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PEETER STAS: AN ANTWERP COPPERSMITH AND HIS MARKS (1587-1610)

J~rgen Wadum

ABSTRACT
Lack of infonnatiun UII I'aintings on copper in seventeenth-century
Antwerp inventories gives the impression that such paintings were rare.
The coppersmittls who supplied the pailllels with plates were orgllnized
within the blaek.~miths' guild. Even though legislation on the marking of
copperware was passed in 1585 and 1602, and mentions cenain guide­
lines for how objects should be marked, no document refers specifically
to the marking of copper plates for paintings. However, marks of the
Antwerp coppersmith Peeter Stas have been found on a number of plates
from the early seventeenth century. A chronology of his securely dated
marks enables us to dale plates showing only his house-mark.

INTRODUCTION
The following paper concentrates on describing the chronology
of the master marks on the reverse of copper plates of the
Antwerp wppel-beater Peeter Stas (c. IS6S-llfter (616). This
research led simultaneously to more information on prices, sizes,
and the supply of copper plates to Antwerp artists, all of which
will be presented in a forthcoming exhibition catalogue [I].

Archival information
Information about paintings on r.npper is scant in notarial docu­
ments; typically they only record the presence of such paintings.
for example 'three copper plates with portraits of rhe deceased
and her tlVO husbands'. In the inventory of Frans Francken 1
(1542-1616) we are informed only of a wooden cupboard in
which he kept three copper plal~s un which he had begun
painting. When Francois Mirou (c. 1587-c. 1653), a land~cape

painter of the Franckenthal School, was in tinancial difficulties
lit: pawned various items, among which were a number of copper
plates some of which were painted [2].

However. at intervals the sources mention more painlings on
copper. A 161" inventory records two (small) pajnling~ on
'plates' after Brueghel, in ebony frames, and further a FlolVu­
piece on plate by Jacques de Ghein II (1565-1629) (2). The
same inventory lists hnnrlrerls nf paintings. but in total only 18
were on copper. Steven II Wils's (before 1600(28) inventory
of 104 p31nungs lists only one on copper plate. a Flighl into
Egypt [3. p. 1051. The numbers are similar in the inventory of
Abraham Matthys (1581-1649), another Antwerp painter. who
had eight paintings on coppt:r oul of 342 catalogued paintings
[41.

An exception to .he scant information regarding paintings on
copper is found in the inventory of Peter De Melgaerdt, a
merchant from Bruges. In 1632 he possessed 49 painted and
framed copper plates of the so-called'greek-size', as well as 45
so-called 'pass;e-size' plates, all in ebony frames [3]. It shoulrl he
noted that the collection also included 100 landscape paintings on
wood panel.

In the seventeenth century many Antwerp paintings were
exported to the £berian peninsula [5.6]. The number of paintings
exported is impressive. For e::tample, in 1628 a crate was shipped
fmm Antwerp via Calais to Seville containing 33 paintings,
among which were four plates with the Four Senses by Comelis
de Vas (l~8S-16S7), and 12 so-called 'devotie-plates' (a specific
size) in ebony frames, painted by PeeteI' Lisaert [6 J. In a ship­
ment of I anuary 1629 we find another 14 small paintings on
copper intended for a decorated cabinet. This information may
confIrm a general assumption that paintings on copper were
made largely for export: small and easy to pack in large numbers,
and able to withstand the climatological ha7ards of long jnnmcys
by boat or wagon to faraway countries. such as Spain.

How the number of paintings on copper relate to the number of
those on wood pallel or canvas will probably never be fully
understood. It is not unreasonable to assume that large numbers
of paintings on copper were never recorded as such. Often copper
plates had a backing board of wood, making errors inevitable
during hasty recording by non-specialists. It is important to
realize. therefore, that the numbers of paintings on copper
mentioned in inventories can be taken as an absolute minimum.
On the other hand we know that several seventeenth-century
painters executed only a few paintings on copper, whereas others,
like Jan Rrueghel I and Frans Francken II. painted more than a
third of their oeuvre on this delicate support.

Antwnp r()pper.~miths

As part of the large blacksmiths' guild, the number of copper­
smiths grew steadily from the fifteemh <.:enluIY. [n 1503 they
drew up their own regulations. and by 1602 there weTe 25 master­
coppersmiths registered in the blacksmirhs' guild [71.

The ordinance of 1503 stated that only masters who could
prove by written recommendation that they had learned the craft
from another master would be accepted in the guild and allowed
to work within the city. In \553 a regulation stated that the
education of a coppersmith was henceforth set at two years. After
\567 a master proof was obligatory and conSisted of making a
milk jar and a warming-pan, typical everyday objects. This
remained unchanged for more than a hundred years.

MARKS ON PLATES
In 1584 the coppersmiths protested against a 5% tax put on all
goods to be exported to the northern markets in Zeeland and
Hollanrl. A numheT of coppersmi ths threatened to emigrate. and a
compromise was found. The city council stated that the tax would
be abolished for expon wares if the coppt:r:mliths would agree to
mark all export goods, as opposed to the general rule of nOI
marking Antwerp copperwares. The new, compulsory mark was
probably lh~ AlIlwerp hand, as used by many other crafts l ; a
painting on copper by Hendrik van Balen (1575-1632) has the
Antwerp brand stamped twice into the reverse of the plate [111. It
is significant that the earliest recorded personal punch-mark on
an Antwerp painting on copper was issued three years after the
1584 dispute. It lVas issued by PeeteI' Stas, the most frequently
recurring seventeenth-century producer of copper plates in
Antwerp, and his plate was daled 1587.2

Another important reason for marking rhe works was in re­

action to the numerous non-organized coppersmiths who did not
belong to a guild but who produced and sold copperware, not
only outside Antwerp but also within the <.:ily walls. This vast and
profitable. but illegal. competition led to a new guild regulation
in 1602 [7].

The inconsistent application of the regulations and the ineffec­
tual control by the guild and their keurmeesters (assay-masters)
make it difficult to comprehend all the aspects of this practice

l In Antwerp many other quality goods were marked wilh the Alltwerp
hand and/or castle. such as gold, silver, pewter, but also furniture, re­
tables. and oak panels for painters. For the Antwerp regulation on the
branding of retables see [ll]; for infurmatiun ullthe panel-makers" regula
tions of 1617 see (9); for an overview of panel making and marking in the
northern countries see [10].

, Letter to Dr P. Baudouin. fonner rlirectnr nf the Provinciaal Museum
Stercksnof-Zilvercentrum, Antwerp (Deume).
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Fig. 2 Sttl.,· s ma.rk and th~ Anrw~rp hand (large) on Anon..
AllIlltllcialioll, 16 X 12.8cm. Photo, Christie·s. Amsterdam.

_llllllllllHlll1l1nlllnlll\l1l11Tl1
Fig. I Rubbing of Stas's mark and the Antwerp hand (small) on

Anon., Mountaillous Lalldscap<, datcd 1603. Oil on copper.
20.8 X 27.2cm. Rubbing courtesy of Sarah Lidsey.
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yeM w", h:lve :I number of dated plates including a series of four
plates by a follower of Paul Bril (Rome. Galleria Doria Pamphilj,
inv. Fe 296-299) (Fig. 4). The punches are identical on each
plate. although only one has the additional 'ANNo' above the
date. The spacing between the individual marks or ligures varies.
imJkaling Stas's use of an individual punch for each single letter.
figure and mark.

It appears that Peeter Stas was also supplying engravers with
highly tinished plates with rounded edges and eorncrs. (Copper
plates Ilsed by painters are oflen slightly thinner than those used
by engravers, whose plates will have to withstand numerous
passes through the rolling press. Also, the polished surface of a

printing plate, something certainly not useful for artists, makes a
clear distinction between the two types of plate.) On the reverse
of a plllle engrllverl hy Camelis Bol I (c 1576-1621) is St"S'5
monogram and the date '1606'. The print is one of a series dated
1610 (Detroit, private collection).

Stas's repeatedly Ilsed marks to this dare were identical. but
during 1606 he used a new punch. On a painting in the style of
Louis de Cault:ry (bt:fore 1582- 1621/22), The Shearing of che
Sheep (Musees d'Orleans, cat. 1996, no. 109), the mark is cir­
cular, but with two indentations lower right, and in the middle
Stas's old monogrwn encircled with his full name 'PEETER
STAS'. At first sight there appears to be a small petal decoration
at the upper right side of the mark, just before the first'S' in Slas.

'It has unfortunately not been possible to trace the present whereabcuts
ot this painting (Archive P. Baudouin).

PEETER STAS'S MARKS
Only five coppersmiths' marks are associated with the Antwerp
production of SUppOits fOi paiulels. 'SDM', 'KW', 'OK' (ur
'CK'), Jan Michielsens (active 1660-91) '1M', and Peeter Stas
·PS'. the last's marks being the most numerous and the only ones
frequently dated by the maker himself.

The first attempt to catalogue Stas' s marks was made in 1952
by Squilbeck [II]. The earliest Stas marks on a plate that he had
fOllnd were on the AdOl'GliOlI of lire MlIgi, attributed 10 Jan
Brucghel I (1568-1625). and a Massacre of tire flll/ocellts by
Pieter Brueghel [[ (1.564-1638), dated 1602. :SqUilbeck also noted
that Stas had used two punches. the second of which was
described as having the form of afer-a-c:/lel'Cll (horseshoe). This
specific mark, along with Peeter Sms's full name, was recorded
on the back of Jan Brueghel I and Hendrik van Balen's Banquet
of the Gods dated 1606. Unfortunately the whereabouts of the
aforementioned works is not known [II].

The earliest information on Stas's mark found during the
present research is on a copper plate dated' 1587'. An additional
monogram, 'W/GB', the assay-master's mark [IJ, was also
stamped into the plate.) After this early mark there is a gap of 15
years before Stas's mark recurs on plates after 1602.

The folio wi ng year an anonymous Antwe.rp artist executed a
Mouncainous Landscape, dated 1603 (London, Phillips,
05.07.1994,lot67, as by P. Bril). The punCh-mark on the reverse
has the fOlm of an escutcheon within which Stafs mark is
apparent as a raised relief. The mark consists of a small heart in
whi",h his monogram 'PS' is placed. Above the hean is the fig~re
'4'. Below Slas's mark the Antwerp hand, similarly in an
escutcheon, has been punched separately (Fig. I). A short time
laler the punch of the Antwerp hand was substituted by a slightly
larger one (Fig. 2).

In 1604 Stas not only marked his plate with his monogram but
al~o dated the plate himself by adding 'ANNo 1604' between his
monogram and the Antwerp hand (Fig. 3). From the following

[12]. Most towns in the sixteenth and seventeenth century had
two or more assay-masters whose duty was to ensure that local as
well a~ imported goods complied with the regulations set for their
production. After a positive cheek the assay-master would
impose a mark of approval, often the city arms. This practice was
applied to a large range of craft and decorative ohject~. from
tapestries to furniture, gold- and silverware and pewter, as well as
panels for painters [9, 13-15]. Despite the guidelines in the guild
regulations, an overwhelmin~majority of copper plates do not
show any marks. Several interpretations of the control marks by
the assay-master can be posited. They could indicate a fonn of
protection for the artist or artisan against fraud, fats ification and
copying. and might be regarded as a guarantee of quality for
those who bought the product. Furthermore the marks would
indicate the origin of the product for the buyer, which was
particularly important in the export markets.

As a conse.quence of a dispute over too high a proportion of
lead in copper alloys, the coppersmiths required that the copper­
smelters. also part of the blacksmiths' gUild. should mark their
products with a mark or monogram. This request wa~ made in
1602. but no document referring to the marking of the copper­
smellers' products has been found. That the plea was accepted is
evident from documented marks by, for example, the smelters
Hendrik de Ridder (active 1617-37) and Guilliam Pluymakers
(activc 1620-39). The plate-maker Peeter Stas also responded to
this dispute, and from 1602 and for the following seven years his
mark recurs on copper plates.
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Fig. 3 Stas's 1604-dated monogram on Isabella Francken, Christ on
tire Road to Calvary. signed 'DEN.lON.FF. FECIT ET [NV.'.
50.3 x 66.3cm. Photo: Christie's, Amsterdam.

=
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This pr<X:edure reflects a special concern for precision in the
production of this rigid support, The plate, painted by Ambrosius
Bosschaert I, Chinese Vase with Flowers (Madrid, Museo
Thyssen-Bomemisza, accession no. 1958.4.) is tentatively dated
1609·10. and shows signs of having been rolled. The traditional
method of making sheets of copper was by hammering, either in
coppersmiths' workshops or by water-driven batteries or
hammers: [17]. The rolling of iron, anel [lrohahly copper. began
towards the end of the sixteenth century in an area along the river
Meuse which was the most important copper and brass centre of
the sixteenth century, with towns such as Liege, Achen and
Dinant being the most significant [181.

In 1608 tht: pUII~h-lIIaJ1<s 011 dated plates had not changed,
although it appears that Stas did not possess a punch with the
figure 'S', but used the '0' stamped twice, one above the other.
This was rccordcd on the back of II Portrait (~f a Mall (London.
Phillips, 1991) (Fig. 6). The punch-mark from 1609 is similar in
design to the former, and is recorded on the reverse of another
painting by Osias Beert I, Still Life with Oysters (London,
Sotheby's. 11.12.96, lot. 26; signed with monogram lower left:
'OBF'),

From Ih~ year 1(;10 only one dated mark has been found.
appearing on the back of Jan Brueghel I's Lcmdscape ",ith
Travellers tThe Hague. private collection). This app<::ars to b~ dl~

latest recorded mark of P.:eter Stas and, interestingly, all the
punches for monogram, figures and the Antwerp brand that
appear on this plate must have been newly acquired (Fig. 7). In
the dates recorded prior to 1610 the punches used for the zero
were always 2.5mm in diameter, while the other figures were
4mm high. On the plate from 1610 all figures have been reduced
to identical heights of2mm. The personal, circular mark has been
enlarged, from 9 to 10mm in diameter. Some effort was therefore
made by the Stempelsnider, the maker of punches. and rhe
acquisition must have been costly for Slas.

Another feature that is also different on the 1610 plate is that
the Antwerp hand is exchanged for the entire Antwerp brand: a
castle with three towers tlanked by two hands. This particular
punch-mark is positioned above Slas's mark. Wheth~r Stas's
professional career terminated in 1610, when he was about 45
years of age, is not known. Archival information about financial
transactions in 1616 informs us of Stas's continucd presence in
Antwerp,

Fig. 6 Rubbing of 1608 marks on the back of Portrait of0 Mall (style
of O. van Veen). The figure '8' has been produced by stamping
Ihe '0' twice, one over the other.

Fig. 5 Rubbing of 1607 marks on lhe back af Osias Been I, Slil/ Lifl
wit/r Fl'llit, 43.2 x 61.5cm. Newhouse Galleries, New York,
1992.

Comparing several of these marks, it becomes evident that it is
the Antwerp hand, whi~h has b~~11 illl.:lud~u withill Sta5'S
personal mark.

This is important information: it tells us that not every single
copper plate was chcckcd by an assay-master, as in theory would
be the case with the panelmakers' panels a decade later [9, 14,
l51. The concept of having only sporadic checks of the pro­
duction within a guild was not unique to eoppersmith~. For
example, within the pewtermakers' craft this practice was estab·
lished during the sixteenth century, when they began to mark
their production themselves with a t]lIality mark [16]. However,
even if Stas's personal mark from now on included the Antwerp
hand, he commonly continued punching an extra Antwerp hand
next to the earl ier marie

All Stas's plates from 1602 until 1606 display the Antwerp
hand pla~ed below his pelsollalmonoglam. In IG07 this practice
changes; from then on the Antwerp hand is placed above Stas's
circular mark. A Still Life wi/h Fruit by Osias Beert I (before
1585-1624) shows this (New York, Newhouse Galleries, 1992).
The plate displays Stas's personal mark, including the Antwerp
hand. and also the separate Antwerp hand (Fig. 5). Showing the
Antwerp hand twice would certainly eliminate any doubt as to
the place of origin of the plate. Above this was stamped the
assay-master's monogram 'W/GB', first in use in 1587, which
confirms the hypothesis that the separale Antwerp hand wa" in
fact stamped into the plates by Stas himself. The monogram
'W/UH' must therefore be associated with the occasional
inspection by the assay-master.

The positioning of a mark exactly in the centre of the plate
would SC::~III elllirdy unnecessary. However. Stas sometimes
operated this way, as can be seen on a plate from 1607. The back
of the plate has been scored in order to find the accurate centre,

Fig. ~ Rubbings of two 1605-dateU plate from a series of four, Anon.
(after P. Bril). Gall..ria Dori. Pamphilj. Rome, inv. Fe 298. 29<>
NOle that '1605' was constructed by four individual punches.
und the zero is identical to '0' in 'ANNo'.

-==
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APPENDIX: PEETER STAS'S BIOGRAPHY

1608. The monogram 'W/GB' indicates a sporadic check on the
quality of the plates.

4- Denuce. J.• D~ AHtwerIJsdu.' 'Konstkamers', /JJ\'elltorissell rem
kltnstllerZ(lmdingel1 te Antl\'erpfll ill de /6e ell 17e etllll'(.'II.

's-Gravenhage (1932).

I
Maria

I
Ysaac

± 1583-

I
Hans

Peeteren Huybrecht + Maria van VIassenaer
1

I
PeeterStas

>1565-1616<

As Stas's earliest recorded plate is dated 15&7, he would have been born
c. 1565. The result of a preliminary investigation by Jan Van Damme in
the Antwerp archives resulted in a wealth of information on a Peeter Stas
and his transactions in real eslate. Peeter Stas is recorded as a guardian
(for which one had to be 25 years of age) in 1602. In 1608 Ysaac Stas,
Peeter's younier brother, is recorded as a loodgieltr (lead-smelter). The
latest information we have about Stas is from 1616.

The SI I.uk.'s Build records [19. n, pp. 269. 273] also mention" Peeter
Stas entering the guild as a plaetdrllkker (printer) in 1655. This cannot be
the same Peeter Sus, as he would then have been :!round 90 yeaTS old.
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Tile c/zrollology

As we do not have any secure records of the design of the early
mark from 1587. the present chronology runs from 1602 until

1610.

1602-/605

Mark no. I (Fig. 1). It consists of a heart crowned by the figure
'.f, within the heart the monogram ·PS'. The Antwerp hand is
iIllIJ't:s,c,1 beluw Stas's mark, and measures 3 x 2.7mm. If dated,

Ihe figures would be 4mm high, ex;cept the '0' which is only
2.5mm (Fig. 3).

1605-1609
The Antwerp hand is larger, 3.5 x 3mm (Figs. 2,4).

Fig. 7 Rubbing of Stas's mark (diameter IOmm) from 1610. Above is
the Antwerp brand (6 x 8mm overall), on Jan Ilrueghel I, Lalld·
scape wilh Tral'elltrs. Private collection, The Nelherlands.

/fJ/U and laler

Mark no. :l (Fig. 7) h"s a dr-sign identical to the former, but is

slightly larger, diameter lOmm. The Antwerp hand is substituted
by the Antwerp brand, castle and two hands. If dated.. all the

figures would now be of equal height. 2mm.

WIGB: tire assay-masler

A nllmber of Stas' s plates show not Qnly his own monogram, and
the Antwerp hand, but also the assay-master's monogram
'WfGB'. This is often placed near one edge of the plate. 'W/GB'
is recorded on only five out of the 69 marked plates by Stas: the
carliest from 1587, two from 1606, one from 16U7, and one from

1606-/609
Mnrk no. 1. is circulnr (two indentations lower right), diameter

9mm.

1607-1609 (md later

The Antwerp hand is positioned above the personal mark (Figs.
5.6).

DATING OF STAS'S PLATES
Of the several hundreds of plates examined, we have recorded in
total 40 plates fully marked Gild dated. Almost double that
number (79) are only stamped with Stns's monogram nnd the

Antwerp hand. These undated plates so far fit within the chrono­
logy discussed above. This implies that when the back of a
painting on copper displays a s['P.cific ('ombinntion of features

found in Stas's marks in combination with the Antwerp hand or
brand, a reasonable date for the plate can be proposed. As with

watermarks and branded Antwerp panels, a dating of marked
paintings on copper is now possible. Of course some caution
lIIust be expresst:d. as IJai1l1t:rs may not always have executed

their works in exactly the same year as they were supplied with
the plates. The large number of unmarked copper plates, how­
~ver. must remnin anonymous.
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