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Considered as one of the great masterpieces of the collection of the Louvre, 
the gold chest known as « Anne of Austria’s casket » has no equivalent in 
the world1 (fig. 1). Although it looks like a small travel case because of its 
size2 and its side handles, the precious metal and its decorations raise it 
to the rank of an exceptional collector’s piece. Its oak carcass is entirely 
covered in blue silk satin, which is sumptuously adorned with lacy gold 
openwork depicting large acanthus scrolls, with roses, tulips, buttercups, 
narcissi and lilies disposed symmetrically to form coherent compositions 
for each of the five sides of the chest (fig. 2). All these flowers are part 
of an infinite web that is enriched with small vine leaves and tiny flowers 
embellished with tendrils and stems. The eye gets lost in these endless 
swirls, though they remain extremely distinct. The chest is mounted on four 
solid gold cushioned lion’s feet (fig. 4). At present, the interior is fitted with 
dark red velvet.

It has been known for a long time that the gold chest is one of the rare 
surviving examples of goldsmith’s work from the former royal collection. 
Even though it is not recorded in Louis XIV’s inventories, one of its legs is 
engraved with the number 298 that was assigned in 1718, shortly after the 
King’s death3. Its history can then be traced in successive royal inventories 
until the end of the Ancien Régime. In 1784, a restoration was to be carried 
out by King’s jeweller  Paul-Nicolas Ménière. He considered recolouring 
the gold elements and replacing the satin, but he finally withdrew from 
the commission, by his own admission, because of “the difficulty and 
the intricate quality of the work”4. During the Revolution, the chest was 
estimated at one hundred and fifty thousand pounds in The Inventory of 
the Diamonds of the Crown. The admiration for this “masterpiece of goldwork 
and taste” certainly explains why it survived. The gold chest was kept intact 
through the dark years after the fall of Monarchy. During the Restoration, 
it was placed at the Tuileries Palace. Eventually it entered the collections of 
the future Louvre in 1852, at which time it was catalogued as “the Jewel 

Figure 1. Gold chest, general view. Paris, musée du Louvre, inv. MS 159 (cl. Réunion des musées 
nationaux).

Figure 2. Gold chest, detail of the front face. Paris, musée du Louvre, inv. MS 159 (cl. Réunion des 
musées nationaux).



Figure 3. Gold chest, photographed by Léon Vidal in 1876. Paris, musée d’Orsay, inv. PHO 1983-
165-537-1 (cl. Réunion des musées nationaux).

Figure 4. Gold chest, detail of a foot. Paris, musée du Louvre, inv. MS 159 (cl. Réunion des musées 
nationaux).
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case of queen Anne of Austria, wife of Louis XIII”, the first interpretation of 
its origins5. In 1876 it was photographed in the museum for the first time by 
Léon Vidal, inventor of a new “photochromic” process (fig. 3).

Fantasized origins, proven origins
Surely the origin of this masterpiece in our national collections has 
been the object of many theories, sometimes even very romantic ones. 
According to tradition, a “paper in very old writing” found inside the chest 
indicated that it belonged to Anne of Austria and that the Queen had 
received it from Cardinal Mazarin6. This document has since disappeared 
and it’s worth noting that the story of such a gift from Mazarin to Anne of 
Austria emerged in 1830, at the time when certain historians suspected or 
fervently believed that a relationship existed between the Queen Mother 
and the Cardinal (fig. 5). If this story were true, the chest would have been 
made between Louis XIII’s death and Mazarin’s, so before 1661. But this 
theory does not hold up against all of the other known documents. No 
reliable eye-witness account of the chest in the royal collections can be 
found before that of the Swedish architect Nicodème Tessin, during the 
reign of Louis XIV. Visiting Versailles in 1687, Tessin admired “an extremely 
finely crafted openwork golden chest” which was placed on a table in one 
of the smaller rooms of King’s apartments7. Could the chest be from a later 
period than what was previously thought?

The composite aspect of the astonishing gold casing, with its harmonious 
combination of more or less naturalistic flowers and powerful acanthus 
scrolls, could suggest it is slightly later than the regency of Anne of Austria. 
Such harmony between flowers and classical ornamentation was not 
uncommon between 1660 and 1680 (for instance in Boulle furniture). 
It can be found in designs published in Paris by the goldsmith Thomas 
Lejuge in 1676 (fig. 6). His engravings for jewellery designs show elegant 
acanthus and naturalistic flowers executed with the precision typical of 
a master goldsmith8. Lejuge specialized in small gold objects, jewels and 
watch cases. Most of these Paris artisans were Huguenots, and some of 
them had Flemish or German origins. Their style was clearly ornamental 
and stood apart from the more official decorative vocabulary of the royal 
silversmiths under the influence of Charles Le Brun: for instance the King’s 

silver furniture was emphatically sculptural and determined by a political 
function. The art of the jewellers of the same period has not received 
just recognition by historians and this omission is complicated by the fact 
that their work was never signed or hallmarked. As Huguenots, many were 
forced to work in the shadows in the years preceding the revocation of 
the Edict of Nantes.
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Figure 5. Cardinal Mazarin and Anne of Austria, by Richard Parkes Bonington, 1826. 
Paris, musée du Louvre, inv. RF 369 (cl. Réunion des musées nationaux).
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Figure 6. Front page of the book of 
designs for goldsmiths by Thomas 
Lejuge, engraving, 1676. Paris, 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
département des Estampes et de 
la Photographie, inv. AA3 (cliché M. 
Bimbenet-Privat, copyright free).

Figure 7. The King’s shoes and their 
buckles adorned with diamonds, detail 
from Louis XIV’s portrait by Hyacinthe 
Rigaud, 1701. Paris, musée du Louvre, 
département des peintures, inv. 7492 
(cl Réunion des musées nationaux).

A recent discovery in a volume of the Journal of the Crown jewels, conserved in the archives of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, confirmed our theory of a later dating. This volume records all the purchases of diamonds by the Royal Treasury. In 
it can be found the payment, in the Spring of 1676, for “a gold chest to contain all the jewels” (in French: “pour un coffre d’or 
pour enfermer toutes les parures”)9. The word “parures” refers to the wide range of assorted gems – diamonds, coloured 
stones or pearls – that were worn by the King on his court costume. His portraits show him entirely covered with jewels 
from the top of his head to his feet (fig. 7). 

The payment was made to a certain Suzanne Lejeune, widow of the goldsmith of the King Jean Pittan, who had just died. 
This great Parisian goldsmith, active from the end of the 1630s, was one of the official suppliers to the Crown. His role 
consisted of importing and negotiating diamonds, jewelled portrait medallions, filigrees and gold plate intended both 
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for the King as well as for diplomatic gifts. For example, in 1665, Pittan 
provided the 21 kgs of gold with which the goldsmith Jean Gravet made 
the great gold nef for Louis XIV. He supplied also a lot of Louis XIV’s “boîtes 
à portrait” (fig. 8). At the end of his career, Pittan10 was not so much an 
active goldsmith as he was a merchant. Thus, he could not have made the 
gold chest himself. Then who did he ask to make it? We found the answer 
in the inventory drawn up after his death, in which there are repeated 
references to gold transfers made by Pittan to a certain Jacques Blanc “to 
make a gold casket11.

Jacques Blanc, alias Jakob Blanck, was an obscure Huguenot journeyman 
with German origins, for whom we have little documentation of his work 
as a goldsmith. The archives do not indicate the date of his arrival in the 
French capital, or his place of birth. At the time of the Revocation of the 
Edict of Nantes in 1685, Blanck was ordered to leave the kingdom or 
to convert. He chose conversion and thus acquired his certification as a 
goldsmith. Little else is known about him12.

Scientific and technical analysis
Jacob Blanck’s work merited an extensive study and, concurrently with the 
historical research undertaken, technical research was carried out in 2013 
at the French Museums Research and Restoration Center13. The chest was 
submitted to radiography and examined under an electron microscope, 
finally revealing secrets of its components, assemblage and decoration, of 
which we will give a brief overview. The chest is made of five openwork 
gold faces: the lid, the lateral sides, the front and back panels. In total, there 
are at least five distinct techniques employed in the making and fitting 
of the ornaments. The x-rays of the lid (fig. 9) allow us to see that all 
these panels were assembled and adjusted in two distinct ways. First a hot 
consolidation by brazing between the elements that constitute each panel. 
Second, a cold consolidation using gold nails on the wooden frame. To 
cite but one example, the lid panel has a total of two hundred and twenty 
seven gold nails.

Figure 8. Portrait miniature of Louis XIV (« 
boîte à portrait ») supplied by Jean Pittan in 
1668. Musée du Louvre, dép artement des 
Objets d’art, inv. OA 12280 (cl. François Farges, 
copyright free).

Figure 9. X-rays picture of the chest lid.  
C2RMF 72153, MS 159 musée du Louvre
Elsa Lambert and Jean Marsac.
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All the pieces of gold decoration were made by 
casting and then chasing. Thanks to the microscope, 
we can observe that the ornamentation is 
sometimes grainy (fig. 10). This seems to indicate 
that there wasn’t a significant amount of chasing 
done after the casting: However, with the chasing 
carried out by Jacob Blanck, he was able to add 
exquisite details to the leaves. He also curled 
their edges (fig. 11). Our technical study tends to 
demonstrate that this work was probably achieved 
by only one person. Jacob Blanck was indeed a 
master of his art! Might he have left other evidence 
of his talent, or must the gold chest be considered 
his only surviving masterpiece?

Comparisons
The decorations of the chest inspired the 
ornamentation on another work of art, a very 
elaborate mirror in a private collection14. This may 
have been a diplomatic present from the King of 
France to an allied prince (fig. 12). Indeed, the 
back of the mirror bears hallmarks in use in Paris 
between 1684 and 1691.

This mirror was once part of the collections of 
the last princes of Hyderabad. However, we  
do not know how it got to this region of India, 
famous since the 17th century for the mines of 
Golconda. The origin of the mirror was the object 
of unpublished research by Professor Gordon 
Glanville, who generously shared his findings with 
me15. Professor Glanville suggests an Ottoman 
connection, which is justified by the date of the 
making of the mirror – the end of the 1680s –, 
a brief period when diplomatic relations between 
France and Ottoman Empire were cordial. The 
mirror could have been a present from the Sun 
King to the mother of the Sultan. The caliphs of 
the Ottoman dynasty united with the princes of 
Hyderabad in 1933 when the daughter of the 
last caliph, in exile since 1924, married the Crown 
Prince of Hyderabad. The mirror was part of this 
princess’ possessions.

The front of the mirror has an enamelled gold 
frame with scrolls and flowers scattered with 
diamonds, rubies and emeralds. On the back, the 
entire surface is covered with openwork gold 
acanthus scrolls and flowers set upon a golden brass 
plaque (fig. 13). The design of the composition, the 
structure of the panels centered on a flower and the assembly with small 
fixing nails (which indicate there was a wooden support originally) strongly 
evoke the gold chest. Although the composition is not identical, certain 
floral elements – like the tulips or some small flowers with curled petals 
– strongly evoke the gold chest (fig. 14). However, the complex layering, 
which give to the gold chest its relief and its exceptional density, are missing. 
In other words, the maker of the mirror doesn’t show as much technical 
maturity, even though he used some of the same models. In my opinion, 
this indicates that the mirror comes from the same workshop but was not 
by the hand of Jacob Blanck. This wonderful artist thus remains a mystery.

Figure 10. Detail of a flower.
C2RMF 72153, MS 159 musé du Louvre
Anne Maigret

Figure 11. Detail of tulips and tiny flowers. 
Musée du Louvre, département des Objets d’art, inv. 
Ms 159 (cl. Réunion des musées nationaux).



25

1.  Musée du Louvre, département des Objets d’art, inv. MS 159.

2. H. 25,2 cm; L. 47,5 cm; D. 36,2 cm.

3. Paris, Archives nationales, O1 3341, fol. 302v° (the same description in the royal 
inventory of 1775 (Archives nationales, O1 3347, fol. 371).

4. Paris, Archives nationales, O1 3280.

5. H. Barbet de Jouy, Notice des antiquités, objets d’art du Moyen Âge, de la 
Renaissance et des Temps modernes composant le musée des Souverains, Paris, 
1866, p. 166 n° 110.

6. Y. Bottineau, Catalogue de l’orfèvrerie du XVIIe, du XVIIIe et du XIXe siècle, 
Musée du Louvre et Musée de Cluny, Paris, 1958, p. 5-6 n° 4.

7. P. Francastel, “Relation de la visite de Nicodème Tessin à Marly, Versailles, Clagny, 
Rueil et Saint-Cloud en 1687”, Revue de l’Histoire de Versailles et de Seine-et-
Oise, 1926, p. 283.

8. M. Bimbenet-Privat, “Thomas Lejuge : orfèvre de métier, graveur par nécessité”, 
dans L’Estampe au Grand Siècle. Etudes offertes à Maxime Préaud, Paris, 2010, 
p. 415-427.

9. Archives du Ministère des Affaires étrangères, Mémoires et documents France 
2040, fol. 68 v°. I am grateful toward Isabelle Richefort and Alexandre Cojannot 
for their help during my research.

10. M. Bimbenet-Privat, “Les pierreries de Louis XIV : objets de collection et 
instruments politiques”, Etudes sur l’ancienne France offertes en hommage à 
Michel Antoine. Textes réunis par Bernard Barbiche et Yves-Marie Bercé, Paris, 
2003, p. 81-96.

11. Paris, Archives nationales, Minutier central, CXVIII, 106 ; 7 février 1676.

12. M. Bimbenet-Privat, Les orfèvres et l’orfèvrerie de Paris au XVIIe siècle, Paris, 
2002, I, p. 251.

13. I am very grateful towards Emmanuel Plé, Anne-Cécile Viseux, Maria-Philomena 
Guerra, Marc-André Paulin and Roberta Cortopassi who were in charge of this 
conservation and research work.

14. I am very grateful towards the owners of this mirror who generously allowed 
me to publish it.

15. I deeply thank my friends Gordon and Philippa Glanville for our exchanges 
along this research.

Figure 12. Front side of a mirror probably presented by King Louis XIV in the 1680s. Private 
collection. (copyright free)

Figure 13. Back of a mirror probably presented by King Louis XIV in the 1680s. Private collection. 
(copyright free)

Figure 14. Idem: details of the flowers and scrolls.  
Private collection.


