
The Early Years of the Porcelain 

Manufactory of Vincennes

BY ANTOINE D’ALBIS 
English Translation by Mary-Louise Galloway-Okajima

A persistent tradition attributes the founding of the Manufacture de Vincennes to 
a china painter and a thrower. Their names are still famous: the Dubois brothers. 
It is said that they fled with the soft paste porcelain formula from the Chantilly 
porcelain factory where they were employed and took refuge in the Vincennes cas
tle. There they began making porcelain wares which they ‘went to sell in Paris’. 
Jean Louis Orry de Fulvy, Director of the Compagnie des Indes, who was interested 
in their work granted them 10,000 pounds on behalf of King Louis XV in order that 
they might continue their research and perfect their production processes. But it is 
said that the Dubois brothers used this sum for the purpose of drinking instead of 
research. Orry de Fulvy, furious at this turn of events, asked their employee 
Francois Gravant to advance the work of the Dubois brothers, since he had access 
to their secret formulas. Gravant succeeded in perfecting the porcelain and the 
Dubois brothers, humiliated, left the Manufacture de Vincennes which, from this 
moment, and thanks to Gravant, entered fully into the glorious destiny that history 
reserved for it.

This legend is suspect for several reasons. Orry de Fulvy, amongst other respon
sibilities held in 1738 was also Royal Commissioner for the Compagnie des Indes. 
Under his direction, the company had undergone an expansion which was well- 
known by everyone. It is difficult to imagine how two incompetent drunkards could
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have put anything over on such a person as dc Fulvy. In addition to that, if the soft 
paste produced by the Dubois brothers had been of bad quality, why then would 
de Fulvy have given them, on behalf of the King, the 10,000 pounds? Moreover, 
had it been of poor quality, why would he have asked Gravant to get hold of the 
formula? Furthermore, it can be seen that in 1738, the Chantilly soft paste was 
covered by a high tin content glaze in order to hide the fact that it was neither very 
white nor very translucent, whereas the oldest porcelains from Vincennes arc known 
for their remarkable whiteness and translucency.

A letter from one of the founders, an associate of the Dubois brothers, Claude 
Humbert Gerin, gives a totally different version of the facts. This letter, accom
panied with notebooks containing porcelain formulas, was transcribed by Jean 
Hellot, director of the Academic des Sciences (TAV. CLXXb).

On 16 March 1750, Claude Humbert Gerin, Head of the handle and spout atelier 
of the Manufacture de Porcelain de Vincennes, feeling his end near, handed over 
to Jean-Francois dc Verdun de Montchiroux, one of the very first shareholders of 
the enterprise, a sealed envelope containing a letter as well as three notebooks of for
mulas and compositions.

On this envelope which was signed by Gerin, Verdun wrote the following text:
• ‘This envelope, sealed with the seal of Mon. Gerin was handed over to me by the 

aforementioned Gerin to stay in my hands in deposit until the case of his sickness 
be decided, having promised to return it sealed to him if he returns and if God 
disposes of him to only open it in presence of his wife and to obtain for her a 
recompense from the manufactory in proportion to the usefulness of the secrets 
enclosed therein, and what the cost was to him to acquire them’ (1).
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Two weeks later, on 5 April 1750, Gerin died at the age of 45, and it seems that 
Verdun, scrupulous by nature, did not open the sealed envelope. The envelope was 
entrusted to Courteille, Intendant des Finances, who *in 1751 had the manufacture 
de Porcelain in his department* (2).

Less than two months after the death of Orry de Fulvy (3), who was director of 
the factory for nearly 10 years, the envelope was put into the hands of Jean Hellot, 
member of the Academy of Sciences (4), on 27 June 1751. Hellot had been re
quested two days earlier by the Controleur General des Finances, Machault d*Ar- 
nouville (TAV. CLXXa) (5), to gather together and publish all the processes of the 
manufacture of soft paste porcelain in Vincennes on behalf of the King. Regarding 
the envelope, Hellot wrote:

T found a small creased notebook of meagre contents, a large book which contain
ed various articles on soft paste and glaze experiments, and a small book, wherein 
his secret, for whatever its worth, is well-described in an orderly manner, and in ad
dition to this, a letter* (TAV. CLXXIb) (6).

Gerin*s letter, addressed to Verdun, is particularly surprising, for if we are to 
believe the author, it could throw new light on the present day information we 
possess concerning the early period of the history of Vincennes (7).

Gerin* s Letter

MONSIEUR GERIN’S LETTER
I have thought about what you asked me regarding the secret of porcelain and glazes, about 
which I have nothing to hide. I am entirely ready, to put everything I have discovered at 
your disposal, during these 12 years of experimentation, done with roughly 7,000 pounds 
which I spent, and of which I shall send you a brief account. After several experiments done 
at Chantilly as well as at Pont Sainte Maxence or at Saint-Germain-en-Laye in 1740. 
I was presented with my associates, the Dubois, to the Marquis du Chatelet who is no more 
ignorant than Monsieur de Fulvy that all the experiments and expenses of the first establish
ment were borne by me. It is true that Monsieur de Fulvy promised me verbally to reimburse 
me as soon as he had formed a company, but this was the first thing which he forgot, and 
in fact it was I who supported this first establishment accorded by the Marquis du Chatelet 
for 18 months until Monsieur Fagon and Monsieur de Fulvy came to Vincennes and judged 
it necessary to establish us at the tour de la Surintendance, having transported the materials 
and tools that served us from the tour du diable as well as from the tour du Roi.

It was there that I worked miserably, dying from hunger and putting myself into debt, 
in order to carry out my own research; and it was at this moment that Gravant joined the 
manufactory: distressed to be penniless, he entered as an underling, but since then has 
become master and jettisoned his first protectors: the Dubois brothers and myself, in such 
a way, that things are going from bad to worse for me.

I searched for the secret of the English earthenware. I found it, and having recovered a 
privilege for it, I began producing it in the Faubourg Saint-Antoine where / lived for 2 Z2 
years and where I made other experiments on porcelain. Then I sold my part of that 
establishment, which amounted to one third of the sum of 20,000 pounds which served in 
part to pay the debts I had made at Vincennes. After which I was asked to return to Vincen
nes where I have been for three years and some months: having being there for several 
months, and seeing that what they had, wasn’t worth much, I proposed to Monsieur de 
Fulvy some new theories I had just discovered. He impressed on me that he needed neither 
paste nor glazes; that his were excellent. However I didn lt see a single successful piece 
amongst those thrown or moulded. Monsieur de Fulvy; seeing never the less, that his enter
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prise was going very badly, ordered me to make some paste. I made it at my very own ex
pense and I still have it.

The reason I still have it, is because I gave the kilns-slakers several hints to improve 
the outcome of the pieces which they are still using today and Monsieur de Fulvy, seeing 
that things were going better, didn *t condescend to ask me for my paste.

There you are sir a short resume of the various situations in which I have found myself 
with regard to porcelain.

I was willing to bear the trouble, but I hoped that the porcelain would have, at least, 
borne thefinancial outlay. I in no way wish to tax you sir, but the situation with my health, 
and my obligations towards my family, require me to speek to you about this matter.

I shall tell you the secret of the paste and of the low and high fire glazes you prefer, and 
the way to make the saggers for their firing and the crucibles too. The secrets will be well 
detailed and without risk. I should like also, before doing anything, to give you some 
samples, to see whether they suit your requirements.

Verdun, who in August of 1751 was owner of 44 shares in the company whose 
capital amounted to 194 titles (8), was in no way ignorant of the fact that since 11 
April 1748 the Manufacture de Vincennes was tied to Gravant by an excessively 
binding contract. It stipulated that Gravant, furnisher of the soft paste and its glaze, 
would receive the sum of 24,000 pounds plus 1,200 pounds annually, to which could 
be added a bonus of 2,400 pounds if in return he supplied soft paste and glaze of 
the same quality as that furnished at the signing of the contract for 8 years.

Upon expiration of the contract, the secret was to be transferred by Fulvy’s 
solicitor with whom it was to be deposited until 1756, to two shareholders to be 
designated after due deliberation (9).

The financial difficulties of the manufacture in 1751, and the death of Fulvy, 
although stipulated in the contract, caused many questions to be raised, and ended 
in the nomination of Jean Hellot who was charged to reveal, exclusively for the 
crown, all the processes of the soft paste porcelain at Vincennes.

It was thus probably the academy member who broke the seal on Gerin’s letter. 
Is the content of his letter credible or on the contrary does it express the sentiments 
of a disillusioned man who attempted to discredit the important and lucrative role 
played by Gravant?

The first indication is striking: the date of 1740. Did Gerin, weak and afflicted, 
dictate his letter or did he write it himself?

Should it read ‘at Pont Sainte Maxence (10) and at Saint-Germain-en-Laye in 
the year of 1740’, or rather, to the contrary, and in case Gerin dictated his letter, 
’in the year 1740, I was introduced by my associates, the Dubois brothers to the 
Marquis du Chatelet’?

In this case, the founding of the Manufacture de Vincennes goes back to this date 
and not to 1738, which is the date usually cited.

In his second book, Hellot wrote in 1759 ‘La Manufacture was established initial
ly in the Vincennes castle by the Dubois brothers in 1740. In 1740 the defunct Mon
sieur de Fulvy took it into his charge’ (11).

It is then clearly a question of the 1740’s, as confirmed by Millot in his memoirs 
written in 1768 entitled: ‘The Origin of the Royal Porcelain Manufactory in 1740’ 
(12). Although less credible, Bachelier speaks of 1740 in his historical memoirs as
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well (13). In addition, Verdun begins his report addressed to the minister in 1751 
by ‘In 1740 a project was conceived to establish in France a porcelain manufactory 
at Vincennes, the men named Dubois claim to have the secret’ (14).

If we accept the date of 1740, one element of the letter is verified: the moment 
when Fulvy began to take charge of the Manufacture, for his accounts began in 
May, 1741 (15). Whereas Gerin wrote ‘I supported this first establishment accorded 
by Monsieur du Chatelet for 18 months until Monsieur Fagon and Monsieur de 
Fulvy came to Vincennes’ (16).

One point in any case is certain; it was before this that Gerin began his research 
of porcelain, for Hellot reveals in his books a frit formula dating from 1734. This 
frit already contained calcinated alum (17).

Il

Girin's Personality
Having worked for 3 years, Gerin, accompanied by the Dubois brothers, left 
Vincennes to found with his associate Edme Serrurier, the ‘Pont aux Choux’ fac
tory. It is indisputably he who discovered the composition of the English white ear
thenware, since on 30 July 1743, a grant was awarded to him by the king in order 
to open a white earthenware factory. This grant, obtained after deliberation by the 
Conseil du Commerce stipulates: ‘By his research, his expenditures and his applica
tion, he has come to discover the secret of white earthenware identical to that of 
England’.

From 1744, the production at the Pont aux Choux attained 8,144 pieces, to reach 
58,000 in 1765 (18). The formula seemed to be reliable. On 4 July 1746, Gerin left 
the Pont aux Choux. He indicated in his letter: ‘I was called to Vincennes’. This 
affirmation is confirmed by Millot who, having realised how difficult the firing of 
porcelain was, wrote:

‘I brought the pieces of porcelain in order to fire Monsieur Gravant’s glaze in 
secret at the Manufacture de terre d’Angleterre, rue dc Charenton, fauxbourg 
Saint-Antoine. Having done this experiment, Monsieur Gerin was brought to 
Vincennes to be consulted on the construction and success of this kiln. He replied 
that he would do it at his own expense, and that if the decoration fire was not 
satisfactory, he would not ask to be remunerated. The kiln being a success, he 
received 3,000 pounds in recompense (19).’

This kiln which was probably constructed at Vincennes under a lean-to near the 
Surintendence Tower, served to fire the decorated ware from this period until 1802 
at Sevres, to where it had been transferred. Brongniart gave a detailed description 
of it in his treatise entitled ‘Traitc des Arts Ceramiqucs’ (20). This kiln was built 
to fire on-glaze decoration. It allowed for the ware to be suspended on metal rods 
and introduced progressively into the firing chamber, thus reducing the violent 
shock of the temperature. Millot attested that the thermal shock caused breakage of 
almost half the kiln load. If he is willing to recognise that Gerin invented the kiln, 
Millot, on the other hand, revendicates the invention of the metal rod system. He 
said:

‘I went secretly to the Vincennes castle locksmith in order to make two tripods 
such as the ones we have today. I tried them out in the kiln to sec whether they 
would fall and if they were resistant’.

In order for the ware to be thus suspended, it was necessary to pierce a small 
orifice in the foot of the pieces (TAV. CLXXc) (21).

Another of Gerin’s inventions at Vincennes is of note. He indicates in his letter
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3. Gravant’s House in Sevres. Coloured Drawing. End of the 18th Century.

that ‘having passed several months there and seeing that the production was of little 
worth, ... ‘I did not see one single piece of any value among those cast or thrown, 
Monsieur de Fulvy asked me to make up the clay, which I did at my own expense, 
and I still have it. The reason why I still have it is because I taught the kiln loaders 
how to make the pieces come out successfully and they still do it that way today’.

Gerin is referring to the firing supports of refractory clay which are indispensable 
during the biscuit fire to avoid warpage of the ware. The refractory clay composition 
is made of equal parts of ‘green clay, marl, and clay from Fecan’. In addition he 
noted that ‘It is with this composition that the saggers are still being made in 
1751-52’ (22). It is also possible that Gerin proposed supporting the thrown or 
pressed ware with sand.

It should be noted that regarding the flowers in soft paste, because of the complex
ity of the way they were conceived and the thinness of their petals, they must have 
fired more easily both in the biscuit and decoration firings in comparison with the 
more voluminous pieces such as the plates or service ware. That, then, is the ex
planation for Gerin having said ‘I did not see one single piece of any value among 
those thrown or cast. It is then possible that the first pieces that allowed for a regular 
production at Vincennes were the flowers. It is worth recalling that Gravant’s wife, 
Henriette Mille, was the head of the workshop where these flowers were produced 
(TAV. CLXXIc) (24).

Gerin’s Collection of Writings
When Hellot opened the ‘enveloppe scaled with three seals’ that Courteille gave 
him, his attention was drawn to ‘a small book where his secret, for whatever its
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worth, is well-detailed and in order*. In addition to the precision on the provenance 
of the ingredients and their preparation, Gerin gives the composition of his clay. 
This composition differs little from the one used at Vincennes, and whose secret was 
jealously guarded by Gravant.

Frit (26) 
hard frit

G6rin’s 
soft fritFrit: Gravant’s Frit

Melted Salpetre 
Gabelle Salt 
Calcinated Alum 
Alicante Soda Ash

21.7%
7.2%
3.7% >
3.7% 18.3%
3.7%

60.0%

21.7%
8.7%

9.1%
18.2%

Gypsum
34.8%
34.8%

54.5%
18.2%

Sand
Calcinated flint

100100100

Clay:
Gerin’s clayGravant’s Clay 

75.0 73.366.7Frit
15.016.716.7Whiting

Marl
Moret clay 
Calcinated Gypsum

8.3
7.58.3
4.28.3

100100100

Gravant’s clay composition strongly resembles that of Gerin, who, the ledgers 
prove, did research on soft paste porcelain from 1734 or 1738.

The large quantity of potassium brought in by the melted salpetre in Gravant’s 
frit is compensated by the alum, a potassium aluminate, in the frit of Gerin, whose 
formula lacks the Gabelle salt, which is in turn compensated by the large amount 
of Alicante soda ash.

As for Gerin’s glaze, its composition was more complex than that of Gravant. 

The Chantilly Soft Paste Composition
In Gerin’s books, Hellot, among many other formulas, picks out one for clay which 
is much simpler (27).

Frit: 75%White sand 
Soda Ash 25%

100

67%Clay: Frit
33%Marl

100
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Hcllot indicates that it is ‘Sirou’s’ composition; that is, Sicairc Ciron, the founder 
of Chantilly. Gerin, then, must have been aware of it.

Caillat, who was a painter and colour maker at Vincennes was arrested on 1 May 
1753 for having sold ‘the secrets to the Chantilly porcelain enterprise*. In his con
fiscated notebooks, Hellot discovered the composition of the Dubois brothers’ clay
(28).

)Frit: Etampcs sand 
Calcinated flint 
Cartagcnc Soda Ash

77.9 81.7%

18.3%
8.8

100
Clay: Frit 67.0%

33.0%Marl

100

The Dubois brothers did, then, have the Chantilly porcelain formula. As can be 
seen, it is quite different from the one at Vincennes. Gravant most probably copied 
Gerin’s formula, and not that of the Dubois brothers, as tradition has had it.

Thus Millot’s commentary is explained when he writes: ‘Messieurs Dubois had 
worked at Chantilly with Monsieur Sirou. . . . Having pinched the secret of Sieur 
Sirou, they took refuge in the Vincennes castle in the Devil’s Tower, where they 
stayed and made tests and ware which they sold in Paris’ (29). In 1759, Hellot had 
already written about the Dubois brothers: ‘the first to have made Vincennes 
porcelain made off with the secret for it from Sieur Sirou’ (30).

Jean Francois de Verdun is, in 1750, one of the oldest shareholders of the 
Manufacture. He is not only ‘active and ambitious’ but also has great loyalty. It 
is because of his sense of honesty and also to ‘win over Monsieur de Machault and 
Madame de Pompadour’ that he suggested that the secrets become the property of 
the Crown. In fact he had the feeling that, even before the decease of Fulvy, Gravant 
had acquired too much power in the establishment. He therefore asked Gerin to 
relay to him the procedures he knew about. In addressing Gerin he knew precisely 
whom he was dealing with. It was, effectively, Gerin who had developed this clay 
(whose frit was so pure) as well as the firing procedures. It was he who discovered 
the composition of the English white earthenware, and who invented the passage 
kiln for the decoration firing, and he, who had perfected the refractory clay for the 
system of supports, and it was he, who was called to Vincennes in 1746 when the 
technical problems seemed insurmountable. Gcrin could have stayed at the Pont 
aux Choux as one of the associates, but he did not hesitate to return to Vincennes; 
having himself financed the first years of the manufactory by his own means, he is 
in a certain sense, its founder.

From seized formulas to ‘pinched secrets’, one is tempted to imagine the trajec
tory of the tragic destiny of Gerin and the Dubois brothers.

They had worked together at Chantilly where they became close friends. Gerin 
was an intelligent and educated man. He was interested in the composition of soft 
paste porcelain. The paste at Chantilly was neither translucent nor, more impor
tantly, truly white. An opaque tin glaze was used to cover the ware to give it more 
brightness. In 1734, Gerin discovered a way to give his frit the missing whiteness.
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This procedure consisted of including calcinated alum in the frit (31). Gerin had 
some savings. With that little nest egg, he wanted to start his own enterprise and 
tried to establish himself, first at Pont Sainte Maxence, later at Saint-Germain-cn- 
Laye and finally at Vincennes, where he was presented to the Marquis du Chatelet. 
The professional know-how of the Dubois brothers, one a china painter and the 
other a thrower, were of invaluable help. The Devil’s Tower offered them in
dependence and three little rooms converted into workshops, one on top of the 
other, where a dim ray of daylight found its way in through transepts that resembl
ed loopholes. The kiln was perhaps built in the castle moat invaded by weeds. To 
protect it from rain a lean-to with a tile roof was put up. The wood, cut into small 
sticks, dried as it should in the open air. A tiny stone staircase connected the moat 
to the workshops. These factory workers became entrepreneurs and had every hope 
of success. They then hired a workshop assistant: it was Frangois Gravant. At 
Vaureal where he had been a grocer, he had an earthenware workshop (32). He was 
then familiar with what were called ‘drugs’ in the 18th century. Interested in this 
little factory which produced such white porcelain ware (the ones from Saint Cloud 
and Chantilly were of lower quality), the Marquis du Chatelet, governor of the cas
tle spoke about it to Orry de Fulvy. De Fulvy was interested in porcelain ware, for 
he was Director of the Compagnie des Indes and possibly related to the jesuit Louis 
Frangois Orry, Procureur des Missions de Chine et des Indes (33). It was Louis 
Frangois Orry to whom was addressed in 1712 the well-known ‘curious and edify
ing letter’ of Father Entrecolles in which all the production procedures of the King- 
te-chen porcelain were described.

Orry de Fulvy became enthusiastic and obtained from the King, or perhaps from 
the Comptroleur General des Finances, Orry de Vignory, his own brother, 10,000 
pounds which he gave, in the name of the Crown, to the Manufacture.

After their independence, the three associates from then on acquired honour and 
the greatest recognition of their talents. Their highest hopes were justified.

In May, 1741, Orry de Fulvy began to finance the little Manufacture and in so 
doing took over its direction. However, the foundation of this was based on him 
knowing the secret of the soft paste and its glaze.. Fulvy naturally wanted to know 
this secret, but the founders, who did not wish to lose their independence so quickly, 
took some persuading.

Fulvy became irritated by this show of ingratitude; hadn’t he procured 10,000 
pounds for them on behalf of the King? He attempted then, to buy over the 
employee, to manoeuvre Gravant. Millot testified to the following: ‘As Messieurs 
Dubois had not wanted to give their secret to Monsieur de Fulvy to be perfected, 
Sieur Gravant, who knew how to make it from the Dubois brothers, was preyed 
upon to reveal everything (his ideas) and in so doing he would never lack the funds 
necessary to carry out his experiments’.

Gravant, who saw through this plan and what he could gain from it, bound 
himself to serve Fulvy with all due fidelity. From then on, he obtained his absolute 
confidence and took advantage of it, still without communicating the ‘secret’ until 
1748. In 1745, the shareholders being called upon to contribute to the capital 
demanded for the second time that Gravant’s formulas become the property of the 
Manufacture (34).

Besides the secret of the soft paste which he had from Gerin, the two formulas 
testified that Gravant had yet another means of exerting pressure on Fulvy. His wife 
Henriette directed the flower-modelling workshop. This production constituted the
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only truly reliable production in the factory (TAV. CLXXIc). A reduction of its 
output would be disastrous and this Fulvy knew well. Gcrin was right in saying that 
Gravant ‘had become the master’. He had already made Fulvy wait for 6 years 
before revealing his secret but now the shareholders demanded it and Gravant could 
no longer conceal it. He obtained from the company on 11 April 1748, after 
laborious negotiations during which he showed himself to be totally inflexible, the 
fabulous sum of 24,000 pounds payable 8 years later, in 1756 (35).

Gerin’s bitterness would have been boundless had he not known that Gravant had 
given Fulvy a porcelain composition that contained no frit, called ‘without salt’, 
which according to Hellot, became an object of a ‘poorly managed association bet
ween Gravant and Gerin . . . each mutually promising to keep an inviolable secret 
on the porcelain composition (composed of only two clays) and the one who revealed 
or sold the secret would be obliged to pay 10,000 pounds to the other one, his wife, 
or his heirs (36).

The following is the composition of this porcelain and it was based on the ‘clay 
from Chimay in the principality of Liege’.

1. One part clay and Vz of the calcinated alum.
2. One part clay and Vz of the calcinated gypsum.
3. One part clay and Vz of the calcinated stobes.
4. One part clay and Vz of the calcinated sand.
5. One part clay and Vz of the calcinated Nevers sand.

The Chimay clay was in fact kaolin which was used at the beginning of the 20th 
century by many Belgian industries (37). If one expresses this composition different
ly, it can be seen that it is in fact a formula for a high kaolin content hard paste 
porcelain. Fearing the loss of the advantages of his contract had it been tried, Gra
vant probably gave the composition to Fulvy together with the other compositions 
in April, 1748, one year after having promised an ‘inviolable secret’ to Gerin. It 
must be admitted, on the other hand, that the text did not give a glaze formula, nor 
any details concerning the refractory materials used in the kiln loading.

The deliberations of 1748 allowed that in 1756 Gravant would receive the promis
ed recompense. On 12 March 1756 he acquired ‘a house, buildings and gardens 
situated in Sevres near Saint Cloud, and several portions of land situated on the land 
of Sevres and Ville d’Avray’ for the sum of 26,000 pounds (TAV. CLXXd) (38). 

In 1759 the 24,000 pounds had yet to be paid. On 3 February, Gravant wrote 
letter to the shareholders of the Manufacture to remind them of their obligations. 

The gentlemen concerned had promised all to Gravant, and he prepared himself to 
purchase the said acquisition . . . since following the disappearance of Monsieur de 
Fulvy, he could no longer obtain a new title for the allowance of 1,200 pounds. 
When he addressed himself to Madame de Fulvy, he received the response ‘it was 
the debt of the gentlemen concerned, and if he returned to them in consequence, 
he would be sent to lodge an appeal without knowing against whom’. On the upper 
left hand corner of this request appeared the mention ‘No response received’ (39).

Gerin died on 7 April 1750. He left two young sons who were entrusted to his 
brother-in-law, Michel Gabin, a thrower at Chantilly. Siquaire Ciron, Gerin’s 
former employer offered them an annuity of 200 pounds (40).

It does not seem, then, that Ciron took offence by the fact that Gerin was inspired 
by his soft paste formulas. One can even think that it was he who told him, knowing

a
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full well that his own porcelain had yet to reach the standards of that at Meissen.
Ancient legend holds that the Dubois brothers stole the formula at Chantilly and 

that they took refuge at Vincennes in 1738; it also holds that they showed themselves 
to be incapable of producing porcelain and that they wasted their time in sterile liba
tions during which the 10,000 pounds from the King were swallowed up.

Was the story fabricated to hide what Orry de Fulvy, with Gravant as accomplice 
had obtained from Gerin’s secret, not to mention the workshop he had founded with 
the Dubois brothers (41).

Gravant died on 4 March 1765 at the age of ‘around 49*. His death certificate 
mentions ‘Inventor of the French Royal Porcelain*.

His house is still standing and the beauty of the pieces of soft paste porcelain from 
Vincennes and Sevres reveal very little of the promises broken and the fierce 
rivalries that they incited (TAV. CLXXIa,b).
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4. Stands used in Vincennes in the Muflc Kiln 
(1752-1802).

Notes
1. Hellot’s book Archives of the Manufacture Nalionalc de Scires, y57 bis, p. 163. Hellot’s manuscripts are 

written in such a small and cramped way that it is necessary to use a magnifying glass to decipher 
them. A typed transcription made in 1977 by Madame F. Wirotius, attache at the M.N.S. makes 
for easier reading. The page numbers refer to this transcription and not to the original.

2. Hellot’s second book Transcription, p. 1, Arch. MNS, y50.
3. Orry de Fulvy (Jean Louis Henri) 24 January 1703-3 May 1751. Became councillor at the parlia

ment of Paris on 12 March 1723, Maitrc dcs Rcquctcs on 23 June 1731, and then Conseillcur 
d’Etat and Intendant des Finances in March, 1737. First ‘Director’ of the Manufacture Nationale 
dc Vincennes from May, 1741 to his death.

He lived with his brother Philibert Orry dc Vignory who was Controlcur General des Finances 
from 1730 to 1745. Philibert was replaced on 6 December of that same year as the result of an 
intrigue with Madame de Pompadour by Machault d’Arnouvillc . . . Louis Henri, Marquis de 
Fulvy and Count of Saint Gerand was in addition Commissairc Royal for the Compagnic des In- 
dcs. He launched a vessel in 1736 which carried the name of Saint Gcran (seiguior)^ acquired by 
the family in 1732). On 17 August 1744, the 'Saint G6ran’ sank off the coast of the lie de France 
(today Maurice Island). Bcmadin dc St Pierre who had so journeyed there from 1768 to 1770 was 
inspired by the wreck of this ship and used it as the theme for his Novel Paul ct Virginic in 1787. 
(Correspondence of the Court of Saint Gerand with the author.)

4. Hcllot (Jean) French chemist, born on 20 November 1685 in Paris. Died in Paris on 15 February 
1766. Member of the Academy of Sciences from 1735, he was the under-director in 1750 and 1763, 
and Director in 1751 and 1764. He was in charge of the wool-dying, establishing the quality of 
zinc and phosphorus and was interested in invisible inks.
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5. Machault (Jean Baptiste dc . . Seigneur d’Arnouvillc), 12 December 1702-7 December 1794. 
Intendant du Hainaut from 1743, he was called, thanks to Madame dc Pompadour, to replace 
Orry de Vignory at the post of Controlcur General dcs Finances. In addition, in December 1749 
he was given the position of Garde dcs Sceaux. During a court intrigue and at a new initiative 
by Madame dc Pompadour, he was relieved of all his duties in 1757. He died during the revolution 
after several weeks of imprisonment at Madclonmcttcs.

6. Hcllot’s book, Transcription, p. 163, Arch. MNS, y51 bis.
7. Hellot’s book, Transcription, p. 170, Arch. MNS, y51 bis.
8. Before Fulvy’s death, the most important shareholder was ‘Sir’ Ubuleski, who had 46 shares. 

Gcrin did not address himself to Ubulcski, for according to Hcliot 'He who wishes to have the 
secret, hates the workers’.

Again according to Hcllot, Verdun was, on the other hand, a ‘worried man, not a connoisseur, 
but active and zealous to win over Monsieur dc Machault and Madame dc Pompadour. It was 
he who suggested to the Minister that none of the society members knew the secret of the porcelain 
and only the King’s man knew it’. It is probable that it was Verdun who chose Hcllot for the role, 
because Hcllot added: ‘He designated me in his memoires’. (y51 bis, p. 2).

9. Records of the deliberations, p. 27, Arch. MNS, yl.
10. Port Saintc Maxcnce and Chantilly arc two cities near each other in the department of Oise.
11. Second book of Hellot, Transcription, p. 1, Arch. MNS, y50.

This notebook written from 1759 to 1760 supplements his first memoir begun in 1751.
12. Millot, Origine dc la Manufacture de Porcelaine, Arch. MNS, y37. Concerning Millot, Hcllot wrote 

in 1751: 'Kiln loader, skilful young man, ... a good person, loyal and affectionate. He conducts 
the biscuit and glaze kilns’.

13. J. J. Bachelier, Memoire Hisloriquc, p. 2, Paris. Published in France (1791 or 1796).
In 1751 Hcllot wrote the following about Bachclicr: ‘A painter good for flowers, he comes every 

Saturday, he is given 48 pounds each time and his meal. Paints flowers well, not talented for car- 
touches. Costly and he seems to me quite useless’. Arch. MNS, y51 bis, p. 4.

14. Verdun’s memoir, Arch. MNS, A 1.
15. A. Scrgenc, La Manufacture de Sevres pous pon Ancien Regime, p. 49, et seq, Nancy, 1972.
16. Fagon at this time was President of the Bureau du Commerce. (A. Sergene, op. cit., p. 44).

In the mind of Gcrin who wrote: ‘Concerning us, they decided to establish’ at the Surinten- 
dance’ the decision to move the Manufacture from the Devil’s Tower to the Surintcndancc Tower 
was decided mutually by Fulvy and Fagon. One wonders then whether Fagon didn’t continue to 
play a role, behind the scenes, in the destiny of the Manufacture.

17. Hellot’s second book, Transcription, p. 16, Arch. MNS, y50.
18. M. Hosotte - A. Rcynaud, La Manufacture de Pont aux Choux (1743-1788). Memoircs of the 

Federation Historique et Archeologiquc de Paris ct dc File de France. XVI-XVII, p. 274, p. 292.
According to Hcllot, the white earthenware from England was made up of 66% Morel clay and 

of 33% of the same clay calcinated. If one goes back to the clay composition of the crucibles used 
for melting Gcrin’s glaze, one wonders if it wasn’t during this operation that he discovered at 
Vincennes the composition of this earthenware, for Gcrin recommends the following formula for 
the crucibles: ‘Take dry Morel clay, beat it into big sand, pass it through a horsehair lawn, fire 
it in your kiln, then take the same clay raw. . . . Mix it with the one that is fired and pile it up 
like sand in cimcnt’ (Hcllot’s books, y50, p. 11 and y51 bis, p. 167).

After having loyally taken into account the composition of the Pont aux Choux earthenware, 
Hellot cannot resist writing (4 years later) the following comments: ‘In 1755 Mignon, a colleague 
of Seruvricr, found at ... a clay that fired much whiter than that of Moret’.

From 1743 to 1749, La Manufacture dc terre d’Anglcterrc was located on Charenton Street. 
In 1749, to assure its development, it was moved to the corner of Saint Sebasticn and Contrescarps 
streets opposite the ‘Pont aux Choux’.

19. Millot, Origine de la Manufacture de Porcelaine, Arch. MNS, y37. Millot indicates that Gerin received 
a recompense of 3,000 pounds. It can be noted that Gerin did not speak of this generosity in his 
letter.

20. Brongniart, Traite dcs Arts Ceramiques, Til, p. 663 and Atlas. Plate LIX - Re-edition, Paris, Des- 
sain et Tolra, 1977.

This was no doubt the first tunnel kiln, whose principle is used industrially today and for which 
the first prototypes for hard paste porcelain came to light shortly before the Second World War.

21. Millot, Arch. MNS, y37.
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The cxistancc of this orifice permits an approximate dating of the Vincennes porcelains. It 
seems, in effect, that the metal rods were not put into sendee prior to 1752. This firing system 
was used until 1802 for the soft paste as well as for the hard paste porcelains, p. 485.

22. Hcllot’s book, Transcription p. 67, Arch. MNS, y51 bis.
23. At Vincennes the plates were pressed between two plaster moulds. At this time, 6 plates a day were 

made. Shortly before the middle of the 19th century, plates began to be jiggered. The process was 
perfected by an engineer from the Limousin, Paul Faurc, in 1869. Towards 1957 the daily produc
tion was increased by ten fold by the automatic jiggering machines. Towards 1980 a new technique 
was introduced in the production of these pieces: the press. The output of this automated equip
ment is 15,000 items daily.

24. It should be noted that if in 1747 Gcrin was head of the handle and spout workshop, today we 
would call him head of the finishing workshop. Before this date Vincennes must have produced 
services with important pieces such as pouring vessels, cups and sauce boats with fewer difficulties 
than Gerin or Millot wanted to describe.

25. The composition of the day as revealed by Hellot in 1751 is identical to that employed in 1748. 
Hcllot’s book. Transcription, p. 136, Arch. MNS, y51 bis.

Towards 1744, Gravant had to modify the clay formula which was too refractory. It may be 
that he had some difficulties with the kiln furniture. Here are his comments: ‘Clay made in 1744 
but which was too hard and the Saggers dented’. Gravant’s note book, Arch. MNS, y48.

26. Hcllot’s book. Transcription, p. 166, Arch. MNS, y51 bis.
Gcrin gives in fact 6 porcelain compositions from 2 different frits, one more fusible than the 

other. Thus the comment in his letter is explained: ‘I will, tell you the secret of the clay and glaze, 
hard paste or soft paste is for you to judge’. The words ‘Hard’ and ‘Soft’ arc used here in the 
sense of being ‘refractory’ and ‘fusible’.

27. Hcllot’s second book. Transcription, p. 17, Arch. MNS, y50.
28. Hellot’s book. Transcription, p. 152, Arch. MNS, y51 bis.
29. Millot’s Memoires. Arch. MNS, y38.
30. Hellot’s second book. Transcription, p. 13, Arch. MNS, y50.
31. Hcllot recounted from Gcrin’s book a frit composition which contained alum. When he re-copied 

it, he indicated that it had been made in 1734. In Gcrin’s original papers (Arch. MNS, y40-y41) 
is found the same composition undated. Whereas Gerin indicates himself in his letter that he only 
began his porcelain research in 1738. (Hellot’s second book, Transcription, p. 17, Arch. MNS, 
y50).

The recent analyses conducted on soft paste porcelains by the Institute dc Ccramiquc 
Francaise (43rd Study, generously given by the Musce National dc Ceramiques de Sevres) show 
more or less the same alumina content (A1203) in the Sevres clay as in that of Chantilly. Regar
ding Vincennes-Sevres, this content is due to the presence of potash alum and marl, whereas in 
the ease of Chantilly, it is due only to marl.

32. Letter from Gravant’s son claiming the payment of 24,000 pounds Arch. MNS, E A2.
33. According to Father Dehairgne (Cultural Centre at Chantilly - unpublished thesis) the Jesuit 

Orry is most likely related to Orry dc Vignory and Orry de Fulvy.
34. On 26 January 1746, the shareholders had already demanded Fulvy to tell them the secrets of the 

compositions. Fulvy cleverly evaded the issue by asking, to make them be patient, that 
pcrimcntal kiln be built in order to give them a ‘demonstration’.

35. A first agreement was drawn up on 12 March 1748. Everything had been foreseen: the death ol 
those concerned, the cessation of production at the Manufacture, and even the sale of the establish
ment. It was agreed that Gravant keep a bonus of 2,400 pounds already received and would receive 
24,000 pounds at the end of the contract.

Gravant apparently refused these propositions, for on 11 April a contract more favourable to 
him was drawn up. He obtained an annual annuity of 1,200 pounds in supplement.

The shareholders were little inclined to pay this sum and it was probably Fulvy who was obliged 
to cover it personally. (Deliberations, Arch. MNS yl). Hellot attempted to calculate the earnings 
grant made by the sale of his clays. His conclusions arrived at a profit of 1,023 or 2,168 pounds. 
Hellot added ‘An addition to the profit that he makes on the flowers, that is impossible to 
estimate’.

Hellot’s book, Transcription, p. 212, 213, Arch. MNS, y51 bis.
36. Hcllot’s book, Transcription, p. 51-52, Arch. MNS, Y51 bis.
37. Polytcchnical University of Mons.

an ex-
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38. Archives Madame Nerot. Current owner of Gravant’s house, 12 rue de Villc d’Avray, at Sevres.
39. Gravant’s letter, Arch. MNS, E A2.
40. Inventory after the decease of Siquairc Ciron. Graciously communicated by Miss Francoisc 

Chapard, former librarian at the Condc Museum at Chantilly.
41. Orry dc Fulvy’s power take-over was probably a two-step operation. The first one might have con

sisted in, under the pretext of helping them, indebting the three associates by investing in equip
ment for the workshop, beyond the Financial possibilities of the tiny enterprise. The second step 
was getting his hands on the secret of the clay.

To attempt to justify the dishonesty of Gravant in this affair, Hellot wrote in 1756 regarding 
the Dubois brothers, that they had ‘pinched Ciron’s secret: Gravant who knew about their bad 
schemes took advantage of their schemes and was established as the unique maker of the clay by 
Monsieur de Fulvy’. (Arch. MNS, y50, Transcription, p. 13).

A skilful campaign in favour of Gravant contributed to give credibility to the incompetancc and 
shocking behaviour of the Dubois brothers.
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