them too.” The final tally in 2008 was 94 silversmiths exhibited at 24 exhibitions across the UK.

In the past Hamme owned a trade company which sold materials, components, tools and machinery to the crafts people.   He is also the publisher of The Goldsmith magazine which focuses on spotlighting trends and promoting manufacturers and designers to UK and international retailers.

“I visited silversmiths’ workshops and exhibitions and began to realise the depth of skills and design qualities these people had.  My first purchase was from the enameller Phil Barnes. It is a dish about six inches across enamelled with a wonderful fish striking an ‘I am the king’ pose, and blowing small gold bubbles from its mouth. I had to have it,” continues Hamme.

“When I buy a piece I want it to be more than just functional. It needs to demonstrate great craftsmanship as well as art. Silversmithing is a difficult combination of skills, which take years to learn. Silversmiths have to develop their own style and techniques – then they can create great art.”
The enthusiasm in the first year of British silver Week caught the imagination of many editors with TV, magazine and newspaper coverage giving a media ‘reach’ of 10-15 million people. “I was amazed how well we did on a very tight budget,” says Hamme.

Year two promises to be even grander with a private view launch at Goldsmiths’ Hall, followed by exhibitions again throughout the UK. “The big addition to our programme in 2009 is an exhibition of contemporary silversmithing at Chatsworth House, the home of the Duke of Devonshire, in the Grand Dining Hall. “The Duke has agreed to be a patron and allow us the use of the Grand Dining Hall to hold an exhibition of the modern masters of British silversmithing.” 

“We want to tell the story of UK silversmithing since the Second World War. We have asked the curator of the Pearson Collection, John Andrew, to lend the exhibition key pieces which exemplify master craftsmanship since the 1950s.” 

“We are fortunate to have several great pieces by Gerald Benney, Stuart Devlin and Christopher Lawrence, which show the journey of British silversmithing without whom the modern masters would not exist,” says Andrew.
In addition to the exhibitions around the country British Silver Week has organised a number of master classes for young silversmiths by the great craftsmen of the industry. Companies have been generous, too, with practical courses and short business courses in business planning, marketing and salesmanship.

The Chatsworth House exhibition is from June 8 to July 5.
To become a ‘Friend of British Silver Week’ register online at www.britishsilverweek.co.uk

