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Fig. 1 Rudolf Wittkopf (d. 1722), Covered Beakers, 1698. Silver, partly gilt, filigree, 26 × 12.3 cm (h × diam), 1028/1029 g (weight). Gift of Märta Christina and Magnus 
Vahlquist through the Friends of the Nationalmuseum 2020. Nationalmuseum, NMK 155–156/2020.
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involved the exchange of valuable and 
preferably imposing gifts, and it was well 
known that the Russians preferred large 
and heavy silver objects, whose metal 
value could be (and was) ascertained by 
weighing. The ambassador appointed by 
the Swedish king was Johan Bergenhielm 
(1629–1704), professor of history at 
Uppsala University, who had a sound 
knowledge of Russian affairs. The embassy 
departed from Stockholm on 14 February 
1699, travelling by sleigh and taking the 
route around the Gulf of Bothnia. The 
party arrived at their destination at the 
end of July, but as the tsar was away from 
Moscow it was not until 13 October that 
he received the Swedes. 

ACQUISITIONS/TWO LARGE COVERED BEAKERS

The appearance of the beakers is charac-
terised by a contrast between the shiny 
gilding and the matt silver wire of the 
cladding, mounted like lace over the 
smooth gilt surface. It is likely that the 
filigree sheaths and details were provided 
by a specialised supplier and not made in 
Wittkopf’s workshop. 
 The Wittkopf beakers were among the 
presents given to Tsar Peter I of Russia 
by the ambassadors of the young Swedish 
king Charles XII, the tsar’s first cousin, in 
the autumn of 1699 (Figs. 3 and 4). The 
purpose of the embassy was to confirm 
the peace between the two kingdoms after 
the shift on the Swedish throne. Inter-
national diplomacy in the 17th century 

The Nationalmuseum has received 
as a gift two filigree beakers with 
covers in silver gilt, made by 
Rudolf Wittkopf in Stockholm 

in 1698.1 Not only are they notable exam-
ples of Swedish goldsmiths’ work from the 
end of the 17th century, their history also 
tells of a dramatic diplomatic episode in 
the history of relations between Sweden 
and its great neighbour Russia. The beakers 
are a very generous gift from Märta 
Christina and Magnus Vahlquist via the 
Friends of the Nationalmuseum.
 The goldsmith Rudolf Wittkopf (d. 1722) 
was born in Stade in Lower Saxony. He 
emigrated to Sweden, where he became  
a master of the trade in Stockholm in 1687 
and eventually, from 1711, master of the 
goldsmiths’ guild in the capital. Objects 
decorated with filigree work were one of 
the specialities of his versatile workshop. 
This ancient decorative technique, in which 
thin twisted silver wire inter spersed with 
melted grains forms an intricate pattern, 
had become fashionable in the middle of 
the 17th century, when Anne of Austria, 
(the dowager queen of France) and her son 
Louis XIV surrounded themselves with 
objects covered with filigree. The name 
derives from the Latin words filum (wire) 
and granum (grain). Around 1700, filigree 
decoration was becoming un fashionable in 
France, but in the German sphere, and in 
Russia, it still retained some of its cachet. 
 The two covered gilt beakers stand on 
spherical feet (Figs. 1 and 2). They are 
slightly wider at the top and have a smooth 
out-turned edge. The beaker and the cover 
are clad in a silver filigree coating forming 
petals, accentuated by a small rectangular 
knob at the centre of the bloom. The verti-
cal soldering of the filigree and edges has 
been concealed with twined rope-like 
mouldings. A smooth gilded spherical knob 
with double filigree brackets surmounts 
each beaker. The three spherical feet have 
lost their lower brackets; there are holes 
where they used to be attached. The feet 
are attached to an external base that has 
been screwed to the body of the beaker. 

Fig. 2 Rudolf Wittkopf (d. 1722), Covered Beaker, 1698 (Detail). Nationalmuseum, NMK 156/2020.
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the gifts made in return – mostly sable 
furs – could be lavish and sometimes 
exceeded the value of the silver presented 
by the Swedes.2 The Russians demanded 
notification of the gifts in advance and 
in spected them before the audience in 
order to calculate how many men would 
be needed to carry the silver in procession 
to the tsar. During the audience, the gifts 
were escorted by equerries appearing 

 In the 17th century, the official recep-
tion of foreign diplomats presented, 
almost without exception, occasions for 
petty but potentially disastrous disputes 
about timing, dress, rank, modes of address 
and other details of protocol. Difficulties 
were harder to foresee in Moscow than in 
Western Europe, and the ceremonial 
handing over of the gifts often gave rise to 
further quandaries. On the other hand, 

according to rank (which could create 
controversies among the Swedish noble-
men who were part of the ambassador’s 
retinue).3 The assessment made of the 
gifts shows that the Russians preferred 
the German silver, with one exception – 
the Swedish works in filigree. Wittkopf ’s 
large beakers, in particular, were well 
received, perhaps because the filigree 
technique also existed in Russia. 

Fig. 3 Workshop of David Klöcker Ehrenstrahl (1628–1698), Charles XII. Oil on 
canvas, 250 × 160 cm. Transferred from The Swedish Agency for Public Mana-
gement 1976. Nationalmuseum, NMGrh 3558.  

Fig. 4 Jacopo Amigoni (1675–1752), Peter I. Oil on canvas, 210 × 139 cm. Gift of 
Consul General E. Ljungberg. Nationalmuseum, NMGrh 1987.  
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Rudolf Wittkopf. They are also inscribed, 
on the underside of each, with the weight 
recorded by the Moscow Treasury: “2 
funt, 59 zolotnik”. It is through a compa-
rison of weights and descriptions in 
Russian and Swedish documents (which 
also mention weights) that silver objects 
now in the Kremlin Museums and other 
collections can be identified with reason-
able certainty as having been part of 
17th-century diplomatic gifts. The pio-
neering research about the Swedish and 
Danish gifts in the Kremlin Armoury was 
published by the Swedish orientalist 
Fredrik Robert Martin (1868–1933) in the 
years around 1900 and paved the way for 
many further discoveries.6

Notes:
1. For the two beakers and the Swedish embassy to 
Tsar Peter, see in particular Susann Silfverstolpe 
(ed.), Silver Gifts from Swedish Monarchs to Russian 
Tsars During the Seventeenth Century, Stockholm 
2014, cats. 183–184, and pp. 79–88. The description 
that follows relies on the one in the cited work. See 
also Astrid Tydén-Jordan, Silverskatter från Kreml: 
Svenska regenters gåvor till tsaren under stormakts
tiden (exh. cat.), Royal Armoury, Stockholm 1997; 
and Magnus Olausson et al. (ed.), Silver: Makt och 
prakt i barockens Sverige (exh. cat.), Nationalmu-
seum, Stockholm 2003–2004, especially Astrid 
Tydén-Jordan, “Praktsilver i diplomatins tjänst”, 
pp. 34–44, and cats. 125–126 (Wittkopf’s beakers). 
2. Silfverstolpe 2014, pp. 28–29.
3. Ulla Birgegård, “Tribulations of an Embassy 
1684”, in Silfverstolpe 2014, p. 170.
4. Helge Almquist, “Scener från Ryssland år 1699: 
Den svenska ambassadens krönika”, in Karolinska 
förbundets årsbok, 1937, pp. 22–23, 27–28. 
5. Silfverstolpe 2014, cats. 136–145.
6. Fredrik Robert Martin, Svenska Kungliga gåfvor 
till ryske zaren 1647–1699: Silfverskatter i kejserliga 
skattkammaren i Moskva, Stockholm 1899 (German 
edition the following year); Dänische Silberschätze 
aus der Zeit Christians IV aufbewahrt in der kaiser
lichen Schatzkammer zu Moskau, Stockholm 1900. 
Among exhibitions dedicated to the diplomatic 
gifts preserved in the Kremlin, besides the display 
at the Swedish Royal Armoury in 1997 (Tydén-Jor-
dan 1997, see note 1), mention may be made of Gifts 
to the Tsars 1500–1700: Treasures from the Kremlin 
(exh. cat.), Indianapolis Museum of Art, New York 
2001, and Zarensilber: Augsburger Silber aus dem 
Kreml (exh. cat.), Maximilanmuseum, Augsburg & 
Munich 2008. 

Sweden the following year had already 
been agreed on.
 The silver presented to the tsar in 1699 
was the last, and also the largest, diplo-
matic gift from Sweden to Russia during 
the 17th century, weighing more than 135 
kg. For the first time it included large 
quantities of silver bearing the marks of 
Swedish makers. Many of the goldsmiths 
active in the towns of the Swedish realm 
were, like Wittkopf, of German origin and 
had immigrated after the Peace of 
Westphalia, when Sweden had become a 
great power with substantial demand for 
high-quality silver on the home market. 
While the goldsmiths in Sweden mostly 
continued working in the German baroque 
tradition, a classically restrained style with 
few ornaments was about to become the 
new fashion. It originated in France and 
was championed in Stockholm by the court 
architect Nicodemus Tessin the Younger 
(1654–1728). Johan Nützel’s (1674–1716) 
large covered beakers with a conical form 
and straight sides that were part of the 
1699 gift are well-known examples of this 
austere style (Fig. 5). Two of them are in 
the Nordiska Museet in Stockholm, while 
eight remain in the Kremlin Armoury.5 

 Unlike the Nützel beakers, which could 
be used for drinking, the delicate filigree 
vessels were for display only. Twelve of the 
sixteen beakers with filigree ornamenta-
tion included among the 1699 gifts were 
requisitioned from the Kremlin and moved 
to the Preobrazhenskoe Palace six weeks 
after the audience. These were destroyed 
in a fire in 1721 when the victory over 
Sweden was celebrated. Of the four 
remaining beakers, the two now in the 
Nationalmuseum were sold in 1931–32 by 
the Soviet government, through its trading 
organisation Antikvariat, at Bukowskis in 
Stockholm, where they were bought by a 
private collector. Since then, they have 
only appeared at two other auctions, in 
1998 and 2020.
 The beakers are stamped with the 
Stockholm town mark, the annual date 
letter “K” (1698) and the maker’s mark of 

ACQUISITIONS/TWO LARGE COVERED BEAKERS

The audience, during which Tsar Peter 
showed his appreciation of the silver, 
passed without much incident and was 
followed by a banquet in the Swedes’ 
quarters at which a great many toasts 
were drunk. Before leaving Moscow, the 
Swedes witnessed a military parade at 
Preobrazhenskoe, after which the tsar 
invited them to his house, where he at-
tempted to drink his guests under the 
table and treated them with great 
familiarity. Among other things, he lifted 
the envoys’ wigs to see if they were grey-
haired.4 An equestrian portrait of Charles 
XII, brought by the embassy from 
Stockholm, was among the parting gifts to 
the tsar. However, neither the splendid 
presents nor the negotiations conducted 
achieved their ultimate goal of preserving 
the peace. As Tsar Peter “embraced and 
kissed their Excellencies repeatedly and 
excessively” when bidding the Swedes 
farewell, the aggressive alliance with 
Poland-Saxony and Denmark to attack 

Fig. 5 Johan Nützel (1674–1716), Covered Beaker, 
1698. Gilt silver. Nordiska museet, Stockholm, 
NM.205468.


