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The interlude of the Gallery
The toilet in the XVIIIth century

François Boucher, Madame de Pompadour at her toilet, 1758, Cambridge, Fogg Art museum

The toilet took on a new form in the 18th century. While the 17th century
preferred dry toilets, water made an entry into the bathrooms in the Age of
Enlightenment. It gradually became essential to the toilet and led to the
appearance of new gestures and new practices. Moreover, the use of water
required the creation of new furniture and utensils. The bidet was thus
invented. Intended for women, it became an essential piece of furniture for
the female toilet and was found in all women's homes. It could be made by
the best craftsmen, using refined materials and techniques. In the same
way, richly decorated toilet furniture was made for the ladies of the court.
Mme Campan, chambermaid of Maire-Antoinette, says that these are the
most beautiful pieces of furniture in the appartements of each of the royal
princesses. They contain the blush and powder boxes, brushes and all the
other utensils needed for the toilet and are usually fitted with a mirror.

Jean-Henri Riesener, Dressing table, Louis

Jean-Henri Riesener, Dressing table, 1784,

XVI period, Galerie Léage

Château de Versailles

The toilet is marked by the shift in morals in the 18th century towards
greater intimacy: whereas in the 17th century it was public and a real
moment of socialization, it became more secretive, and hardly tolerated any
visitors. Only the servants could still take part in their masters' toilette. The
toilet is actually divided into two moments: the first, private, allows the
most intimate ablutions to be performed. The second, public, is more of a
representation, but allows the toilet to retain its social role.

Unknown, Toiletries, circa 1750, Paris, Musée des arts décoratifs (inv. 58027 A-à-K)

These new practices require the creation of rooms dedicated to them, rather
than specific furniture. Bathrooms dedicated to permanent use and no
longer occasional use, as it was the case in the previous century, were thus
created. In 1723, Louis XV was the first king to have a fixed bathroom that
was used regularly. He had it fitted out in Versailles in what was soon to
become his Petits Appartements. Several town houses adapted their layout
to this new room: we often see oval bathrooms, with a toilet or "English
place" in one corner and one or two baths in the other. These bathrooms
were equipped with modern facilities: Louis XV's last bathroom in
Versailles, now Pièce de la cassette, was accompanied by a mezzanine floor
equipped with a boiler and a hot water tank, allowing the bathtubs to be
filled by taps connected to it.

Ange-Jacques Gabriel (architecture), Frères Rousseau (wood panelling), Louis XV's
bathroom, later said "Pièce de la cassette", 1768-1784, Château de Versailles

Becoming indispensable at the end of the century, the bathroom is a
particularly representative room of the evolution of the notion of intimacy
throughout the Age of Enlightenment. Housed in the Petits Appartements, it
offered a privileged space for the bather to bask and relax as he wished, far
from the preoccupations of the court.
To rediscover the intimacy of the Petits appartements, we invite you to
come and visit the exhibition we dedicated to them in the gallery's salons.

See you next week for a new
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