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Juste-Aurèle Meissonier (1695-1750)

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier (drawer), Pierre-François Bonnestrenne, Henry Adnet
(goldsmithers), Tureen, former Duke of Kingtson collection, 1735-1738, Cleveland, The

Cleveland museum of art (inv. 1977.182)

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier (1695-1750) was a major ornamentalist of the first

half of the 18th century. Creating many original models, he took an active

part in the development of a new style at the end of the Régence period.

Count Caylus said of him at his death that he "wanted to find something new,

to appear singular, to produce piquancy, in a word to become original, and

above all to resemble no one".

 

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier (drawer), Pair of candlesticks, 1729-1750, Galerie Léage

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier (dessinateur), Pair of candlesticks, 1729, Lisbonne,
Musée Gulbenkian

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier was born in Turin in 1695. From a family of French

goldsmithers who had emigrated to Italy, he probably trained in his father's

workshop. He arrived in France around 1715, and obtained his patent

as orfèvre du roiin 1724. Meissonnier then became the following

year dessinateur de la Chambre et du Cabinet du roi, a position that assured

him a solid reputation and numerous private orders, both French and

foreign. He then created models in various fields, from goldsmithery to

carriages, from festive decorations to furniture.

 

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier, Project for the fronton of Saint-Sulpice church, Paris, elevation,
1726, Aylesbury, Waddesdon Manor (inv. 23)

Meissonnier quickly acquired a prestigious clientele. In 1723, he designed a

model of a bucket for Louis-Henri, Duke of Bourbon. The

latter, surintendant de l’éducation of Louis XV and then prime minister from

1723 to 1726, introduced him to the French Court and to the aristocracy.

Illustrious foreign personalities also asked him to work for them. In 1728, he

designed the decoration of the throne room of the royal palace in Lisbon,

and also made drawings for the throne sitting. He also responded to

requests for urban and religious projects: in 1726, and again in 1730, he

designed the fronton of the church of Saint-Sulpice.

 

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier (drawer), Jean-Jacques Fieffé (clockmaker), Cartel clock, circa
1735-1740, Los Angeles, J.-P. Getty Museum (inv. 72.DB.89)

Meissonnier was not the first to use rocaille ornamentation in his work, but

he applied it to his models in a striking manner, thus contributing to the

flourishing of this style in the first half of the 18th century. His work was

credited with the first mention of the term "rocaille", in the sense of a style

that incorporates the irregular and asymmetrical shapes of natural

elements. In 1730, the frame he designed for a painting by Jean-Baptiste

Oudry (1686-1755) depicting a royal hunt was thus described as "cartouches

with rocaille, leaves and scrolls". In 1734, the announcement of the

publication of his Livre d'ornements represents the second occurrence of the

use of this new word "rocaille".

 

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier, Door project for Baroness of Besenval, 1730-1734, New York,
Copper Hewitt Smithsonian Design Museum (inv. 1921-6-212-49)

 

His models are borrowed from a "dynamic unity", which combines new

shapes and classical elements, creating harmonious designs, balanced and

without overwork. The influence of Italian Baroque architecture, and in

particular that of Francesco Borromini (1599-1667), which he could have

studied in his youth, can be mentioned as a key element in the development

of his style with its curved shapes. In terms of silverware, his style is

distinguished by a certain magnitude. More than utilitarian objects, they are

real pieces of sculpture that he offers to his clients. Finally, in interior

decoration, he pursued the same objective of unifying the decor as his

contemporaries. We thus find his hand on the arms of light rising from the

frame of the overmantel of the fireplace in the living room of the apartment

of the Baroness of Besenval.

 

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier (drawer), Claude Duvivier (goldsmithers), Candelabra, former
Duke of Kingston collection, 1734-1735, Paris, Musée des arts décoratifs (inv. 32632)

As an ornamentalist, the privileged medium of Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier's

work is the print. As early as 1725, he decided to publish some of his

engraved models in various publications such as the Mercure de France. This

attitude, relatively common, took another scale in 1733, when he decided, in

collaboration with the editor Gabriel Huquier to gather them in a repository

titled Œuvres. The latter did not regroup in an exhaustive way the work of

Meissonnier, but offered a representative vision of his work in various fields.

A majority of the prints represent projects that were completed and slightly

modified for printing. This publication is the first work of an artist

published during his lifetime, thus consecrating Meissonnier's know-how

and ensuring his posterity.

 

Pierre-Alexandre Aveline (engraver), Frontispiece of Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier's Œuvre,
18th century, Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. L417LR1)

Juste-Aurèle Meissonnier was a complete artist with a rich and original

work. His work constitutes a decisive contribution to the evolution of

the rocaille taste and to the development of decorative arts in the first half of

the 18th century. The plastic strength of his creations attracted the attention

of patrons from all over Europe, and his engraved work perpetuate, in a

convenient manner, the memory of his creations that could not be

preserved.
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