Furniture and objets d'art of the 18th century

The interlude of the Gallery
Royal gifts

Jean Petitot (miniature), Le Tessier de Montarsy (goldsmith), Portrait box, circa 1680, Paris,
Musée du Louvre (inv. OA 12280)

We hope that this holiday season was warm and joyful, and we wish you all
the best for the year 2022.
Many gifts were certainly exchanged during the month of December, leading
us, for the New Year, to take an interest in the gifts that sovereigns
exchanged in the 18th century.

Unknown, Louis XIV portrait, Corning, The Corning museum of Glass (inv. 99.3.2)

The royal gift is an object of great symbolic and diplomatic significance.
Offered by the sovereign, it was destined to foreign ambassadors and
ministers, queens, children of France, courtiers, scholars and men-at-arms.
They generally bear the effigy of the monarch, his coat of arms or his
monogram. These gifts are a symbol of the king's presence with the
recipient.

Daniel Govers, Snuffbox with the portraits of Louis XV and Marie Leszczinska, 1725-1726,
Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. OA 10670)

Royal gifts are of various kinds, depending on the person to whom they are
addressed, his rank, and the service rendered to the king. They are objects
made by the best craftsmen in France, combining high know-how and
precious materials.
Louis XIV liked to offer portrait boxes. These are medallions containing the
painted enamel portrait of the king or queen, set with diamonds. The king
thus had an important reserve of gems, which enriched his gifts. It is then
most often the jewelers who received orders from the House of the King and
subcontracted to skilled enamel painters.
Louis XV preferred snuffboxes to portrait boxes, also decorated with the
royal effigy. He also promoted French craftsmanship by choosing many of
his gifts from the production of the Sèvres manufactory. After it was
attached to the Crown in 1759, he chose many of his gifts there.

Sèvres manufactory, Goblet litron with the portrait of Louis XVI, of a service offered by the
king to the count and the countess of the North, 1782, Stockholm, Nationalmuseum

Gifts were exchanged for various reasons at the French Court in the 18th
century. One of these reasons, and perhaps the most political, was
diplomatic relations with foreign nations and their representatives. It was
indeed customary to offer to ambassadors, at the time of their departure, an
"ordinary gift of leave". This gift consisted, in addition to the recognition of
the work and the importance of the represented head of state, a kind of
compensation. Its market value remained one of its main characteristics,
and it was common for gifts to be exchanged for cash afterwards. Only 3 of
the 400 portrait boxes offered by Louis XIV are still in existence today, the
others having probably been dismantled in order to recover the gems and
other precious materials.

François-Joseph Bélanger, Wedding basket of Marie-Antoinette, circa 1770,
ingraving, in François-Joseph Bélanger, Collection: architecture, Paris, BnF,
(inv. Ha58, f°32)

In addition to ambassadorial visits, other court events such as royal
weddings were occasions for the exchange of gifts. A wedding basket with
many gifts was composed for the bride. In 1769, Louis XV ordered a wedding
basket for the future dauphine Marie-Antoinette. More than a simple basket,
it is in reality a large furniture forming jewelry clamp, made by FrançoisJoseph Bélanger (1744-1818). It contained the gifts that the future spouses
distributed to the courtiers: snuffboxes, buttons, bottle caps, watches,
toiletries and writing materials. It also contained a collection of
commemorative medals of various sizes, which were then distributed
amongst the courtiers and dignitaries present at the Court. Finally, it
contained Marie Antoinette's personal collection of jewelry, augmented by
those she received as wedding gifts from Louis XV. These were often
dynastic jewelry: she was thus offered before her wedding several sets of
jewels of Marie Leszczyńska, as well as a string of pearls of Anne of Austria.

Savonnerie royal manufactory, Carpet offered by Louis XVI to Gustav III, circa 1770-1780,
Stockholm, The Royal Collections

Finally, various traditions lead to the exchange of gifts throughout the year
at the French Court. Christmas was not, as it is today, an event synonymous
with gifts. There were indeed only two times of the year when gifts were
exchanged. On New Year's Day, the king, the queen or the Blood princes,
distributed gifts. Gold snuffboxes or precious jewels were offered to their
relatives, marking their gratitude or their friendship.
Similarly, Easter is an occasion to give gifts to each other. The traditional
eggs, decorated and sometimes filled with chocolate, were thus exchanged.

Louis-Marie Sicard (miniature), Dance cards offered to count and countess of Nellemburg in
1786, Vienna, Kunsthistoriches Museum

For diplomatic reasons, to celebrate an event or out of friendship, many gifts
were offered to the Court in the 18th century. They are the proud
representatives of the know-how of French craftsmen and the wealth of the
kingdom. Today, the Sèvres manufactory still produces diplomatic gifts for
the State: recently, President François Hollande offered a biscuitfrom the
manufactory representing the goddess Amphitrite to the Queen of England.

See you next week for a new
interlude !

Meanwhile, you can follow us on at the gallery or on our websites:
https://www.francoisleage.com/fr/home
https://www.francoisleage-youngcollectors.com
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