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Little is known about Tournai porcelain sculpture. 
However, many figures and groups were manufactured 
either in glazed polychrome, glazed white or in biscuit. 
As some artists worked for the manufactory as well as 
for other centres abroad, it would be interesting to try 
to determine what really is Tournai production. 
Unfortunately, as the Tournai Archives disappeared in 
the destruction of the city in 1940, we are short of 
information. Looking at some pieces—many of them, 
still in private collections and not well known to the 
public—I would like to bring some new thoughts about 
the problems of attribution, style and chronology.

The Tournai ceramic manufactory started under the 
management of Frangois Peterinck in 1750. However, 
it was not before the beginning of 1756, after many 
experiments, that Peterinck discovered a secret to make 
a soft paste porcelain “with which, he was told, he could 
make everything he wished”. As soon as the Comte de 
Cobenzl, Ministre plenipotentiaire, heard of that, he 
ordered a statue of Saint-Theresa, the Empress Maria- 
Theresa’s Patroness as well as a bust of ‘His Royal 
HighnessThe correspondence between the Comte de 
Cobenzl and Mrs. Peterinck reveals that many problems 
arose during the making. This full-length statue, too 
big to be glazed, was therefore never sent to Vienna. 
After many tribulations, it joined Mariemont’s 
collection at the beginning of this century.1

As for the bust, we suppose it was the portrait of the 
Emperor Frangois Ier de Lorraine, Maria-Theresa’s 
husband. A copy is known with a thick, yellowish glaze, 
also full of imperfections, showing us as well, how 
difficult it was for Peterinck to fire the bust.2 Anyway, 
these two pieces appear to be important: they are the 
first ones of their kind and we know precisely that they 
were made in 1756. A confusion might happen between 
Frangois Ier and his brother, Charles de Lorriane, 
Gouvcrncur General des Pays-Bas. The bust of Charles 
de Lorraine (plate 1), known to us, until now, only by 
two copies, was very well executed and thus probably 
made later on.3

1 Bust of Charles de Lorraine. Toumai porcelain. 
Circa 1760. Height: 35cm. Private collection.

same set of Seasons. Published here for the first time, 
this figure makes us think of the Vincennes ‘Petite fille 
au tablier’ modelled by Blondeau after Boucher in 
1752.5 Some other children standing with more natural 
poses, like the boy representing Autumn (plate 3), might 
not belong to this first set, but were possibly 
manufactured later. Some of the boys look rather similar 
to the playing children on the well-known groups of ‘La 
Balanqoire’ or ‘Lc joueur de flute* Until now, a complete 

What else was produced in 1756 following these two early set of the Seasons has not been identified, 
outstanding pieces? No documents found up to now can 
throw light on this subject (we know that three groups 
and eight little figures were made before with the ‘old 
paste’ but they have not been identified either). We can 
imagine that figures looking slightly stiff, steady on their 
feet and more often standing on a thick square base are 
characteristic of the beginning of this ‘new’ sculpture.
For instance figures of boys and girls symbolizing the 
Seasons at e known and particularly a pair representing 
Summer. A girl holding an apron full of grapes 
symbolizing Autumn (plate 2) appears to belong to the

«'i die lecture held on the 12th of June 1988, at the International Ceramic Fair and Seminar.

Quite different from children portrayed as Seasons are 
the figures of men and women more often wearing little 
round hats. A lady standing slightly stiffly on the terrace 
has been considered as an early piece (plate 4). 
Therefore all the figures- with little hats have been 
thought of as being manufactured at the same period. 
However, it is important to look at them carefully. Most 
of the groups consist of figures showing a characteristic 
slenderness and a rococo trellis background, for 
instance, the four, in our opinion, form a set of the
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2 Girl representing Autumn. Toumai porcelain. 
Circa 1760. Height: 12cm. Private collection.

3 Boy representing Autumn. Tournai porcelain.
Circa 1760. Height: 12cm. Private collection.

Elements. They have never been recorded like that but sculptor Nicolas Lecreux, we shall see later that they 
obviously Earth is suggested by a couple: he with a spade might not have been modelled by him.11 The rococo 
and she with flowers (plate 5); Water by a couple fishing; designs would date these groups and figures around the 
Air by a woman being lifted up by her companion; and 1760’s. Such virtuosity, both for modelling and
Fire, by a woman looking at her blacksmith technique make us think they were not previously
companion’s work7. Another group also with the same produced,
trellis background represents a sleeping shepherdess who
is about to be awakened by a shepherd. Two copies of The allegorical group of the “Apotheosis of Charles 
an exceptional group where the shepherdess is sleeping d’Oullremont, Prince-Bishop of Liege” is the most important 
under an extra large elaborate arbour exists. This arbour dated piece from Tournai (plate 7). The group was
made of soft-paste glazed biscuit is a real Hour de force’*. commissioned by the town of Dinant to celebrate the
Another ‘tour de force’ is the painted polychrome copy Prince-Bishop’s election in 1763. It was described in a
also of the shepherd and the shepherdess, with a reduced supplement to the ‘Gazette des Pays-Bays’, 10 May 1764,
trellis background. This figure was made in faience and as follows “It shows the Prince-Bishop standing in the centre
not porcelain. The same thing applied to the figure 'La on a tall rocaille base leaning with his right hand on a figure

Jardiniere’-, copies of painted polychrome faience, painted of Religion and gesturing with his left to a figure of Justice.
polychrome glazed biscuit and white-glazed biscuit are The Prince is not mitred, but Fame who forms the apex of the
known.9 There are many exquisite, tiny, usually in group, crowns him with fowers and laurels. The town of
white glazed biscuit, figures of gardeners or dancers Dinant, followed by a putto carrying the Prince’s armorial
carrying flowers or fruit, spade or rake, brush or achievements, is prostrated at his feet rendering homage. A river
watering-pot. Now, they are dispersed through public god representing the Meuse, sleeping since the death of Jean-
and private collections it is rather difficult to pair the Theodore, is awakened from his slumbers by a putto who shows
original figures. One pair, however, appears to be him the Oullremont shield. At the back of the group are three
correct: a man controlling his horse and a woman Genii representing Hope and Constancy, happily applauding
companion leaning on a donkey (plate 6). These groups him, while the third, Abundance, holds a cornucopia, as a sign
certainly show the modeller’s skilfulness, not only in the of the advantages the Liegeois hope for from their new
human form but in animal form. These tiny Tournai Prince”.12 This white glazed biscuit group is still kept
figures are considered unique in European soft-paste in a private castle, placed on its original black marble
porcelain sculpture.10 Sometimes attributed to the stand and protected under its 18th Century glass display
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Earth from a set of the Four Elements. Toumai porcelain. 
Circa 1765. Height 20cm. Private collection.

4 Woman wearing a round hat. Tournai porcelain.
Circa 1760. Height: 16.5cm. Musec royal dc Mariemont.

6 Pair: woman leaning on her donkey and man holding back 
his horse. Tournai porcelain.
Circa 1765. Height: 14cm. Muscc royal dc Mariemont.

7 Allegorical group of the “Apotheosis of Charles d’Oultrcmont, 
Prince-Bishop of Liege”. Toumai porcelain. 1763-64. Height: 
57cm. Private collection.
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case. Nobody knows who had the idea and design for 
such an exceptional group. Further discussion has been 
developed after the Gazette’s information and names 
such as Nalincs from Dinant or Jacques Lcfebvre from 
Toumai were cited. On the other side, Nicolas Gauron, 
who worked at the manufactory at the time, claimed, 
in a letter to the Prince-Bishop, that both the idea and 
the modelling were his own. The *.Apotheose’ has been 
considered as Gauron’s main work and was supposed 
to help for determining other attributed pieces. The 
female figures symbolizing Religion, Justice, Fame and 
the town of Dinant created to celebrate this historic event 
were not reissued separately. Apart from a figure 
representing the Virgin, there are not many figures to 
compare with. In fact comparisons were suggested 
mainly concerning the putti. But, in reality, now for 
the first time the group has been photographed from 
all sides and we can see, at the back, the pair of children 
holding a column (plate 8). Similarities between these 
putti and those of the four groups, for instance, 
consisting of a set of the Elements (plate 9), considered 
until now as Gauron’s work, don’t now look, in my 
opinion, quite so obvious anymore.

A kinship has for long been recognized between Toumai 
porcelain and English ceramics. Moreover, the links 
between Tournai sculpture and Chelsea-Derby biscuits 
looked so strong that it was even supposed that Nicolas 
Gauron brought his moulds with him when he went to 
Chelsea.13 This supposition had to be abandoned 
because between Gauron’s departure from Toumai and 
his coming over to England, he went to many other 
places where he did not seem to have been successful.14 
For a long time, Gauron was the only modeller known 
to have been employed at both factories, all the Toumai 
pieces which presented a Chelsea-Derby fversion * like the 
set of the Elements I just mentioned were considered 
his work.

More recently, Pierre Stephan who appears to have been 
the chief modeller at Chelsea-Derby from 1770, was 
thought to be from the Continent. Figures of standing 
children called ‘French Seasons’ and ‘The Elements’ listed 
in the 1771 Derby sale catalogue were in a later price 
list namely attributed to him.15 Well then, these Derby 
figures have Toumai prototypes of very good quality: 
a set of eight figures of the Seasons16 and a set of four 
for the Elements (plate 10). Quite recently, it has been 
proved that Stephan worked at Tournai for his name 
appeared in a 1769 dated bill, quoting precisely for a 
set of the Elements.17 So, this newly discovered artist 
was possibly one of the best modellers at Tournai and 
one of the most important links in the Tournai-Derby 
connection.

8 Children representing Hope and Constancy. Detail from 
the “Apotheosis of Charles d’Oullremonl”.

If Stephan’s name did not come to light earlier, it’s 
because, at Toumai, the ‘Key’ until now to explain the 
whole porcelain sculpture was another sculptor, Nicolas 
Lccreux. This artist born in Valenciennes in 1733, went 
to Toumai where he married in 1759. He was 
responsible for many works for churche in Toumai and 
in the cities around. He was known to have produced 
porcelain figures for the manufactory. A lot of drawings

9 Water from a set of the Four Elements. Toumai porcelain. 
Circa 1765. Height: 21cm. Muscc royal de Maricmont.
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proved that these drawings were not the designs used 
by the sculptor but copies of biscuit porcelain already 
produced. We can identify, as a matter of fact, groups 
and figures of various styles like the tiny figure of the 
lady and Air from the set of the Elements attributed to 
Stephan. So, the figures illustrated on these drawings 
are not necessarily Lecreux’s work.

With these new thoughts a step is taken forward, in our 
opinion, to go on studying the biscuit sculpture’s 
evolution. ‘‘Gauron, Stephan, Lecreux and the others”: there 
are many sculptors, indeed, who gave their talent to 
create these marvellous Tournai porcelain figures.
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illustrating groups and figures were in the possession 
of a Tournai family at the end of the last century: 
following tradition, they were given by Lecreu.x himself 
to this family’s ancestor. Exhibited in 1898, but when 
Soil de Morialme published them in his 1910 edition 
book ‘Les Porcelaines de Tournay’18 they were not to be 
found. All the porcelain figures which could be identified 
with these illustrations were attributed to Lccreux. 
These documents do not look as one would imagine 
sculptor’s sketches to be; they were printed much too 
small to enable one to guess what they were made for. 
However, a few of the drawings which we thought were 
lost forever have reappeared. Looking at them, one is 
struck by their size which enables one to see much of 
their detail. For instance, on the drawing representing 
a lady (plate 11) we can observe that she has got an open 
box in her right hand and a fan in her left hand as well. 
No porcelain figure of a lady with a fan is known, so 
I feel it did not exist or was broken in the past. Quite 
recently, we have seen a figure of a lady (plate 12) who 
in her left hand, had just picked up a patch from an 
open patchbox to stick it on her face. The dress, the 
patchbox and the way she keeps her arms look so much 
like the dr,tv. ing that there is no doubt it concerns the 
same figure. But the artist copying his model, did not 
understand what the lady was doing and thought she 
was holding a fan. From this example, it is clearly

a
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12 Lady picking up a patch in her patchbox. Tournai 
porcelain. Circa 1765. Height: 12cm. Private collection.

11 Drawing formerly attributed to Nicolas Lccreux. Tournai 
porcelain Manufactory. Height: 22.5cm. Musec royal de 
Mariemont.
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