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ORIENTAL ART AND FRENCH PATRONAGE:
THE FOUNDATION OF THE 

BOURBON-CONDE CERAMICS COLLECTION

by Christina Nelson and Oliver Inipcy 
with the assistance of Clare Le Corbeillcr

When Louis-Henry de Bourbon, seventh prince 
de Conde, died in 1740, he left his second wife, 
Caroline, princcsse dc Hesse Rheinfels, a son and heir 
aged three and a half, and large holdings of real estate 
and personal property in his hotel particnlicr in the rue dc 
Cond6 in Paris, the chateau de Chantilly, and other 
properties including the chateau d’Ecoucn and his 
apartments at Versailles. The due’s personal possessions 
were inventoried by the famous Paris marchand-merder 
Thomas-Joachim Hebert, and the resulting document 
of over 350 leaves (recto and verso) recorded not only 
the extent of the Bourbon-Conde collection, but the 
variety of goods available in late 17th and 18th century 
Europe.'

It is widely believed that the Bourbon-Conde collec
tions of Oriental porcelain, lacquer and textiles were 
used as prototypes and design sources for the wares 
produced at the porcelain factory founded on the due 
de Bourbon’s estate at Chantilly. The possible nature of 
the Japanese collection in particular has aroused great 
interest, for the letters patent awarded in 1735 to 
Cicairc Cirou, the Chantilly factory’s first proprietor, 
granted permission to manufacture porcelain in the 
Japanese style.

Consequendy, scholarly interest in the past has 
focused on a relatively small percentage of the collec
tion and left the remainder unexplored.

The Bourbon-Conde collection merits careful study 
in its entirety, for beyond its suggested influential role at 
the Chantilly porcelain factory, its variety and size 
reflect not only the history of one family collection, but 
the taste, commerce, and diverse cultural influences in 
late 17th and 18th century France.

Unfortunately, the collection was dispersed at the 
rime of the French Revolution, and the whereabouts of 
most of the objects are unknown. However, by 
matching inventory descriptions with objects in 
surviving 17th and 18th century collections, it is 
possible to form an impression of the extent of this 
great collection. It also may be possible to identify 
potential Oriental prototypes (figure l) in the due de 
Bourbon’s collection by studying the porcelain of 
Chantilly.

Working primarily from written inventory descrip-

Figurc 1. Dish, Japanese porcelain. Late 17th century. Length: 
23cm. Copied at Chantilly, this shape may be the soucoupc 
longue cn forme dc battau [sic] de Porcclaine du Japon described as 
containing two small white cups with relief decoration, the
ensemble valued at twenty livres.
Ashmolcan Museum, Oxford.

tions presents severe limitations, and conclusions must 
be drawn with great caution. The descriptions are often 
vague and leave room for interpretation, and more 
elusively, it is difficult to read the mind of Hebert. 
Could he tell the difference between pottery and porce
lain or the wares of China and Japan? What did he
consider ‘old’?

Was he consistent in his descriptions, or did he take 
more care describing objects that appealed to his taste or 
were more in fashion at the time? These questions 
merit serious consideration, but the inventory is an 
instructive document nevertheless, for Hebert’s descrip
tions are relatively complete, and at the very least, they

perceived in the 18threveal how certain objects were
century. In some instances, Hebert’s opinion of objects 
is as interesting as what they may have been in reality.

In the past it has been stated that Louis-Henry dc 
Bourbon was probably the first member of his family to 
be seriously interested in the Far East.2 This statement 
bears re-examination. When he was bom in 1692,
Baroque chinoiscric was all the rage. In France, the fasci
nation with the Far East was generated by the arrival in 
1684 and 1686 of so-called ‘embassies’ from the 
government of Siam to the Court of Louis XIV. In
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reality, these ‘embassies’ were not diplomatic missions 
but trade delegations organized to convince the French 
to make Bangkok their Far Eastern commercial center 
since they had been unsuccessful in establishing a 
permanent trading colony on the Chinese mainland. 
Both delegations arrived in France laden with lavish 
gifts of Chinese and Japanese porcelain, lacquer, silk and 
other goods which they presented to the King.3 The 
influence of the ‘embassies’ was enormous, and goods 
from the Far East became the height of fashion.

The Bourbon-Conde family was exposed to this new

that pieces were not listed individually if they were 
considered part of the architecture and were difficult to 
examine for the purposes of the inventory. At present, 
there arc no additional documents to explain the 
original function or contents of the room, but a 
dismantled cabinet aux porcelaines might explain the 
presence of some of the ware which appeared in later 
family inventories described as old.

Hcnry-Julcs de Bourbon also owned a group of other 
porcelains and lacquer, but these descriptions lack 
detail, and objects were often grouped together. It is 
evident, however, that the collection included a 
number of pieces of blue and white porcelain including 
rouleaux, comets, and a garniture dc cheminee. He also 
owned more than 35 pieces of polychromed porcelain 
including rouleaux, comets, dishes, plates and bottles. The 
collection also included six cabarets, five Yixing teapots, 
an unspecified number of figures of lions and pagodes, 
and blanc de chine, six pieces of which were described as 
old. There was no celadon, and nothing was identified 
by country of origin.

The wife of Hcnry-Julcs de Bourbon, princessc Anne 
Palatine de Baviere, oudived her husband by fourteen 
years. She died in 1723 with 277 pieces of ceramics in 
her possession, most of it inventoried as porcelain.5 She 
owned a wider variety of ware than her husband and 
the inventorier distinguished between new and old 
examples. About 30 percent of the collection was 
described as blue and white, and she also owned five 
Yixing teapots, four of them mounted in silver, blanc de 
chine, a piece of famille verte, a piece of St. Cloud, a bit 
of Batavian ware and eleven cabarets. In this inventory, 
an attempt was made to identify the country of origin. 
Seventeen pieces were thought to be Japanese, and one 
large Chinese bowl was described as ‘in the Japanese 
taste,’ probably a reference to Imari.

Louis III de Bourbon, the second son of Henry-Jules, 
succeeded to the estates and tides in 1709. He died just 
one year later at the age of 42 with approximately 350 
pieces of porcelain and a large group of Chinese 
gouaches in his collection.6

Unfortunately, this inventory is not detailed, and it is 
difficult to draw many conclusions about his posses
sions. However, it is possible to determine that he 
owned three cabarets, an unspecified number of figures 
and animals, a bit of Yixing, several garnitures, and a 
number of pieces of blue and white. His wife appar
ently retained possession of an additional 140 objects.

In 1710, Louis-Henry de Bourbon inherited the tide 
and property. Appointed head of the regency council 
after the death of Louis XIV in 1715, he seemed more 
interested in the speculative ventures of John Law’s 
financial system than he was in politics. After the death 
of the due d’Orleans, Bourbon became first minister, 
but his tenure was a disastrous one, and in 1726 he was 
dismissed and exiled to Chantilly. Although removed

Figure 2. Vase, Japanese porcelain with bird-cage ornament. 
c.1700 or later. Height: 52 cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

influence at court, but Henry-Jules dc Bourbon, the 
grandfather of the subject of this study, was already in 
middle age when the first Siamese ‘embassy’ arrived. 
The son of the Grand Conde, his collection of porce
lain and other personal property was inventoried at the 
time of his death in 1709.4 This document lists approxi
mately 400 pieces of porcelain and includes an 
intriguing entry for a cabinet aux porcclaines in the 
chateau de Chantilly. Possibly a porcelain room of the 
type known in other European palaces of the period, 
but virtually unknown in France, this cabinet contained 
primarily paintings and furniture in 1709, and no 
porcelain was listed in individual entries. There may 
have been no porcelain in the room at the time of 
Hcnry-Julcs de Bourbon’s death, but it is also possible
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from the political arena, he remained interested in the 
affairs of the Compagnic des Indcs, for he owned 
numerous shares of its stock at the time of his death in 
1740.

It has been suggested that Louis-Hcnry de Bourbon 
amassed his large collection of Oriental objects 
following the death of his first wife, Marie-Annc de 
Bourbon-Conti, in 1720.7 As already shown, the family 
collections apparently had begun to develop in the late 
17th and early 18th centuries, and when the first 
duchessc died, her inventory contained entries for over 
600 pieces of porcelain, some of which were described 
as old." She died without issue, and all the objects listed 
in her inventory probably remained in her husband’s 
possession. If so, approximately 40 percent of the 
collection inventoried at the due dc Bourbon’s death in 
1740 was already in the collection by inheritance in 
1720. Indeed, certain objects such as two green porce
lain leaves with crayfish arc clearly recognizable in both 
inventories.

Based on descriptions in the 1720 inventory of 
Maric-Annc dc Bourbon-Conti, at least 22 percent of 
the collection was blue and white, a figure which 
included a quantity of plates. A larger percentage of the 
collection was listed as polychrome. Several pieces of 
porcelain were actually described as ‘Japanese’ or 
‘Japanese polychrome’ (du Japon de coulcur), and a 
number of objects were called ‘old’ or ‘old polychrome’
(ianaemic de coulcur).

This inventory listed approximately 20 figures, 
including those which formed parts of candelabra. 
Approximately one percent of the total was celadon. 
Another two percent was listed as porcelaine uerte, either 
a less common type of celadon or pieces offamillc verte. 
This enigmatic category also might have included 
Kangxi green monochromes. Approximately seven 
percent of the porcelain was mounted in metal of some 
type. In this inventory, very little attempt was made to 
ascribe a country of origin. When the terms ‘Chinese’ 
or ‘Japanese’ occur, they were connected almost exclu
sively with the nineteen cabarets. The terms appear to 
refer to the lacquer trays themselves rather than the 
porcelain on them and may indicate a distinction 
between red and black lacquer.

When the due de Bourbon died in 1740, his collec
tion of porcelain and stoneware numbered just under 
1,700 objects.9 Calculations based on Hebert’s descrip
tions would indicate that 50 percent of the total collec
tion was made up of ware to which he did not ascribe a 
country of origin. Twenty-one percent was made up of 
objects Hebert thought to be Japanese, and sixteen 
percent of the collection was thought to be Chinese. 
The smallest group was European porcelain, which 
accounted for eleven percent of the total.

Although Hebert did not hazard a guess about the 
country of origin of over half the collection, he did

Figure 3. Bottle, Japanese porcelain, early 18th century. 
Decorated in Holland, 1710-25.
Height: 21.2cm. Ashmolcan Museum, Oxford.

provide good descriptions in many cases, and it is 
possible to determine that this large and varied group 
included distinctive sub-groups such as Yixing 
stoneware (terre des hides), most of the celadon, and 
virtually all of the wares described as blue and white. 
Two other large sub-groups Hebert simply called ‘old’ 
and ‘old polychrome.’ The term ‘old’ may have been 
used not only to describe objects which were chrono
logically old but objects which were out of fashion. 
Some pieces of blue and white may have been relegated 
to this category and not described with care, for in 1740 
only five and one-half percent of the collection was 
actually described as blue and white.

The group Hebert called ‘old polychrome’ included a 
wide variety of objects such as the few pieces 
identifiable as Imari: two square bottles with blue 
flowers striped with red and an old porcelain sugar box 
and cover with blue and red bands.

Even though Hebert did not hazard a guess about the 
country of origin of a large part of the collection, a 
number of objects were sufficiently well described to 
allow identification (figure 2). Of particular interest, in 
the galcrie of the apartment du Roy at Chantilly, Hebert 
inventoried four large blue and white porcelain cornets

i
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with handles, gilding, and a cage around the center 
containing birds (quatre grands Comets dc porcclainc blcuc 
ct or stirfond blanc avec dcs ances, et tin rond cn forme de caw 
[sic] dans lesqncls sont des oiscanx—300 tivres). A small 
cabinet at Chantilly also contained another large comet of 
similar type {tin grand Cornet de Porcelainc ancicnnc bleu ct 
blanche et dorcc awe tine Especc dc Cage an milieu—50 
limes). Neither entry mentions elephant head handles 
but there is little doubt that the objects described arc 
the distinctive Japanese ‘bird-cage vases’ of c.1700 or 
later, also known in the collection of Augustus the 
Strong in Dresden in the 18th century. The list of 
objects seized from the emigres at the time of the French 
Revolution contains an entry for three of these vases 
(trois vases dc porcelainc avee cages et oiseaux, adjustes dessus 
cn relief, a tete d’elephant) taken from the Conde family.10 
This distinctive form is not immediately recognizable in 
any of the inventories of the due dc Bourbon’s prede
cessors or in the inventory of his first wife, suggesting 
the possibility that these comets came into the due’s 
possession after 1720.

The Yixing stoneware (terre des Indes) was also 
included in the group not ascribed a national origin. It 
comprised about one percent of the total collection, 
and over half the examples were teapots which were 
often combined with other wares to form cabarets. The

collection also contained four Yixing cups and saucers 
and one figure of a peasant. Based on their documented 
presence in Holland and in the collection of Augustus 
the Strong in Dresden, it is known that, although they 
were not common, Yixing figures were imported into 
Europe in the late 17th century." It is also possible that 
Bottger stoneware and Dutch red stoneware were 
mistaken for Yixing.

Celadon was also generally not assigned a country of 
origin. It comprised approximately two percent of the 
collection. Some of the pieces were mounted, but aside 
from a few objects with distinctive decoration, it was 
not described in enough detail to draw conclusions 
about its appearance.

The ware described as Japanese porcelain comprised 
21 percent of the Bourbon-Conde collection in 1740. 
This group included no ware described as blue and 
white, but it did include a few pieces of celadon and 
some blanc dc chine. Virtually no wares with coloured 
grounds were called Japanese. The only exceptions 
were pieces described as ‘brown’ or having a brown 
ground.

By far the largest number of porcelains Hebert called 
Japanese were described as ‘old polychrome.’ He called 
a second group simply ‘Japanese porcelain,’ and a third 
group ‘old Japanese porcelain.’ Based on identifiable 
objects, all of these groups must have included at least 
some wares decorated in the Kakiemon palette.

Hebert appears to have thought ofjapanese porcelain 
as polychrome, and he may well have thought of it as 
predominantly ware decorated with enamel in the 
Kakiemon palette. Indeed, this may have been a 
common perception of the period. Further possible 
confirmation of this may be made by examining the 
production of the porcelain factory at Chantilly. 
Founded to make porcelain in the Japanese style, many 
of the wares the factory copied were those decorated in 
the Kakiemon palette. As the colours and decorative 
motifs were probably the influential factors which led 
Hebert to describe an object as Japanese, it is also 
possible that pieces of Oriental porcelain decorated in 
Holland (figure 3)'2 as well as Meissen ‘reproductions’ of 
Japanese Kakiemon wares for the French market were 
also inadvertendy included in diis group."

The Japanese porcelain in the due de Bourbon’s 
inventory is also interesting for what is not recognizable 
from descriptions or simply not listed. A pair of covered 
bottles in the Louvre, for example, are said to be from 
this collection, the porcelain Japanese 1670-90, the 
mounts said to be French, 1725-35." Mounted cn suite 
with a pair of hexagonal Kakiemon jars also in the 
Louvre, these objects are not readily identifiable in any 
of the inventories examined for this study. The closest 
description occurs in Louis-Henry de Bourbon’s inven
tor)', where Hebert recorded two square old porcelain 
polychromed vases mounted on gilt bronze tripod

Figure 4. Covered Jar, Japanese porcelain. Late 17th century. 
Height: 35.5 cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
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Figure 5. Figure on a Tortoise, Japanese porcelain. 1660-70. 
Length: 18.5 cm. The Burghley House Collection, Stamford, 
Lincolnshire.

with coloured grounds. This category also included two 
groups of objects specifically identified as painted in 
Holland, including a pair of square tobacco jars 
mounted in gilt bronze which are also clearly recogniz
able in the 1720 inventory of the due’s first wife.12

European porcelain, principally Chantilly and 
Meissen, comprised eleven percent of the Bourbon- 
Condc collection. Most of the 44 pieces of Meissen 
were not adequately described to give an indication of 
the appearance, but the due owned a yellow ground 
goblet and a green ground bouillon pot and saucer, all 
‘painted in miniature.’ Hebert also inventoried a set of 
plates decorated with the red dragon pattern, two large 
saucers in the form of leaves, some all-white objects, 
one piece mounted in gold, and a gold ground ecucllc 
and saucer painted with chinoiseries.

Of the Chantilly porcelain listed, approximately one 
third of the objects were simply called ‘white,’ and only 
seven objects were specifically listed as polychrome. 
Most of the entries for Chantilly simply read porcelaine 
de Chantilly with no mention of colour or decoration. 
This leads to the question of whether, in H6bert’s 
mind, ‘Chantilly’ was synonymous with the ware 
decorated in the Kakiemon palette for which the 
factory is so famous, just as old polychromed Japanese 
porcelain may have implied Kakiemon. The one entry 
in the inventory which indicates a Japanese object with

bases. No covers were mentioned, the bases of the 
Louvre examples are not tripods, and it is unlikely the 
form would have been described as a vase. The 
preceding entry in the inventory recorded two 
medium-sized old porcelain ‘sided’ urns with covers, 
mounted on gilt bronze tripod bases. From the descrip
tions, it is possible to infer that these two lots were 
mounted in a similar way, as are the examples in the 
Louvre, but the inventory entries do not appear to 
describe those objects. In addition, judging from other 
entries, it is likely that Hebert would have described the 
Louvre specimens as Japanese porcelain.

Sixteen percent of the Bourbon-Conde porcelain 
collection was called Chinese. Well over half of these 
objects were not described in greater detail. 
Approximately ten percent of the Chinese porcelain 
was specified as polychrome, and perhaps significantly, 
only four additional objects were described as either 
‘old’ or ‘old polychrome.’ The Chinese group 
identified by Hebert included no celadon and no ware 
called blue and white, but it did include two pieces of 
Chinese export porcelain (Porcelaine Chine des Indes), 
some hlanc de chine, and approximately half the objects
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an implied matching Chantilly example tends to 
support this view. It is for two medium-sized 
polychromcd porcelain urns and covers, one ‘old 
Japanese’ and the other Chantilly (deux moyencs times de 
Porcelainc dc Couleur avee Ictirs Couvercles I'tine de 
Porcclainc at identic du Japon ct I’aulrc dc porcelainc dc 
Chantilly—100 livrcs). Although no specific details of 
shape or decoration arc mentioned, there arc relatively 
few known objects which match this description. They 
would appear to be the large jars with high shoulders 
and moulded sides decorated in polychrome enamels 
known in both Japanese and Chantilly porcelain (figure

;

:

{

1
4).

The development of more diverse collections 
through succeeding generations of the family may have 
been a function of changing fashions and increased 
availability of goods in Europe, but the collection of 
figures specifically seems to have been developed by 
Louis-Henry de Bourbon himself.

Seventy-seven figures in total, including a number of 
pairs, were listed in his inventory, varying from simple 
free-standing figures to the confections assembled by 
Paris niarchands-merciers popular in the second quarter of 
the 18th century. In contrast to dinner and tea wares, 
figures arc often more distinctive and therefore easier to 
identify from inventory descriptions. The deux tres 
petites tortiies de Porcelainc andenne du Japon dc Couleur 
avee dcs Petites Pagodes dessus de nientc porcelainc valued at 
30 livrcs arc almost certainly the Japanese figures of 
tortoises of 1660-70 of the type seen in the Burghley 
House collection (figure 5). Perhaps the due de 
Bourbon’s pair were among the ‘295 small statuettes on 
tortoises’ imported by the Dutch East India Company 
in 1665.'5

A pagodc denoted any Oriental figure, but the two tall 
pagodes of Japanese porcelain (deux grandes pagodcs en 
hauteur de Porcclainc du Japon—60 livrcs) could be the 
type of figure known as a Japanese bijin (beauty), or 
courtesan, of 1670-90, cither decorated in underglaze 
blue and polychrome enamels (Imari) or in polychrome 
enamels alone (Kakiemon-style) (figure 6). Standing 
figures of beauties appear in other European collections 
of the late 17th century.16 When an inventory was taken 
of the chateau de Chantilly in 1793, two female figures 
of polychromcd Japanese porcelain were listed among 
die Conde possessions, possibly a reference to these 
same figures.17

The 1793 reference might also refer to the next entry 
in the 1740 inventor)', two crouching pagodes of old 
porcelain, each one leaning on a little table (deux autres 
Pagodcs acroupics appuyc chacunc stir unc petite table letout de 
Porcelaine ancicnne) valued at 80 livrcs. Hebert was appar
ently describing two figures of a Japanese Kakiemon- 
style seated bijin (beauty), or courtesan, of 1670-90 
(figure 1). A similar example is known in the Swedish 
Royal Palace of Drottningholm, built in 1763.

:
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Figure 6. Figure of a Bijin (beauty), Japanese porcelain. 1690- 
1700. Height: 39.4 cm. Copeland Collection, Peabody Essex 
Museum, Salem, Massachusetts. (Photo by John Miller).

One of the most intriguing entries in the inventory 
described a pair of girandolles with two bronze 
branches mounted on Chinese porcelain figures of 
‘blackamoors’ on bases, all mounted in bronze and 
decorated with porcelain flowers (unc Pairc de 
Girandolles de Porcclainc a deux branches de bronze montee 
stir des Ncgres avec leurs pieds le tout dc Porcelaine de la 
Chine de Coulcur gamies dc bronze et omce dc Jleurs de 
Porcclainc—250 livres). This entry may refer to brown- 
glazed figures, but it may describe famille noire figures 
similar to the ‘blackamoors’ in the Lady Lever An 
Gallery (figure 8). If this entry does signify famille noire 
figures, it would appear to be the earliest known refer
ence to famille noire in Europe.

The collection also contained freestanding 
unmounted figures of a stag and a doe of polychromed 
porcelain. There is no way of determining the exact 
appearance of the two in the inventory, but the choices 
are fairly limited based on present knowledge and 
existing examples (Figure 9).'& Interestingly, the 1709 
inventory' of Henry-Jules de Bourbon also contained an 
entry for a porcelain stag and doe. Perhaps it was the 
same pair.
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The inventory contained numerous references to 
porcelain lions and dogs, but among the more distinc
tive entries was one for two polychromed Chinese 
porcelain leopards. It is hard to find an example of a 
Chinese porcelain leopard, but working backwards 
from the Chantilly example, it is possible to suggest the 
appearance of the model. The spots are probably the 
operative feature, and an 18th century European easily 
might have mistaken spotted dogs or shi-shis for 
leopards. Whatever the appearance of these figures, 
they must have been commonly called leopards in 
Europe, for two Japanese porcelain leopards were also 
listed in the 1793 inventory of the chateau de Chantilly.

In a cabinet at Chantilly along with a number of other 
porcelains of interest, Hebert inventoried a large 
Chinese porcelain bird of prey. This entry may refer to 
a Japanese export example of the late 17th century 
similar to ones in the collection of Augustus the Strong 
or the example illustrated in a design for the porcelain 
room at Schloss Charlottcnburg. The 1793 inventory of 
Chantilly listed a bird of prey of Japanese porcelain, and 
the list of goods seized from the Conde family during 
the French Revolution included a Chinese porcelain 
eagle on a rockwork base.

A certain number of the Oriental figures in the 
Bourbon-Conde collection appear to date from the late 
17th century, but relatively few figures were listed in 
the inventories of earlier family members. Although 
18th century versions of some early figures do exist and

Figure 7. Two Figures of a Seated Bijin (beauty), Japanese 
porcelain. 1670-90. Height: 26.8 cm. Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London.

may have been purchased new after 1720, some 17th 
century figures such as the tortoises and the courtesans 
leaning on tables are not known in later versions. They 
were also described as ‘old’ in the inventory. This 
suggests the possibility that the due dc Bourbon was 
actively acquiring antique porcelain. If so, at present, his 
source is unknown.

Modem examples were probably easier to secure. As 
a major shareholder of the Compagnic des hides, the due 
de Bourbon may have had special access to imported 
goods, cither ordered by his agents or selected from the 
array of available private trade goods. Perhaps he 
purchased from the Paris marcliands-merciers including 
Hebert himself. This side of the Bourbon-Condc 
collection remains to be explored and may prove to be 
one of its most interesting aspects. From the present 
perspective, however, and examining the collection as a 
whole, the Oriental collection of Louis-Hcnry de 
Bourbon was a characteristic one for the period, appar
ently similar to other European collections. Assembled 
by several generations, it was composed according to 
the dictates of fashion. The collection included a great 
variety of ware as it became available in Europe, but in 
the end, only a small percentage of the collection 
appears to have influenced production at Chantilly.
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