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On 7 September 1789 a group of women, led by Madame Moitte, wife of the 
sculptor Jean Guillaume Moitte (1746-1810), entered the National Assembly at 
Versailles and offered up their jewellery in the cause of the French Republic. After 
so magnificent a sacrifice, which was inspired by ancient Roman example, the cor
responding gesture by members of the Assembly on 26 September was regarded 
with cynicism by some observers. Gouverneur Morris, later the American Minister 
to France, was present on the second occasion and, unmoved by the sight of a heap 
of men’s gold fobs, diamond shoe buckles and the like, wrote dismissively of the pro
ceedings starting at ten o’clock with ‘Some trifling Matter, of Presents to the 
Assembly, called the Gifts of Patriotism, but more properly the Sacrifices to Vanity 
. . .’ (1). Morris was the lover of Madame de Flahault, one of Marie Antoinette’s 
ladies, and his attitude was undoubtedly tempered by sympathy for her views.

A few years afterwards it became positively dangerous to be seen wearing 
jewellery. The craft guilds suppressed, the Crown Jewels looted, and France already 
proclaimed a Republic, the old order ended violently with the execution of Louis 
XVI in January 1793, followed by that of Marie Antoinette. During the Terror of 
1794, when possession of a pair of silver shoe buckles might single out the owner 
as a candidate for the guillotine, only the makers of revolutionary jewellery could 
hope to make a living. It took unflinching adherence to Robespierre for jewellers 
to turn out articles in the form of miniature guillotines (2) when so many former 
patrons of their trade were being put to death by the full-scale machines. A number 
of jewellers found it expedient to absent themselves from Paris at this time, return
ing when the spate of slaughter ended. They then began to transmute more seemly 
revolutionary modes into jewellery.

The strap worn over one shoulder and attached to the belt of soldiers in the 
French armies is said to have inspired the sautoir, a long chain, sometimes set with 
small stones or pearls (Plate 1). This was also thrown by Frenchwomen over one 
shoulder and under the other in military fashion, but the vogue may well have had 
older antecedents than the costume of the revolutionary soldiery; both sexes wore 
chains in a similar manner during the seventeenth century. It is undeniable, 
however, that the French reinvented the sautoir in the last years of the eighteenth 
century. Parisian jewellers traditionally created international fashion, and the ex
isting state of the war between France and Britain (and other countries) did little 
to interrupt their influence. One of George Ill’s daughters, Princess Mary, Duchess 
of Gloucester, owned a sautoir in the early years of the nineteenth century (3). As 
to men’s jewellery, shoe buckles fell from favour, except in formal and ceremonial 
dress, not because of any unpleasant associations with the Terror but in conse
quence of sartorial innovations. Buckles had begun to be threatened by shoe-laces 
in the 1780s, and the widespread adoption of long trousers in the early nineteenth 
century rendered them obsolete in normal day wear. But there was a renewed de
mand for elaborate watches, eye-glasses on chains, and seals, which were worn by 
the smart in clusters suspended from the waist.
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1. Sautoir
Gold, enamelled and set with rosc-cut diamonds and pearls. Probably French, about 1795-1800. 
If so, the sautoir was taken out of the country and then brought back, as it bears French import 
marks for 1864-93.
Victoria & Albert Museum

The interregnum created by the proclamation of the Republic in September 1792 
was formally brought to an end by the coronation of Napoleon and Josephine as 
Emperor and Empress in December 1804. In fact the Bonapartes had begun to hold 
court in a regal manner when he became First Consul five years earlier. Lady 
Bessborough described a reception given by the Minister of Marine in January 
1803, during the brief Peace of Amiens. Everybody appeared ‘full dress’d (as they 
must be with all the Ministers here), and Madame B.[onaparte] and Mad. Louis 
(Josephine’s daughter Hortense, wife of Louis Bonaparte later King of Holland) 
were both there, Mad. B quite enthron’d’ (4).

Lady Bessborough’s sister Lady Holland, who had visited Paris with her husband 
some months earlier, had been presented ‘to the Consul and Madame, they were
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both very gracious*. Lady Holland found Josephine’s figure perfect and ‘her taste 
in dress exquisite* but was taken aback by her face, which she found prematurely 
aged, with sunken checks and furrowed mouth. None of this is apparent in the court 
painter Robert Lefcvre’s portrait of Josephine (Plate 2). Both Lord and Lady 
Holland professed themselves horrified at the extravagance of the ladies of the 
Bonaparte ‘Cerclc*, Lord Holland declaring, ‘The sums expended on dress are 
quite incredible, and the richness of the shops in those articles, as well as in fur
niture, exceed not only all description we have ever heard in England but anything 
the most expensive persons can imagine*. Extravagance apart, the cause of the high 
prices prevailing in France was inflation, which had caused particularly severe prob
lems to Parisian jewellers after the Terror. Struggling to re-establish themselves and 
faced with the soaring cost of new materials of their craft, they ingeniously adopted 
the traditional technique of filigree, thus stretching a small amount of gold a very 
long way. The sautoir in Plate 1 has filigree borders set with pearls, surrounding 
characteristically modest diamonds.

2. The Empress Josephine (1763-1814)
Portrait by Robert Lcfevrc, about 1806. Oil. 
Wellington Museum, Apslcy House

The rapid recovery of the Parisian jewellery trade after Napoleon became First 
Consul was in large measure due to the Bonapartes. Josephine’s passion for clothes 
and jewels overwhelmed Lady Holland, who wrote to her sister-in-law, ‘Were I to 
tell you about Madame B[’s] expense, you would think I was telling fibs’ (5). 
Napoleon also loved display, fully appreciating the importance of jewels in 
demonstrating rank and power. During the months leading up to the coronation the 
news that he was buying stones and jewellery on a large scale reached London. 
Ignoring the renewal of hostilities between Britain and France, Philip Rundcll, chief 
partner of Rundell, Bridge & Rundell of Ludgate Hill, newly-appointed jewellers 
to George III and the English Royal Family, decided to despatch a French-speaking 
member of his staff secretly to Paris with one of the great diamonds of the world, 
the Pigot, in the hope of selling it to the future Emperor through an intermediary.
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Negotiations over the purchase had started when word reached Napoleon that the 
diamond had come from London. Rundell’s emissary, Philippe Liebart, a Licgois, 
was forced to flee to England, leaving behind the Pigot diamond together with some 
articles of jewellery which were also on offer to the future Emperor. The jewellery 
was the Royal Goldsmiths’ own, but they only had a share in the Pigot diamond. 
Their rashness cost them dear, for everything abandoned by Liebart languished in 
Paris until after Napoleon’s final defeat at Waterloo in 1815, when they had to 
embark on litigation to recover the goods (6).

Rundell’s unpatriotic enterprise makes it plain that the English Royal Goldsmiths 
were confident that their jewellery bore comparison with the best French work, 
which argues that there was little or no divergence in style between Parisian and 
London-made productions at the time. Technically, Rundell’s jewellery was of the 
very highest standard. The current fashion for large table-cut coloured stpnes, set 
off by diamond borders, was new only in the sense that the components were in
tegrated into formal and symmetrical designs of strong dignity. Even for French 
jewellers, the Terror apparently interrupted rather than deflected the course of 
design. The connection between pre- and post-Revolutionary work is demonstrated 
by a pair of oval paste bracelet clasps with diamond borders in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum; the pieces are decorated with devices celebrating the marriage of 
the Dauphin, the future Louis XVI, and Marie-Antoinette in 1770 (7). Borders or 
prominent frames were a feature of much secondary jewellery produced in England 
in the 1770s and 1780s, including small Wedgwood plaques set in gold or cut steel 
which were so popular on the Continent under the influence of the Anglomanie then 
raging in France and elsewhere. Thus in the face of revolution and war the jewellers 
of Paris and London (and, indeed, of other capital cities) continued to follow a com
mon tradition, which was the more diligently perpetuated by the dispersal 
throughout Europe of craftsmen either born or trained in France. Moreover, the 
decorative motifs in the neoclassical repertory were drawn from antiquity, a heritage 
familiar to educated people in every country.

Most paintings of the women of the Bonaparte family depict an immense quantity 
of jewels piled on their heads in the form of tiaras, fillets and elaborate combs, to 
which were invariably added necklaces, earrings and bracelets, and sometimes 
bodice ornaments. Allowing for variations on themes, much of the jewellery con
formed to a set type. For instance, parures (or sets) of large emeralds surrounded 
by diamonds were at one time a standard wedding present to relatives from the 
Emperor or Empress. Napoleon gave such a set, said to be the work of Nitot, one 
of his favourite jewellers, to Stephanie de Beauharnais, a young connection of 
Josephine’s first husband (who died by the guillotine). Stephanie was adopted by 
the Emperor and in 1806, at the age of sixteen, was married off to the heir of the 
Grand Duke of Baden as a means of consolidating Napoleon’s new Confederation 
of the Rhine. Part of Napoleon’s gift to her, a necklace and earrings of large 
emeralds in open-backed (‘transparent’) settings with diamond borders, is in the 
collections of the Victoria and Albert Museum (Plate 3). A portrait of Stephanie 
wearing her marriage jewellery, probably ■ painted by Baron Gerard in 1806, 
demonstrates that the complete parurc included a circlet and (probably) a comb 
together with a pair of bracelets (8).

Napoleon’s step-daughter Hortense also owned a set of emeralds and diamonds 
and was reported to have been exceedingly put out when Napoleon commanded her 
to give it to Fanny Dillon (another connection of Josephine) on the day of the latter’s
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3. Necklace and earrings
Emeralds and diamonds, from a parure given by Napoleon to Stephanie dc Bcauharnais 
(1789-1860) in 1806, when she married the heir to the Grand Duke of Baden. Probably made by 
Nitot of Paris.
Victoria & Albert Museum; presented by Countess Tagliavia.

marriage to General Bertrand in September 1808. Napoleon, who was again 
responsible for the match, had apparently decided that the emerald and diamond 
parurc already given to Fanny by Josephine was not up to Imperial standards and 
therefore decreed that it should be supplemented by Hortcnsc’s own jewellery (9).

Stephanie’s circlet had a raised palmette front, which gave it the arched profile 
of the so-called ‘Spartan diadem’, a favourite head ornament of the French Court 
which had been borrowed and enlarged from a late eighteenth-century type. 
Josephine is wearing an unusually modest example in gold, rather than precious 
stones, in Plate 2. Spartan diadems soon became internationally fashionable, but 
another type, a circlet flaring out uniformly from a base, was confined to the n »■
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perial Court and its satellites for some time, only reaching England, for instance, 
after Napoleon’s downfall. A gold wreath, a luxurious interpretation of the laurels 
worn by the victorious Roman generals, was designed by the painter Isabey for 
Napoleon to wear with his coronation costume in 1804. It manifested the new 
Emperor’s desire to equate the power and stability of Imperial Rome with his own 
regime, but jewelled wreaths, robbed of their political and military significance, 
were soon flaunted by women everywhere. This development can scarcely be laid 
at Napoleon’s door, though the consistently neoclassical design of the jewellery worn 
by his female relatives and their ladies almost certainly reflected his views.

The Imperial image thus created undoubtedly inhibited French experimentation 
with the historic styles currently being revived under the umbrella of the inter
national antiquarian movement. There were, however, exceptions. Egyptian 
motifs, deemed patriotic in consequence of Napoleon’s campaign in Egypt and 
Baron Denon’s publication of Voyages dans la basse et la haute Egypte (1802), were ab
sorbed without difficulty into neoclassical design. The Austrian archduchess Marie 
Louise, who married Napoleon in 1810, the year following his divorce from 
Josephine, owned a gold girdle front which, though allegedly in the gothic style, is 
almost entirely neoclassical in manner, the medieval element being confined to a 
band of inverse arcading towards the lower edge. Similarly, a portrait by Gerard 
of Napoleon’s sister Caroline, the wife of Joachim Murat, who was created King 
of Naples in 1808, shows her wearing a parure with realistic vine ornament largely 
contained within the firm profile of a Spartan diadem (10).

Only towards the end of Napoleon’s reign was the standard neoclassical manner 
varied to any degree, when the artistic initiative was seized by the goldsmith- 
jewellers. These were the makers of secondary jewellery, in which precious metals 
were more important than stones. Filigree ornament now began to be applied to 
solid gold grounds, often further embellished with coarse granulation (grainti) and 
wire spirals or beehives (cannetille). It is easier to point to the similarity of this decora
tion to early Medieval work than to determine what sparked off the revival. Perhaps 
the catalyst was provided by the filigree ornament of Byzantine plate in the treasury 
of St Mark’s, Venice, seen when the city capitulated to the French in 1797, or by 
later pieces such as a chalice formed of an antique hardstone bowl mounted in silver- 
gilt and gold with filigree decoration which was made before 1147 for Abbot Suger 
of the great Abbey of Saint Denis on the outskirts of Paris. The treasury of the Ab
bey was ransacked at the French Revolution and the chalice deposited in the 
Biblioteque Nationale; stolen in 1804, it found its way to England (11). It has also 
been suggested that technique was borrowed from peasant jewellery and that, 
moreover, it was first used by goldsmiths in Vienna, from whence, perhaps, it was 
carried to France in the wake of Marie Louise’s arrival in Paris in 1810. Filigree 
jewellery of this type spread throughout Europe, even to England, where it never 
caught on to the same extent as in other countries. The French found it both pro
fitable and popular, and makers of cast imitation filigree in base metal were continu
ing to produce it for export in the 1850s.

English jewellers, led by Rundcll’s, who were both silversmiths and jewellers, 
produced brilliant neoclassical work, often for the Prince of Wales, who remained 
a devotee of the style even after he succeeded to the throne as George IV in January 
1820. The new King is depicted with a laurel wreath in the portrait medallion in 
Plate 4, a coronation gift to a member of his staff. The King was also a dedicated 
amateur antiquary. He had always been an ideal patron in the sense that he spent
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4. Portrait medallion of George IV (1762- 1830) 
The gold medallion, mounted on a blue paste 
ground and set in a gold frame. Signed Rundell, 
Bridge cl Rundell, J. Barber F (ecit). Probably a 
coronation gift from the King in 1821. The 
recipient was George Purefoy Jervaisc, who 
served George IV in the Privy Purse Office. 
Victoria & Albert Museum.

prodigally, and though not always having the means to pay for his commissions, he 
was a leader of fashion. Rundell’s were therefore anxious to encourage him, in the 
confidence that others would follow him to the Royal Goldsmiths. They took the 
chance that the Prince’s accounts would eventually be settled and their confidence 
was rewarded after his accession through the efforts of his last secretary, the physi
cian Sir William Knighton. George IV had been attracted to jewellery throughout 
his adult life, purchasing for himself and favourite members of his family. He lavish
ed jewels on his mistresses, the last and longest-serving of whom was Lady Con- 
yngham (12).

RundcH’s record in the history of nineteenth-century historicism is unparalleled, 
and credit is due to their stable of artists for catering for the antiquarian predilec
tions of George IV and other enthusiastic patrons such as the author and collector 
William Beckford. The firm revived the rococo manner for silverwork well before 
1810, transferring it to jewellery later. The firm’s most eminent neoclassical artist, 
the sculptor John Flaxman, who is also known to have worked in the gothic style, 
was furthermore greatly interested in natural forms as a source of design. Flaxman 
thus contributed to the late Georgian and early Victorian rage for naturalism, which 
found expression in botanical jewellery. George IV admired naturalism, though he 
inclined more to the gothic. His taste for medievalism, fostered by his liking for the 
poems and novels of Sir Walter Scott (whose influence was felt almost as strongly 
in France, Germany and elsewhere), culminated in the commission to Sir Jeffry 
Wyatville to gothicise Windsor Castle in 1824. The Royal Goldsmiths had already 
made a series of gothic jewels for the King before and after his accession; and having 
so produced plate in homage to the Renaissance, it was comparatively easy for them 
to interpret the style in miniature. The firm’s work in both manners was often more 
authentic in spirit than the eclectic exercises carried out in the late 1820s by die 
French goldsmiths and jewellers who came under the spell of Scott and Schiller, no 
less than their eager patrons, who included the Duchess of Berri, daughter-in-law 
of Charles X (13).
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The Duchess of Berri, though far from beautiful (14), had a keen eye for fashion. 
The French court was partly composed of French refugees who had returned to 
France with the restored Bourbon monarchy and were inevitably nostalgic about the 
design of the pre-Rcvolutionary era, which represented a golden age before their 
lives were disrupted. It took time for new ideas to displace the old and for con
servatism to give way to a liberal attitude in respect of style, thus freeing antiquarian 
motifs from their neoclassical context and enabling them to flourish independently. 
The Duchess first benefited from the nostalgic mood when in 1820 she was 
presented with a naturalistic diamond bouquet by Bapst, the crown jewellers, who 
had executed a similar bouquet for Marie-Antoinette in 1788. Fashionable anti- 
quarianism followed. Her Marie Stuart ball in January 1829 gave her the opportunity 
of wearing appropriate jewellery specially made by Bapst with stones taken from the 
Crown Jewels. A portrait of the Duchess by Dubois-Drahonnet shows her wearing 
a girdle with a long jewelled fall decorated with Renaissance motifs (15).

Ironically, though historicism was already deeply ingrained in English jewellery 
design, Paris remained the focus of attention. After George IV’s death in 1830, the 
Royal Goldsmiths ceased to experiment on their former grand scale and for a variety 
of reasons drifted towards their eventual dissolution in the early 1840s. Thereafter 
Parisian jewellers found themselves only occasionally challenged by their counter
parts in London.
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