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A $150 million lawsuit against the Hunt brothers of Dallas went to trial yesterday in Manhattan, with a lawyer representing the leading Peruvian mineral company accusing the Hunts of engaging in an elaborate scheme in 1979 and 1980 to manipulate silver prices.

The lawyer, Mark A. Cymrot, told the 10 jurors in a crowded courtroom in United States District Court that Nelson Bunker Hunt, William Herbert Hunt and Lamar Hunt had been ''greedy, power-hungry and unscrupulous'' in trying to corner the silver market.

As a result, he said, his client, Minpeco S.A., lost $150 million when the value of silver futures contracts declined sharply. Minpeco is owned by the Peruvian Government. Hunts' Position Stated

In his opening remarks, the Hunts' lawyer, Paul J. Curran, said that the wild fluctuations in silver prices - to $50 an ounce by early 1980, from $9 an ounce in the fall of 1979 - had been caused not by the Hunts, but by changes in the world economic climate.


''Minpeco is obviously looking for someone to blame for the fact that silver prices rose during the later part of 1979 and early 1980,'' Mr. Curran said. ''But the evidence will show that silver, like gold and other precious metals, went up in response to other events.''

Using several large brown, green and blue charts, Mr. Curran told the jurors that the prices of precious metals had climbed in late 1979 because of the seizure of the United States Embassy in Iran, the evacuation of Americans from 10 Moslem countries and the Soviet Union's incursion into Afghanistan.

Mr. Curran said the Hunts had invested in silver, art and other items ''as a hedge against inflation.'' He contended that Minpeco's losses were caused by an inexperienced official who supervised the company's investments in futures contracts. Brothers Not Present

Even if Minpeco can prove a conspiracy, Mr. Curran said, it would not be able to show that it had been injured as a result. Since the company held substantial positions in precious metals, he contended that the company would have benefited handsomely from the rise in silver prices.

''Assuming Minpeco lost money on its futures trading, Minpeco has to prove that the price increase that caused it to lose money on its futures contracts was more than it made on its silver sales and commissions,'' Mr. Curran said. ''Minpeco's damages are no more than rank speculation.''
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The Hunt brothers were not in court yesterday. Mr. Cymrot said that they had stayed away to avoid being compelled to testify. Mr. Curran said that the Hunts have provided depositions that would be available to the jurors.

At their height, the Hunts held silver investments totaling more than $15 billion and representing almost 400 million ounces, Mr. Cymrot said in his opening statement. The brothers, who ultimately lost $1.1 billion when the market plummeted in 1980, also face a class-action lawsuit brought by 17,000 investors and an administrative proceeding begun last fall by the Commodities Futures Trading Commission. $64.65 Million Settlement Minpeco has already settled for $64.65 million in related claims brought against six other financial institutions. In the case against the Hunts, the Peruvian company contends that the Hunts violated Federal racketeering, antitrust and commodities laws and have committed fraud.

In addition to the Hunts, the suit names as co-conspirators two Saudi Arabian sheiks - Ali bin-Mussallam and Mohammad Aboud al-Amoudi -as well as Mahmoud Fustok, a Saudi businessman; Naji Nahas, a Lebanese citizen who lives in Brazil, and the International Metals Investment Company, a Bermuda partnership.
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Mr. Cymrot said that the Hunts had acted with the other defendants to purchase and deliver as much silver as possible to corner the market and ''squeeze out all competitors.''

Peter Fleming, a lawyer representing Mr. Fustok, told the jury that his client had bought between $35 million and $40 million worth of silver at $9 an ounce in 1979. The investment resulted from the advice of Nelson Bunker Hunt, shortly after they had dinner near Paris, he said.

''He made the investment solely as a hedge against inflation,'' Mr. Fleming said.

The case, expected to last three months, is being heard before Judge Morris E. Lasker.

