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One week, one cabinetmaker
 

Charles Cressent (1685-1768)
 

In this beginning of Spring, we propose you to discover a cabinetmaker

every week for a month. Today, let's discover Charles Cressent, a major

cabinetmaker of the reign of Louis XV with an atypical career.

 

Charles Cressent
From bronzemaker to cabinetmaker

 

Charles Cressent was born on December 16th of 1685 in Amiens. He was the

grandson of a carpenter and the son of François Cressent, the King's

sculptor. He received a double training as a carpenter and a sculptor, first

working in the family workshop in Amiens before moving to Paris where he

received his Master in sculpture at the Académie de Saint-Luc in 1714.

Specialising in the chasing of art bronzes, he worked for the sculptor

François Girardon (1628-1715) before joining the workshop of the

cabinetmaker Joseph Poitou (around 1680-1719), rival of the great André-

Charles Boulle. Charles Cressent then developed his technique as a

furniture bronzer, adding this skill that made him an atypical cabinetmaker

in the history of furniture.

In 1719, Poitou died and Cressent married his widow. This union allowed

him to join the guild of carpenters-cabinetmakers and to continue the work

of the master hired by the Duke Philippe of Orléans. 

Established also as a merchant and employing several journeymen

cabinetmakers working under his direction, Cressent took over the clientele

of Poitou and expanded it thanks to his talent for handling bronze. He

supplied statesmen such as the Regent, the Elector Charles Albert of Bavaria

and King John V of Portugal, as well as the aristocracy, such as the Duke of

Richelieu, and financiers such as Crozat de Thiers and Bonnier de La

Mosson. Like Boulle, a creator and virtuoso, Cressent was himself a

collector, which explains the creation of erudite furniture such as

medallions, bookcases or cupboards, enriching a production of chests of

drawers and desks. His pieces of furniture can be found today in the

greatest museum collections of decorative arts.

 

Charles Cressent (1685-1768), Medallion cabinet (from a pair), circa 1750, Lisbon,
Calouste-Gulbenkian Museum (inv. 2368A)

 

An outstanding craftsman

Charles Cressent's production is never signed, although the obligation to

stamp was called back in 1744. His creations are distinguished in particular

from those of his peers by the richness of the bronzes, since he created their

model. It is possible today to identify his pieces of furniture thanks to the

precise descriptions in the sales catalogues of the time, which he wrote

himself. The cabinetmaker sold his stock and collections several times in

1749, 1757 and 1765.

 

Cressent's favorite technique, frieze marquetry

Charles Cressent's production reflects that of his time, particularly in the

use of wood. In the 1720s, the metal marquetry known as Boulle,

characteristic of the end of the reign of Louis XIV, was replaced by a wood

veneer playing on the effects of the veining of one or two species, called

“frisage”. Tulipwood, amaranth and satiné became the most frequently used

woods, in particular by Cressent. Their appearance allows for a deep play of

reflections and contrasts, as shown by the pair of bookcases in the Getty

Museum in Los Angeles. The aesthetic sobriety of this technique is offset by

the richness of the bronze decoration.

However, the craze for this frieze marquetry was replaced from the 1730s

onwards by “wood painting”, a marquetry that formed real paintings of

flowers by multiplying the species and colours. Cressent preferred to keep

the frieze technique, appreciating bronze as a real ornament.

 

Charles Cressent (1685-1768), Bookcase (of a pair), circa 1745,

Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum (inv. 79. DA.2)

A perfectionist above the guilds

A sculptor by training, Charles Cressent created the bronzes for his

furniture himself in a quest for perfection, whereas the corporate system

under the Old Regime prohibited a master for using a technique that was

not that of his corporation. This is why the foundrymen and chisellers had

his bronzes seized in 1723, 1733 and 1743. These seizures provide us with

information about the state of creation at the time, and their precise

descriptions allow us to date certain preserved models.

Originally, the addition of gilt bronzes on a piece of furniture was a

utilitarian necessity to protect the parts exposed to wear and tear

(protruding angles, legs, escutcheons) and to serve as holds for the drawers.

Charles Cressent's bronzes go beyond this necessity by developing into real

sculptures, with curves and counter-curves. They are marked by the

Regency and Rocaille styles of his time, but without falling into asymmetry.

The Louvre Museum has an exceptional desk with female busts at the

corners as evidence of this originality. The sides are decorated with a mask

in the centre and two old men's heads, facing each other, conceal narrow

drawers on the main front.

 

Charles Cressent (1685-1768), Desk, circa 1740, Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. OA 5521)

A cabinetmaker creating bronzes

Plant motifs are very present, in flowers and leaves. Held in a garland, falling

or running across the whole piece of furniture, these bronzes are often

accompanied by rocaille in an original arrangement. On the chest of drawers

in the Louvre, the palms on the legs seem to be inspired by the work of

André-Charles Boulle.

 

Charles Cressent (1685-1768), Chest of drawers, circa 1730-1735,

Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. OA 10900)

The cabinetmaker and sculptor could also use applique bronzes as a pretext

for real bas-reliefs. A pair of cabinets in the Louvre Museum, for example,

has allegories on the front, treated as genre scenes, showing children on a

terrace supported by a console. These evoke the arts, with Painting and

Sculpture next to Architecture on one cabinet and Music and Astronomy on

the other.

 

Charles Cressent (1685-1768), Cupboard (of a pair), circa 1750,

Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. OA 10582 or OA 10583)

 

Cressent was able to show real originality in his choice of subjects, such as

two children swinging a monkey or a dancing dog as bronze ornaments. The

success of such light subjects does not seem to have waned, since he still

proposed the theme of the monkey at the end of his career, at a time

when rocaille was going out of fashion. The reason is to be found in the

moderation of his style, which always remained appreciated.

Charles Cressent (1685-1768), Chest of drawers, circa 1745-1749,

New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art (inv. 1982.60.56)

The focus of the gallery

Charles Cressent (1685-
1768), Desk, circa 1740, former Galerie

Léage collection

Charles Cressent (1685-1768), Desk (detail
with open compartment and

desk), circa 1740, 
former Galerie Léage collection

This exceptional flat desk by Charles Cressent can be compared to a desk

delivered in 1742 for Louis XV in Versailles by the administration of

the Bâtiments du Roi. This desk had the particularity of opening from the

top, freeing two compartments and a desk in its centre. Today, three desks

of this type are listed, their compartments are veneered with satiné and

amaranth, as is the entire surface of the furniture, except for the centre of

the top, which is covered with leather. Refusing to abandon the marquetry

of friezing, the cabinetmaker gives a certain importance to bronzes on his

furniture.

They testify to the master's originality in overcoming the rocaille repertory

with its leaf, gadroon and dragon motifs, while remaining moderate. The

mosaic corner falls known as “double crosses S shaped” can be found on

other pieces of furniture from his production. 

Several of Cressent's desks appeared in 18th century sales, such as that of

Gaillard de Gagny in 1762 or the Duke of Richelieu in 1788.

 

A true creator of furniture from the elaboration of the forms to the finishing

of the bronzes, Charles Cressent stopped working in 1757 and died in Paris

on January 10th of 1768. His furniture is among the most beautiful of the first

half of the 18th century and is now part of the most important museum and

private collections.

 

See you next week to discover a new cabinetmaker! 

While waiting for our next appointment, you can discover our new selection

of Young Collectors objects on our website: 

https://www.francoisleage-youngcollectors.com

Find us on Instagram to follow our news !
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