
Louis XIV’s Official Presents of Jewellery
BY A G SOMERS COCKS

Today probably the rarest antique jewellery to survive is the gem-set pieces 
of the late seventeenth century: the desirability of the stones and the number of the 
intervening years have multiplied the risk of their being broken up. That is why this 
article is almost entirely about pieces which no longer exist, but which were an 
important part of the prestige and splendour of Louis XIV’s court.

Louis himself loved jewels and frequently wore a great many of them. Diamonds had 
come into their own, and were by far the most fashionable stones. Chief among those 
which he wore were the Diamants de la Couronne, part of the heirloom jewels of the 
Crown, a group whose nucleus was first defined and protected by a decree of Francis I’s 
in 1530. These were added to over the decades, notably in 1661 when Cardinal Mazarin 
bequeathed eighteen great diamonds to the monarchy.1

The most common jewellery for a man was diamond-cluster buttons, studs and 
rosettes of various sorts, worn down the front of the long coat and waistcoat, and on 
the deep cuffs. For example, the 1691 Inventory of the Tresor shows that Louis possessed 
two complete diamond pantres: the first of one hundred and twenty-three buttons, 
three hundred studs (boutonnieres) to go down the sides of the frogging then fashion
able, and nineteen rosettes (perhaps for the cuffs); there were a further forty-eight 
buttons and ninety-six studs for the waistcoat. Besides this mass of diamonds, the King 
could wear a pin of seven diamonds in his hat, a star on his coat, and the cross of his 
Order on a ribbon around the neck. As part of the second parure, together with another 
vast number of buttons etc., there were jewelled garters, shoe buckles, a diamond- 
studded sword and baldric to match.2

1. Button of silver set with paste. 
Second half of seventeenth century. 
Diam:2.7 cm.
Victoria 8c Albert Museum, London. 
Inv. no. M 78-1975.

Fig. 1 gives a reasonably good idea of what such buttons and rosettes looked like, 
although it is set with pastes, not diamonds. In this case the stones are rose-cut, but they 
could equally well have had an early form of brilliant cut. Whichever, they would 
certainly have been set in foiled, closed settings with rubbed down sides. The enamelling, 
which consists of some small sprigs, has been banished to the back of the jewel.

There are recurring entries in the Tresor des Menus Plaisirs relating to the purchase 
of stones: here are extracts from the payment made in 1679 for numerous purchases 
from England, Holland and Flanders which give an idea of prices and the terminology 
of the day:
a "lasque” [ie; a flat Indian cut] diamond (11J carats) 9013 liures 4 sous 
an uncut diamond (15 carats) 13612 livres 
2 “lasque” diamonds (21 carats) 21247 livres 10 sous 
39 uncut diamonds (174 carats) 21201 livres 12 sous 
a “lasque” diamond (5 carats) 954 livres 10 sous....................................
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an uncut yellow diamond (ll i carats) 3200 livres...................................
a diamond “a facettes” (7J carats) 13328 livres 
a yellow diamond “a facettes” (25 grains) 1560 livres
7 triangular brilliant-cut diamonds (18 grains) 7450 livres 
100 carats of rose diamonds at 40 livres per carat
130 rose diamonds of one grain each at 10 livres the carat
32 diamonds “taille d’Amsterdam” [this term occurs frequently in the accounts] of 11- 
grain each at 22 livres the piece.

As with other payments, diamonds preponderate to a large extent, but at the end 
there are some payments for coloured stones:
5 sapphires d’Orient, of which two are set in rings
8 emeralds of various colours and sizes 
7 cabochon rubies d’Orient 
2 “topazes d’Orient”
1 aquamarine

1020 livres 
2100 livres 

850 livres 
920 livres 
468 livres

The total payment for that entry is of 357,550 livres,3 a sum whose immensity can be 
appreciated if one compares it with some other payments made around the same time: 
for example, in 1680 the Princess Palatine, the Princessc de Soubise, and the Marquise 
de Maintenon received royal pensions of 20,000, 14,000 and 6,000 livres respectively.4 
A six-piece set of tapestries of Bacchanalia, after designs by Giulio Romano, from the 
Gobelins, and given to the Russian ambassador, Potemkin in 1681, cost 7200 livres.s 
And if this all seems on too elevated a plain, it cost six livres fifteen sous per day to stable 
sixty horses at St Germain-en-Laye for just over nine months in 1678-79. The grooms’ 
accommodation was five sous per room with five sous per bed, and the grand total came 
to 1728 livres,8

But then Louis XIV pursued a policy of prestige, Versailles, and the splendour within 
it being its material manifestation. He saw himself as the first sovereign of Europe, and 
consequently his relations with friendly foreign powers and, by extension, their 
emissaries, were characterised by lavish present-giving, nearly always of jewellery or 
plate. Only in the case of the Russian and Siamese embassies did the envoys return home 
with crates of furniture, Gobelins tapestries, textiles, clocks, Savonnerie carpets etc; 
not only would there have been no substitute for these in their own country, but Louis 
wanted to show their rulers the quality and substance of his court.

Generally speaking, the more culturally similar the country represented by the 
emissary, the more conventional the present given to him: a jewel, a gold chain or 
medal. Clerics, and only clerics qualified more often than not for a diamond cross, or 
for a service of plate;9 this “service de vaisselle” must have been the standard one for 
liturgical use: a chalice, and a cruet for wine and water with a tray en suite, sometimes 
supplemented by an altar cross and candlesticks.

This did not mean that the King never gave more varied presents himself, such as the 
perfumes, ribbons, “ustensiles dc femmes”, gold watches and jewellery worth 47,012 
Hrres, despatched to the Queen of Sweden in 1665.10 But these were more in the nature 
of personal gifts, however diplomatic their intention might nonetheless be, and they 
were nearly always to other rulers and princes.

Throughout Louis XIV’s reign the standard official present was a botte-a-portrait, 
which was not a box, let alone a snuff box, as Louis detested the habit of taking snuff, 
li was a portrait miniature in a more or less precious setting, which combined the 
virtues of propagating his image amd a decorative and valuable piece of jewellery at 
a time when both men and women wore a great deal of jewellery. There is little doubt
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about this interpretation of the term: for example, Mme de Lafayette tells in her 
Memoires how the Comte dc Guichc, the lover of Henrietta, Duchess of Orleans, wore 
her portrait in a gold “boite” around his neck, and that this saved his life by stopping 
the flight of a bullet.11

In origin the term must have referred to the lockets containing miniatures which 
first appeared in Northern Europe in the second half of the sixteenth century, but the 
hinged lid, which made the object into a “boite” disappeared, probably around the 
middle of the seventeenth century, no doubt because the miniatures were now painted 
in enamel on metal, which was far more durable than paint, with its fugitive colours, 
on fragile vellum. Fig. 2 shows a very rare survival, what is almost certainly the remains 
of a royal boite-a-portrait: the miniature on the front is lost, but the reverse, with its 
interlaced LLs and the fleurs-de-lis, the whole beneath the royal crown, makes its origin 
certain. Furthermore, in overall form it is close to the rococo boXtes-a-portrait illustrated 
in Fig. 3. From the style of the enamelling it must date from the 1660s or ’70s. If the 
front was set with diamonds around the portrait then they would have been solid and 
close together rather like the stones in Fig. 1.

and black. Second half of 
seventeenth century.
Height of oval in centre:
2.4 cm; overall height: 8.9 cm. Victoria & Albert Museum, London. Inv. no. M 120-1975.

The majority of miniature painters working in Paris during the second half of the 
seventeenth century were enamellists; the fact that none of their work survives in the 
diamond-studded settings which court goldsmiths gave them reflects subsequent 
fashions, as mentioned earlier. They were reused during the eighteenth century in 
bracelet clasps and, ironically, the later eighteenth century and early nineteenth used ro 
set them in box tops,12 thereby causing the confusion about what was a boUe-'h-porlrait. 
The enamelled portraits do, however, survive in large numbers.13

Foremost among the painters was the Genevan-born Jean Petitot the Elder (160 
1691) who was court miniaturist to the King; he and his partner Jacques BordiYr 
(1616-1684), who had an interesting sideline as secret agent for the Council of Gem \ 
produced quantities of miniatures to satisfy official as well as courtly demand.11 Thn 
are, for example, two portraits of Louis XIV by Petitot in the Danish royal collection

3. Illustration by Mondon of a royal bdite-a-portrait. c. 1740.
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Rosenborg Castle, which have been there since at least 1696.15 Other miniaturists also 
supplied portraits to the King; Louis de Chatillon (1637-1734), who had been a pupil 
of the great Lebrun, master of all artistic activity at Versailles; Jacques Philippe Ferraud 
(1653-1732), who wrote a treatise on the miniaturist’s technique;17 and Jean Frederic 
Bruckman (born c.1660) who made enamelled bas-relief portraits of the King,18 in the 
1690s, none of which, however, seems to have survived. This is a pity, because, while 
floral enamelling in relief is quite common at this period, portraits are almost unheard of.

The boites-a-portrait given away by the King were always set about with diamonds, 
in keeping with the fashion which he obviously favoured; for example, there was the 
one paid for in 1679, “enriched with sixty-nine facetted diamonds of various sizes”, 
given to Mr Temple, one of the English mediators at the Peace of Nijmegen (value 8101 
liures).10 For this and all other examples quoted now it is worth bearing in mind the 
list of diamond prices quoted earlier, since it must have been the stones which repre
sented the greater part of each one’s cost.

Who was presented with these boites-a-portrait? The answer is that most envoys and 
ambassadors were given one: between 1672 and 1721 the lists of presents in the Biblio- 
theque Nationale,20 which are not complete, record forty-six valued on average at 
between 3000 and 8000 livres given to English noblemen and envoys of various descrip
tions. For example, Mr Saville, Charles II’s envoy received one on 30 Oct. 1672, which 
is probably why, when he was offered another ten years later he decided to take its 
value in money instead - 10,000 livres. Colonel Churchill, envoy of the Duke of York 
got one worth 6900 livres in July 1680, and the Duke of Monmouth received a lavish 
example worth 16,000 livres in 1677. Occasionally the brief entries in the manuscript 
are most stimulating to the imagination: why did the King give a boTte worth 3086 livres 
to a “musicienne angloise” on 23rd Dec. 1682; and who was the mysterious unnamed 
“seigneur anglois” who was given another worth 14,733 livres 20 sous on 17 Sept. 
1678 - some secret agent, perhaps? What did the unlikely sounding “Prince Amaba 
Neigre” do to cause his boite-a-portrait and gold medal of the royal family to be taken 
back in 1703, “since this Prince has shown himself unworthy of the honour which the 
King had done him”.21

The secretaries who accompanied the ambassadors received an absolutely standard 
present of a gold chain worth 1500 livres. Gold medals of the King, like the beautiful one 
by Jean Varin (Fig. 4) were the all-purpose less expensive present supplied to Louis’s 
representatives in quantities, to be distributed as they saw fit, or given directly to the 
more ordinary people for some special distinction which had come to the King’s 
attention, as with the mate of a ship which had captured an English man-of-war in 
1703.22 From 1705, however, large sets of medals of the Histoire Medallique which 
presented a suitably elevated account of the achievements of the Sun King began to be 
given to some envoys, the proportion of gold to silver medals varying. These were of 
course diplomatic presentations with the highest possible propaganda and political 
interest and the subject matter is mostly to do with the King’s military triumphs, his 
diplomacy and the improvement of the army and navy. Sets were given, for example, to

4. Gold medal of Louis XIV 
by Jean Varin, struck in 
1672. From the Collection of 
King George III. British Museum, 
George 111 French medals 2S.

!>



Signor Albizi, envoy extraordinary of Tuscany in Feb. 1721, and in April of the same 
year, to M. Gubervilliers, envoy extraordinary of Lorraine.23

Other presents which occur less frequently than the boTtes-a-portrait are diamond 
bracelet clasps, given to men as well as women, such as the Comte de Nassau (6330 
livres) in Dec 1705, or the “musicienne italienne” (3190 livres) in Jan 1682.21 Diamond 
rings occur, and so do swords with diamond-studded hilts such as the one given to the 
Duke of Monmouth on 1st Jan 1673.25

What all these presents have in common is that they were supplied, from the early 
1670s until his death in 1710, by Pierre Lc Tessicr de Montarsy. The son of a goldsmith 
who had a workshop in the Louvre, he registered his own mark in 1672, but was a dealer 
in gem-stones and a middleman more than a jeweller himself. He rose in court circles, 
until in 1700 he was described as “ecuycr, secretaire du Roi et garde des pierrerie” but 
he discharged this last duty most dishonourably, pawning a large number of the 
Crown’s, and the King’s personal stones, perhaps to finance an inflated life-style, or to 
remedy what today would be called “cash-flow” problems. His embarrassed position 
became apparent only when he died, and a long official enquiry took place, but it is 
unclear from the documents whether the stones were ever recovered.26

Notes
This article draws on two volumes entitled Presents faits par le Roy cn Pierrerie, Meublcs, argenterie 

et autres (Bibl. Nat. Paris, Ms. Fr. 14112 and 14113). These are arranged country by country, and the lists 
arc up-to-date from 1669 to 1690, but then become sporadic. It also draws on A. Maze-Sencicr’s partial 
publication, in his Livrc des Colleclioneurs (Paris 1885) pp. 77-122, of the Registres des Presents des 
Rois (1662 until the end of Louis XVl’s reign), in the Ministere des Affaires Etrangcres; these registers arc 
fuller than, but not identical with, the above Mss.
I G. Bapst, Histoire des Joyaux de la Couronne dc Prance (Paris 1889), pp. 337-8.
8 idem pp. 374-402 for the complete inventory.
3 Bibl. Nat. Paris, Melanges Colbert, Vol. 302, ff. 331r-332v.
4 Bibl. Nat. Paris, Ms. fr. 14113, f. 276r. 
s ???
6 Mel. Col. Vol. 304, f. 7r.
7 Ms.fr. 14113, ff.276r-277r.
8 idem f. 327r.
9 idem ff. lr-7v.

10 A. Maze-Sender, Le Livre des Collectionnenrs (Paris 1885), p. 78.
II Quoted by A. Mazc-Sencicr, op. cit. p. 161.
18 e.g. Tortoise-shell box mounted in gold, Paris c. 1820. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, Inv. no. 

932-1882.
13 q.v. those in the Jones Collection, Victoria and Albert Museum.
84 L. Schidloff (Graz 1964), Vol. II, pp. 630-31.
16 E. F. S. Lund, Miniaturesamlingeni de Danske Kongers Kronologiske Samling paa Rosenborg Slot 

(Copenhagen), 1912p. 125.
18 L. Schidloff, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 144.
17 idem, Vol. I, p. 249.
18 A. Maze-Sencier, op. cit. p. 160. Twelve of these were bought at sixty livres each on 30 March 1695.
19 Md. Col. Vol. 302, f. 333r.
20 Ms. fr. 14112, ff. 249r-258r is the section on England which includes all references to Englishmen 

below.
81 Ms.fr. 14113, f.318v.
22 A. Mazc-Sencicr, op. cit. p. 89.
23 idem p. 91; for an excellent account of the Histoire Mcdalliquc see M. Jones, Medals of the. Sin: ing 

(London 1979).
84 idem, p. 90, p. 85.
86 Ms. fr. 14112, ff. 249r-258v.
88 H. Nocq, Le Poinfon de Paris (Paris 1928), pp. 127-28; G. Bapst, op. cit. pp. 363-365.
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