Furniture and objets d'art of the 18th century

The interlude of the Gallery
The mahogany

Adam Weisweiler, Chest of drawers of the countess of Provence at Versailles, 1788, deposit
to the château de Versailles, Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. OA 4043)

In 1753, the marchand mercier Lazare Duvaux delivered six mahogany chests
of drawers to the Marquise de Pompadour, made by Jean-Bénigne-Athanase
Fermet (master in 1759). This choice was precursor: mahogany wood was not
widely used by craftsmen at the time. However, it later became very
successful and was the predominant wood used in French and English
furniture in the second half of the 18th century.

Unknown, Chest of drawers-desk, 1785-1790, pommelled mahogany,
Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. OA6486)

Mahogany is an exotic wood, imported from Central America in the 18th
century. At the heart of the triangular trade, and stimulated by the “racing
wars” waged by privateers on behalf of the States on the oceans, it
contributed to the enrichment of many shipowners. Mahogany was most
often harvested in the forests of Santo Domingo and the Caribbean, where
many colonies were established. The wood was cut on the spot and then sold
as planks to ships. After crossing the Atlantic, it arrived in France, mainly in
the ports of Nantes, Bordeaux and Saint-Malo.

Unknown, Tea table, England, circa 1720,
Paris, Musée des Arts décoratifs (inv. 18478) © MAD

Mahogany is a wood appreciated for its soft, warm color and its shimmering,
velvety grain. There are several varieties: Santo Domingo mahogany, Cuban
mahogany, from the same species but with less decorative qualities, and the
lighter Honduran mahogany. Each log has its own particularities, regardless
of its species. These are due to deformations during growth, and give the
wood particular aesthetic qualities. Mahogany can thus be flamed, burl,
fiddleback, pomelle or plumpudding, all of which make it an ideal wood for
creating elegant and lively veneers.

Jean-François Œben, Greek chest of drawers, circa 1760, Private collection

For a long time, craftsmen were unaware of mahogany's qualities. It is rarely
mentioned before the 18th century, although it is occasionally found at the
end of the 16th century as a shipbuilding wood. It seems to have been
adopted first in England: a piece of mahogany furniture is listed in the
Hampton Court inventory of 1661. At the beginning of the 18th century,
cabinetmakers became familiar with it. It was the craftsmen in the main
ports of France who were the first to notice its qualities. Numerous port
furniture were thus made of mahogany. Court cabinetmakers then became
interested in it: the 1719 inventory of Joseph Poitou (1680-1719) attests to the
use of this wood in his creations.
It really came into fashion in the 1750s, by the Marquise de Pompadour. The
latter commissioned Jean-François Œben to make a large series of Greek
chests of drawers, the majority of which were made specifically in
mahogany, for her Château de Ménars. At first, mahogany was mainly used
for toilet and dining furniture, but under the reign of Louis XVI, it became
the noble wood par excellence. The enthusiasm for mahogany was
accentuated by the neoclassical taste: at the end of the 18th century, more
sober furniture was preferred, and marquetry was advantageously replaced
by this wood with its varied and pronounced veins.

Georges Jacob, Chair, circa 1780-1790,
Paris, Musée des arts décoratifs (inv. 19086 A), © MAD

During the reign of Louis XVI, the greatest cabinetmakers worked with it.
Used plain or in veneer, it became an essential part of aristocratic interiors.
Joseph Gengenbach, known as Canabas (around 1715-1797), Jean-François
Leleu (1729-1807) and Georges Jacob (1739-1814) took advantage of the
qualities of mahogany and made a large quantity of furniture with this
wood. At the end of the 18th century, it became an ornament in itself: the
bronzes were progressively lightened, leaving the wood and its veins as the
main decoration of the furniture. Jean-Henri Riesener (1734-1806), who
appreciated enriching his furniture with rich, finely chiseled gilt bronzes,
sometimes replaced them with simple, elegant mahogany moldings.

Jean-Henri Riesener, Adam Weisweiler, Chest of drawers, Louis XVI period, Galerie Léage

Indispensable for late 18th century interiors, mahogany remained a
particularly popular wood throughout the 19th century. The toilet seats in
Haussmann buildings were thus made of Cuban mahogany until the
beginning of the 20th century! The popularity of this wood did not wane
until the 1920s, when it was used in the design of Art Deco furniture.

See you next week for a new
interlude !
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