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OYSTER PLATE

BY DENNIS HOCKMAN

e pearl is not the only gem imparted
by the simple bivalve Crassostrea vir-
ginica—the Atlantic oyster. While not

considered a gem in the literal sense, the
highly decorative and highly valued
antique oyster plate has become highly
collectible as well. Once as common as
teacups, oyster plates have gone the
way of oysters themselves. Prominent
in the mid to late 1800s through the
early 1900s, the demand for oyster
plates dwindled as oysters became
less abundant and more expen-
sive. Today, these decorative,
often ornate, plates are seldom
used for oysters. . :

PHOTOGRAPHY BY STRAIGHT SHOTS PRODUCT PHOTOGRAPHY

B 46 CHEsAPEAKEHOME MARCH/APRIL 2003



According to oyster plate collector
John Collicr, during the Victorian era
when the Industrial Revolution trans-
formed the production of tableware in
Europe and the United States, oyster
plates were simply included as part of full
dinner service. Collier, who sells his col-
lection through Camelot
Antiques in  Easton,
Maryland, notes that the
elaborate decorations
common to oyster
plates are a product
obSE s the time.
Previously, only the
wealthy could afford
dinnerware featuring
colorful designs, pat-
terns and decoration. With %
recent advancements in the &%
production process, man-
ufacturers of the time
were able to more
atinued on page 49

lica produced between 1865 and 1890 is a m
\The six-section plates with textured backgrounds a _
anese Chrysanthemum plates. The four-well plate is referred to as a ladies
cobalt blue plate and the multi-hued plate with a blue center were

e Thomas Minton Company.
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ABoVE: Satsuma earthenware pottery oyster
plates are a prized rarity. The plate here dates
between 1870 and 1890, is hand enameled,
signed by the artist, and features shell feet on
the underside of the plate.

LEFT: Continental Austrian Oyster Plates were
typically square with oyster wells arranged in a
circular center. The Mark & Gutherz plate shown
here was manufactured in Carlsbad, Austria
between 1870 and 1900.



Opposite:

The popular “Turkey Plate” style was pro-
duced by Haviland & Company, Limoges,
France. The porcelain plates were either dec-
orated by Haviland or by an American import
firm. The original motif was designed by
Theodore Davis for President Rutherford B.
Hayes, but the design became quite popular
and many varieties now exist.

commonly offer the beauty and color
previously only available to the wealthy
elite. But that is not to say that all oyster
plates were overly decorative. Occa-
sionally undecorated “blanks” would be
produced overseas and decorated after
import to the United States. Some oys-
ter plates remained undecorated or bore
little decoration at all.,

In the heyday of oyster plates, oys-
ters themselves were prevalent and eaten
often enough that plates specifically
designed for serving oysters made as
much sense as salad plates do today. The
typical oyster plate would serve five or six
oysters by holding them in individual
“wells” Smaller plates, those containing
four wells, are often referred to as ladies’
plates. As a way to estimate the number
of oyster plates made during the time of
production, Collier offered a simple
ratio—for every 100 plates produced,

one was an oyster plate. Despite the per-

vasiveness of oyster plates among manu-
facturers, they, like any product, were
guided by the law of supply and
demand. Therefore, oyster plates were
less common in areas of the Midwest, for
example, where oysters were a rarity.

Since transporting fresh seafood was
uncommon until recently, oysters were
only commonly available to people liv-
ing along the Atlantic or Pacific coasts.
Moreover, oyster plates were more
widespread in harbor towns and popu-
lation centers where both availability
and consumption tended to be greater.
This fact of history has left much of the
United States with little exposure to
oyster plates. In fact, even among
antique collectors, Collier has noted a
relative lack of awareness, “Many of the
people I meet refer to oyster plates as egg
plates”

So what makes oyster plates so col-
lectible, and how does one determine

continued on page 51
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plasma screen and state-of-the-art praducts from Mclntosh, Marantz, Yamaha, i
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THE
OYSTER PLATE

SHowN HERe: Quimper Oyster Plates are
produced in a centuries old tradition of
French pottery. The plates here were
manufactured and decorated between 1890
and 1925 in Quimper, France, a pottery
producing town in located along the Brittany
coast. Many Quimper plates depict scenes
representing life in Brittany.
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