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in the eighteenth century
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This essay is the result of a paper read to the International Silver and Jewellery 
Seminar in 1984, when the author raised the question ‘Who made a French gold 
box?’ The answer is of course not an individual working in isolation but a melange 
of workshops and highly skilled craftsmen who sought to please what is probably the 
most demanding clientele the world has ever seen. Since that paper was read new 
names have come to light and some are included here. Others whose exact craft or 
skill is uncertain have been omitted. However the question remains and despite the 
convenient tag of attributing a box to the goldsmith whose mark appears on it, it 
is hoped that the following will go some way to dispel the mythology of 
individual responsibility.

To begin with therefore it is perhaps advisable to look briefly at the kind of world 
that these craftsmen worked in. The regulations affecting goldsmiths* work in Paris 
arc recorded by Pierre Leroy in Statutes et Priveleges du Corps des Marchards-Orfevres- 
Joyailliers, published in Paris in 1752 and largely reiterated by Pouilin de Vieville, 
Code de TOrftvrerie, in 1785. The regulations are complex and frequently rather 
boring but only certain of them are relevant here.

First of all the number of master goldsmiths working within the city limits of Paris 
was restricted to three hundred, with the addition of the occasional orfivre priviligie 
created master by the King, or attached to one of the Royal households. Of these 
of course only a small number made gold boxes. These masters were obliged to work 
at street level - the wardens of the guild frequently prosecuted goldsmiths for 
working upstairs, out of view of the street, or outside the proscribed hours of 
between five or six in the morning to eight or nine at night. Each master was allowed 
one apprentice at a time. These aspiring goldsmiths started work between the ages 
of ten and sixteen and continued their apprenticeship for a minimum of eight years. 
The sons of master goldsmiths were exempt this arduous training since it was 
assumed that they would have learnt the trade from their fathers. After this the 
apprentice rose to the rank of journeyman for a minimum of three years. A 
goldsmith could have as many journeymen as he could afford. Jean Baptiste 
Lecadieu, for example, had three journeymen working for him in 1758,' and no 
doubt the more famous goldsmiths had larger workshops dependent upon the 
reputation of the master (fig. 1).

Following his statutory term of service the journeyman could apply to the guild 
to become a maitre, provided of course there was a vacancy, the number of which 
was divided equally between former apprentices and sons of masters. The applicant 
was required to pass an oral examination on such questions as weights, alloys and 
the prices of gold and silver, and produce a masterpiece under the scrutiny of the 
wardens. This was not necessarily a complicated piece. The great goldsmith 
Auguste produced a knife and fork.

Such a well ordered life appears to have had its problems. The goldsmith Joseph 
Bouillerot for example engaged a journeyman in 1782 who promptly seduced his
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1. The interior of a goldsmith’s shop from Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopedic (Paris, 1755). Note 
the open door to the street, which was obligatory to ensure the goldsmith’s honesty.

two daughters and savaged Mme. Bouillerot with her own walking-stick.2
Goldsmiths were not, as is sometimes supposed, confined to working with 

precious metals. For example several ‘goldsmiths’ were enamellers, although both 
Leroy and de Vieville stress that enamelling by goldsmiths should not be to excess. 
Others practised specialist skills such as chasing and engraving within the mystery 
of goldsmithing, and others still specialised in the setting of stones. Thus one finds 
a variety of skills within the guild from which gold box-makers could draw. There 
was however a group outside the guild, or indeed in other guilds who appear to have 
influenced gold box production.

The most influential were the marchands-merciers who were not only dealers, but 
setters of fashion and influencers of taste. Duvaux, Grancher, Gersaint and du Lac, 
to name but a few, all dealt in gold boxes and very probably commissioned new 
designs, or even new categories of boxes from goldsmiths. However, it is design that 
is the very starting point in the production of a box and it is here that a survey of 
their production should properly begin.

Apart from published engravings, the most famous of which are probably by 
Juste-Aurele Meissonnier, watercolour and ink designs were clearly circulating 
around Paris throughout the eighteenth century (fig. 2). Several volumes of these 
survive. Indeed there are probably more extant designs for gold boxes than for any 
other branch of French decorative arts of the Ancien Regime. The Victoria and 
Albert Museum, for example, houses some fifteen hundred designs for boxes and 
most other major collections can at least come somewhere close to this number. The 
V & A’s volumes include work by Gabriel de St Aubyn, Mondon, whose son Jean 
also provided designs for boxes, Mornay, Mongenor and Le Sueur, probably the
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2. Design for a gold box in body colour and ink, Paris circa 1770.
(By courtesy of the Trustees of the Victoria and Albert Museum)

enameller of the same name. We have no evidence as to whether private patrons 
commissioned boxes directly from goldsmiths to their own designs although this 
seems very probable.

Having received a design, or even having produced one himself, the goldsmith 
whose mark appears upon a Paris box would have established its rough form and 
sent the gold for assay. Once this was done the box would have begun a succession 
of journeys around Paris to specialist craftsmen all over the city.

For example at the death of Jean-Jacques Tonnelier in 1768 his widow stated that 
there was work with a M. Fouquet, an engraver, with M. Blancher an engine 
turner, and with M. Fresnel a chaser.3 The prolific goldsmith Jean-Joseph Barriere 
used an engraver named Cotteau, to whom he had sent a gold box but which the 
unfortunate engraver could not return.4 However, the majority of the craftsmen 
who worked on boxes are anonymous, but contemporary documents do give us a 
number of names and it is perhaps a benefit to discuss them even if in some iri-
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stances their work is unidentifiable. To begin with let us take the chasers, engravers 
and turners.

Alphonse Maze-Sencier, in his wonderfully useful book, Le Livre des Collectioneurs, 
lists several chasers who were mentioned as outstanding in the Almanack Dauphin 
between 1769 and 1777: Auguste, Cassin, Debechc, Hauer, Hurter, Laurent and 
Vanot. In addition the scelles, that is the register of properties sealed at the death 
of the occupier, yield further names: Simon Cure, whose son became a goldsmith, 
Jacques Confesseur, Charles Mennie, Madelaine Riche, Jean-Jacques Leixz, Louis 
Sauvage, Jacques Tardif, Philippet, Stallin, Maravaux, Osmond and St Nervaise.5 
Of all these the work of only two has been identified. Robert-Joseph Auguste, the 
most famous, became a maitre orfevre in 1757, and five chased boxes can be attributed 
to him - in Leningrad, 1760-61, in the Louvre, 1762-63, in the Metropolitan 
Museum, New York, 1766-67, in the collection of the Earl Spencer, 1767-68, and 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum, 1770-71. However, despite the recommenda
tion of the Almanack, we know that Auguste himself in turn employed a chaser 
named Boetger in 1782.6 The other chaser who has been identified is Gerard 
Debeche, and his son of the same name. Gerard pere was born in Liege in 1706 and 
worked for the Paris goldsmith Daniel Gouers in whose house he lived.

Debeche was a colourful character, an alcoholic and a womaniser.7 At Daniel 
Gouers*s bankruptcy in 1737, the records show that Debeche charged 120 livres (£5) 
for chasing a box. He also supplied a box for the corbeille de marriage of the Dauphine 
Marie-Joseph de Saxe in 1747. However his son was a chaser too and it seems prob
able that it was the son rather than the father who chased a gold box which Pierre 
Francois Drais supplied to the Menus Plaisirs in 1770.

Despite the popularity for engine turning on gold boxes in the second half of the 
eighteenth century the names of only three turners have been connected with 
goldsmiths* work. These are Blancher, mentioned above, Pierre-Charles Manet, 
who exhibited turned work to the Academie des Sciences in 1778,8 and one Girod 
who was a creditor at the death of Jean-Charles Genu, the goldsmith.

It is also clear that even for such a small item as the engraving of a signature the 
goldsmiths turned to specialist craftsmen for we find that the engraver signing for 
Henry Bodson in 1768-69 also signed for Pierre-Francois Drais in 1766-67 but 
Drais used a different engraver for a box of 1769-70 and a third for 1770-71, and 
a fourth in the same year, who also worked for Fan^ois Tiron. It is of small conse
quence in the manufacture of a box but it strengthens the point that production was 
very specialised.

No technique was more .specialised, nor so distinctive, as that of the enameller. 
Even in the eighteenth century the primary source for enamels was still Venice, 
although following the establishment of the Meissen factory, Dresden became a 
leading centre for production. The Royal French porcelain factory at Sevres 
imported enamels from Venice and it is to Sevres that one must look for further 
information on enamellers of gold boxes.

Pierre-Antoine Taunay, a painter at the factory, discovered the colours carmine, 
purple and violet, and these together with others which he had mixed were available 
to goldsmiths from Louis Leroy at the cour neuve du Palais in Paris.9

Ignace Reys, enameller and a creditor of the goldsmith Louis Casse, is very 
probably the artist of the same name who worked at Vincennes from 1753 until 
1755. And the enameller who signed the painting on a box by Jean Ducrollay of 
1753 - 54, now in the Louvre,10 is very probably the same Liot as the chef d*ateliers
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at Vincennes from 1745 to 1749. He is also recommended as an cnameller in the 
Almanack Dauphin of 1754 when he worked in the cloitre St Merry, Paris. Other 
enamellers connected with Sevres are Parpette, the flower painter who worked at 
Sevres from 1755 to 1812 and who signed a box of 1763-64 in the Louvre,11 and 
Cottcau, not the engraver sued by Barricre, but the inventor of jewelled porcelain 
and of a distinctive version of the same technique using gold paillons filled with 
translucent colours.

Here two important points about enamel and enamellers should be made. First, 
enamel boxes were very expensive; a box for 1,500 to 2,500 livres was not out of 
the ordinary, and a very expensive box set with diamonds made for Marie 
Antoinette in 1770 cost 20,746 livres. It is interesting to note here that of that figure 
the diamonds accounted for 15,855 livres, the gold and the manufacture 2,098 livres 
and the engraving and enamelling cost 1,000 livres. Compare this with Gerard 
Debeche charging 120 livres for chasing a box some thirty-five years earlier, in a 
century when inflation was virtually non existent.

Secondly it is quite difficult to identify enamellers of precious metals from 
records. The scelles, for example, note the demise of thirteen enamellers, of whom 
only one, Jacqueline-Emilie Mallet, can be tied up with boxes since she was the 
widow of Barnabe-Augustin de Mailly who enamelled boxes by Louis Demay and 
Jean-Fran^is Garand between 1757 and 1767. Furthermore, although some 
enamellers were members of the corporation des Marchand-Orfcvres-Joyailliers, 
such as Louis-Fran^ois Aubert and the grand sounding Hubert-Louis Cheval de 
St Hubert, others we are told by Savory de Bruslon were properly members of the 
guild of Paternotrier & Boutonniers en email. This guild was a kind of catch-all 
encompassing potters, glass-sellers and even those who made the wicker covers to 
bottles - like Chianti bottles.

Maze Sencier once again comes to the rescue with a short list of names: Aubert, 
Bourgoing, Le Bel, Le Sueur, Hamclin and de Mailly.12 To this wc can add M. 
Desvignes, a creditor of Jean Genu, Louis Philippe Demay, whose signature 
appeared on the enamel on a box from the collection of Lord Rothschild,13 Bornit 
who signed a box in the Ortiz-Patino collection of 1769-70,14 and the Almanack 
Dauphin adds Mile. Duplessis and Couniot. Of these Francois Bourgoin is 
represented by a box in the Rijksmuseum dated 1759, Le Sueur by boxes dated 
between 1750 and 1761 mainly by Jean Fremin and Jean Ducrolley (Fig. 3), 
Hamelin by boxes of 1758 and 1759, Mile. Duplessis by boxes by Veuve George 
and by Barnabe Sagerct dating from 1755 to 1762, and Couniot by a box in the 
Louvre of 1765-66.15

To these should be added Jean Baptiste Le Tellier who worked for Veuve George 
in 1764-65 and subsequently became peintre des Menus Plaisirs du Roi, Fourcaty 
who also worked for Ve Georges in 1763 — 64 and Charles-Louis Guilleman who was 
described as graveur-emailleur in 1779 and presumably worked en basse taille. The 
technique was probably practised by Hubert-Louis Cheval dc St Hubert, orjevre- 
emailleur who was one of the experts who prepared the inventory at the death of 
Louis-Francois Aubert peintre en email du Roi whose work was easily recognised by 
his contempories although the only signed work by him is a portrait of Louis XV.

Born about 1720-21, Aubert trained with Charles Clement in Paris, becoming 
a maitre in 1748.
Menus Plaisirs with two boxes “emaillc par Aubert, a fleur de relief, fond mat a 
mosaique, et bordure d'or polie” for 2,184 livres. In 1753, the marchand mcrcier

same

His success was quick. In 1751, Jean Ducrollay supplied the1 6
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3
4. A gold and enamel snufT-box, Paris 1749-50, 
by Jean Moynat with enamelled flowers in relief 
probably by Louis-Francois Aubert.
(Christies)

3. A gold and enamel snufT-box, Paris 1760-61, 
by Jean Fremin with enamel by Le Sueur. 
(Christies)

5. A gold and enamel snufT-box chased with scenes 
after David Teniers the Younger, Paris 1745 - 46, 
by Jean Moynat, the chasing anonymous, the 
enamel probably by Louis-Francois Aubert. 
(Christies)

l 7 and in the following year Madame de Pom-La Hoguette sold four similar boxes, 
padour bought “une tabatiere d’ecaille pique, en cage, a contours, la garniture en 
or, emaille en rose par Aubert”.18 By 1764, when she died the Marquise had 
acquired two.further boxes with flowers by Aubert.19 Since no signed enamelled 
flowers in relief are recorded we must look for a group of boxes a Jleurs en relief which 
date from Aubert’s period of output. Several boxes (Figs 4 & 5), an inkwell at 
Waddesdon Manor, watch cases and an etui would appear to fulfil the search for 
Aubert’s work. However, it has been suggested that a box in the Wrightsman 
Collection at the Metropolitan Museum by Jean Fremin of 1756 — 572 0 which has 
flowers by the same hand as the earlier examples condemns the attribution to Aubert 
since it was clearly begun after his death. However following his death on 20 
October 1755 an inventory of his possessions was made prior to his premises being 
sealed as was customary at that time. Aubert’s widow Marie-Antoinette Rappillard 
du Clos requested that she should be allowed to retain certain items including the 
plaques and cover of a boite a mouches, several unfinished boxes and a watchcase. 
Thus it appears that Veuve Aubert continued to run her husband’s workshop after 
his death, and to use his maker’s mark if she so desired, as she was entitled to do 
under the rules of the Guild. Veuve Aubert died on 19 October 1758 and no box.
in this style is recorded after that date.

37



There can be no doubt that other specialist craftsmen working independently 
used by the goldsmiths to decorate boxes. There were for example miniature 

painters, lapidiaries, cutters of glass, vernisseurs and the makers of pique. For these 
we have still less evidence. The miniaturists are a separate subject and too numerous 
to be treated here. The Martin brothers have the unfortunate lot to have had 
attributed to them a quantity of japanned boxes although it is clear from their 
patents that their work was in the Oriental style, using mother of pearl and with 
figures in relief.21 And for pique we have only Monsieur Devair (or Devert) who 
decorated a box supplied to the Menus Plaisirs by Hebert in 1749.2 2

Thus when we see a gold box described as being by, say, Drais or Ducrollay let 
it be remembered that they are but one link in the chain of production which 
involved several often anonymous petit maitres who combined to make a Parisian gold 
box what it is - a microcosm of all the arts of the eighteenth century.

were
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