Furniture and objets d'art of the 18th century

The interlude of the Gallery
The game in the 18th century

Antoine Trouvain, Second room of the appartments, 1694, Versailles, Châteaux de Versailles
et de Trianon

The 18th century became fascinated with games. Games of chance, games of
skill or trade, they invade cities as well as the appartments of sovereigns. In
Paris, there are many legal and illegal gambling salons. Travelling lotteries
develop and the Royal Lottery of France is created in 1776. In Versailles, the
royal family regularly play cards, dices and billiards. The Château de Marly is
dedicated to special stays, during which very long games are played. At the
end of the century, the Baroness of Oberkirch describe it as "a giant
trictrac".
Games of chance, which are illegal in the rest of the kingdom, are
commonplace at Versailles, and are even one of the main attractions of the
castle's games. Large sums of money are wagered, won or lost. Losing is not
a concern, it is rather a sign of nobility, misfortune underlining fortune.

Non attributed, Bourse à jetons aux armes de Marie-Josèphe de Saxe, dauphine de France,
circa 1750, Galerie Léage, Young collectors
Click on the picture to learn more about this rare everyday object

The game elements, cards, pawns or purses intended for the Court are the
object of great attention. They can be extremely precious and elaborated.
Finely chiseled ivory tokens and pawns, or elaborate boxes to hold them,
were made. Chip bags can be particularly rich. The most precious ones are
made of velvet embroidered with gold threads. They may bear the emblem
of their owner: coat of arms, fleurs-de-lis or ermine spots. The
galerie Léage has a purse bearing the arms of Marie-Josèphe de Saxe,
dauphine of France in 1747 after her marriage to Louis de France, son of
Louis XV. On the left are the arms of France, quartered from the arms of the
Dauphiné for her husband Louis of France, and on the right those of Saxe.

Pierre IV Migeon, Games table, Louis XV period, Galerie Léage

The practice of these various games requires the design of specialized
furniture. For each type of game, there is a dedicated table: piquet table,
brelan table, quadrille table or trictrac table, are found in princely
flats. L’inventaire général du Garde-meuble de la Couronne in 1775 lists more
than 500 tables. Great cabinetmakers supplied the royal family: it was
generally the Gaudreaus until 1750, then Gilles Joubert who, between 1751
and 1773, supplied 42 tables to the Crown. They are most often made of
cherry wood inlaid with amaranth strips and fillets. At the end of the
century, it was mainly Jean-Henri Riesener who supplied Versailles with
mahogany game tables.

Non attributed, Ponteuses chairs, 1760, Versailles, Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon

New seats were also developed. The ponteuse allows the player to actively
participate in the game by sitting astride the backrest. The voyeuse offers an
advantageous view of the game table to ladies who kneel and lean against it.
Other objects were invented to meet the needs of the players. The socalled bouillotte torches, and later the bouillotte lamp, were placed on the
table to illuminate the games of the eponymous game. They often had a
bowl-shaped base to hold a small portion of the chips at each move, which
was usually intended for the household staff at the end of the game.

Non-attributed, Game of the owl and wheel of the fortune, end of the 18th century
- beginning of the 18th century, Versailles, Châteaux de Versailles et de Trianon (inv. V.5816)

The game was a central activity in 18th century court life: Queen Marie
Leszczynska's game, established in 1739 in the Salon de la Paix at the Château
de Versailles, was a required passage for anyone being presented to the
court. The game made or broke fortunes and reputations: many quote the
Marquis de Dangeau as an example, to whom it was particularly successful.
He was one of the few gamblers to take an interest in probabilities, the study
of which developed throughout the 18th century and gave rise to numerous
publications in the spirit of the Age of Enlightenment.
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