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A MIXED METAL WHITING SAFE IN THE JAPANESE TASTE 

By Neil Shapiro 

The Whiting Manufacturing Company of New 
York (1866-1924) produced a mixed metal match 
safe that measures 1 ¼” x 2 ½” x 3/8”, circa 1880 -
1890. When the safe is examined by collectors they 
generally assume that it portrays a rooster on one 
side and a devil on the other, but that is not the 
case at all. Rather, Whiting, who produced three 
known mixed metal safes in the Aesthetic mode, 
has made a safe that is in the Japanese manner and 

depicts important Japanese  cultural symbols. 
 
The match safe actually has a cockerel on one side standing on a rounded mound. 
This is the American artist’s attempt to re-create the Japanese symbol of a      
cockerel on a drum, an enduring Japanese symbol of peace and happiness. The  
obverse has an Oni, a Japanese devil or imp, which is generally depicted as   
fierce-looking but is usually considered a prankster rather than a malignant devil. 
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When artistically  rendered, Onis have large 
heads with small horns protruding from the         
forehead, a large mouth, fierce fangs and   
bristling eyebrows, much like the one on this 
safe. 
 
The Japanese almost always carefully        
considered the background of their art. On this 
safe the artist has created a tactile overall   
pattern that fits easily into the hand and      
creates a stunning backdrop for the figures. 
The design erases the space between the lid 
and the body of the safe as well as the striker, 
which is integrated into the overall pattern. 
  
The elements of this safe - subject matter, 
color, shape, symmetry and surface area  -  are 
all affected by the artist’s attempt to create a 
Japanese aesthetic. The Japanese considered a 
bright, shiny background as vulgar; hence, the 
artist tried to emulate a technique known as 
ishime (stone ground), a pattern of various   
irregular shaped surfaces in the fretwork-like background. The mixed metal    
techniques and the  subject matter all echo the Japanese artistic style of the late 
Edo and early Meiji periods. 
 
While not as well known as Tiffany or Gorham, Whiting was an internationally  
famous  manufacturer of silver products. An official French government report on 
American silver-smithing in 1893 ranked Whiting third behind Tiffany and      
Gorham in both taste and production. The production part is puzzling since    
Whiting was known for its relatively small production output:  “... Whiting, unlike 
bigger firms, Gorham’s and Tiffany’s, produced exceptional handmade           
silverware in relatively small quantities.”  (Charles L. Venable, Silver in America, 
Harry Abrams, New York, 1994, p. 153, italics added.) 
 
Using Charles Osborne’s designs, Whiting produced some of its most remarkable 
silverware. Osborne’s style was a mixture of “Hindoo, Japanese, and           
Chinese” (Venable, p.153), and this is evident in this safe. Many of the foremost 
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silver manufacturers in America were led by brilliant designers - Gorham’s        
F. Antoine Heller and Wm. Codman; Tiffany’s Albert Southwick; and Reed &     
Barton’s W. C. Beattie and A. F. Jackson, etc. - who had either received        
their  training or were born in other countries, and who had early access to     
Japanese artistic sensibilities, as Japanese art was first circulated in France        
and then throughout Europe. Osborne was born and trained in America, but he        
undoubtedly had access to some of the Japanese artistic ware that was available in 
America, as well as the Tiffany library where there were a significant number of 
Japanese art books - Osborne worked for Tiffany for a period of time. 
 
This safe by Whiting, rather than focusing on the reproduction of the natural 
world, which is what the Japanese influence on American design was noted for, 
attempts to depict a Japanese myth and symbol and is undoubtedly an early        
attempt by Whiting to capture the Japanese idiom in silver. It is an American     
exercise in trying to represent a part of Japanese culture rather than an artistic 
style. 


	NEW MEMBERS

	Awkerman, Robert W. (#241) Judith

	199 Chases Lane

	Middletown, RI 02842 USA

	Brown, Theodore N. (#244) Rose

	119 Golf View Drive

	Little Egg Harbor, NJ 08087-4223 USA

	Interests: Safes with advertisements

	Davina, Lowell (#242) Pat

	701 Deborah Drive

	Roswell, NM 88201 USA

	Phone: 505-622-3991

	Email: ldavina@dfn.com

	Interests: Just starting collection

	Turini, Leo (#204) Dot

	28 Hudson Road Box 54

	Temple, NH 03084 USA

	Phone: 603-878-1947

	Email: leoanddot@surfglobal.net

	Proctor, Gary (#243) Susie

	66 Gettysburg

	Coatesville, IN 46121 USA

	Phone: 765-386-2528

	Email: sproctor@ccrtc.com

	Interests: All

	Proske, John (#240)

	3 Grove Farm Road

	Pittstown, NJ 08867  USA

	Phone: 908-238-9987 Fax: 908-238-9986

	Email: jproske@patmedia.net

	Website:  http://www.vestacases.com

	Interests: British Silver

	UPDATES

	Antonelli, John (#015)

	Omit work number

	Fax: 540-554-2682

	Email: j.antonelli@jantonelli.com

	Biskovitz, Yecheal (#201)

	P.O. Box 10305

	Ramat-Gan 52002 Israel

	Phone: +972-54-4849175

	Email: yecheal@yahoo.com

	Interests: Japanese

	Bull, Christopher (#170)

	Email: ilivebarefoot@yahoo.com

	Giraud, Joyclyn (#011)

	Email: albe1010@cox.net

	Schmidt, Tony (#126) Kris

	7160 Goodrich Hwy.

	Oakland, OR 97462 USA

	Phone: 541-849-3647

	Email: kick_save@msn.com

	MARKET TRENDS
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