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One week, one cabinetmaker

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said
B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766)

This week we have the pleasure to introduce you to Bernard Van

Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B., a cabinetmaker who was one of the first to explore

materials other than wood by integrating lacquer and porcelain into his

creations, which earned him to work for the Court and the royal family. 

This cabinetmaker remained a mystery for a long time because he stamped

with his initials, which was not deciphered until later. 

 

Bernard II Van Risenburgh
(circa 1696-1766)

Born around 1696, Bernard II Van Risenburgh came from a dynasty of Dutch

cabinetmakers based in the faubourg Saint-Antoine. He probably learned the

work of cabinetmaking alongside his father also called Bernard and

specialised in clocks and cartel clocks, who worked in particular Boulle

marquetry and mother of pearl. B.V.R.B. was received as a Master around

1730, at which time he became independent by opening his own

workshop on rue de Reuilly and then rue Saint-Nicolas, in the faubourg

Saint-Antoine. Unlike his father, who did not stamp, Bernard II began to

stamp around 1735. 

B.V.R.B. created furniture with extraordinary shapes, always of great

elegance and outstanding technique. He sublimated the frieze marquetry

that was very much in vogue at the time (a technique which aims at playing

with the grain of the wood) with tulipwood or satiné, often laid in “oyster”

style, or like Mathieu Criaerd in diamond point. He is particularly innovative

in integrating flower or plant ornaments in kingwood laid in bois-de-bout,

contrasting with the friezing. The ensemble is often surrounded by

amaranth. His work is also distinguished by the use of new materials made

possible by a new way of working and creating.

 

B.V.R.B. quickly understood the importance of getting closer to the leading

actors in the furniture market of the time, the marchands merciers. The latter

were the link between the craftsmen and the clientele, guiding the work of

the former to please the latter. He was thus encouraged to go beyond his

craft of woodworking and became one of the first cabinetmakers to work

with other materials such as lacquer and porcelain, sometimes even using

mother-of-pearl like his father. This innovation gave him access to

prestigious commissions from the royal family and the Court. He retired in

1764, leaving his workshop to his son Bernard III.

 

Unlike André-Charles Boulle (1642-1732), who was the King's cabinetmaker

or Charles Cressent (1685-1768), who was established as a merchant, B.V.R.B.

only gained access to royal commissions through collaboration with

the marchands merciers who employed him. These merchants used the

cabinetmaker's initials as a stamp to prevent their customers from

approaching him directly. This practice did him a disservice during his

lifetime, as the documents of the time only mention him by his first name

“Bernard”, causing him to be forgotten. B.V.R.B.'s true identity was only

discovered in 1957 by Jean-Pierre Baroli, a student of Pierre Verlet at

the École du Louvre, which enabled him to return all of the work bearing his

stamp.

 

The influence of marchands merciers:
models and innovations

In the 1730s, the furniture and interior design trade changed with the

appearance of the marchands merciers, an intermediary between

manufacturers and buyers. These merchants, such as Thomas-Joachim

Hébert (1687-1773), Lazare Duvaux (1703-1758) and Simon-Philippe Poirier

(circa 1720-1785), were decorators, designing models of furniture and

objects. They then had them made by cabinetmakers, bronze workers and

other craftsmen, combining their different skills with their creativity to

create something new. It is through them that shapes, materials and new

uses appear. 

 

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766), Mother-of-Pearl Covered

Writing Table, 1745-1749, San Francisco, Legion of Honor Museum (inv. 1926.115)

This table has inlays of mother-of-pearl and tinted horn on all sides,

materials usually used for small objects assembled by marchands

merciers such as caskets, nécessaires or chess boards. One of them had the

idea of applying this technique to a large piece of furniture. 

 

Having access to a prestigious clientele, the marchands merciers were the

means to access to talented cabinetmakers like B.V.R.B. and to make a name

for themselves and thus receiving orders from the Court and the royal

family. 

 

The Lacquerware

Asian, Chinese or Japanese lacquer, is a precious and difficult material to

work with. B.V.R.B. was one of the first to use it in furniture. The idea

probably came from the marchand mercier Hébert, who had the materials to

innovate. This material is only used on the main sides of the furniture,

without covering them entirely. To give the illusion of a fully covered piece

of furniture, cabinetmakers – among which B.V.R.B. was one of the first –

 had the idea of combining these lacquers with European varnishes that

imitated them. In order to conceal these mixtures, a rich frame of gilt

bronzes divides the face of the furniture to give the impression of a uniform

surface. B.V.R.B. used red Chinese lacquer to create exceptional furniture.

He was also one of the few, along with Joseph Baumhauer (died 1772),

another great mid-century cabinetmaker, to use Japanese lacquer.

 

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766), Chest of drawers for Marie

Leszczynska at Fontainebleau, 1737, Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. OA 11193)

The chest of drawers delivered for Queen Marie Leszczynska (1703-1768) is

considered to be the first well-documented piece of furniture to have been

veneered with Japanese lacquer, a rigid material that was difficult to adapt

to the curved shapes of the Rocaille period. The ingenuity of B.V.R.B. was

here to cover only the almost flat cartouche-shaped centre. The illusion of

the continuity of the decoration on the rest of the surface is obtained by

using a French varnish imitating that of Japan. 

 

The porcelain

At the end of the 1750s, Simon-Philippe Poirier had the idea of using

porcelain on furniture, first using cabaret trays which he fitted to the top of

small chiffonier tables, then going further by veneering the fronts of

furniture with porcelain, on the model of Asian lacquers. B.V.R.B. was the

merchant's executor, stamping tables and a chest of drawers, covered with

one or more porcelain plates. This practice of mixing cabinetry and

porcelain was continued in the 1760s and 1770s by Roger Vandercruse said

Lacroix (1728-1799) and Martin Carlin (circa 1730-1785).

 

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766), Chest of drawers
with  porcelain plates of the Sèvres manufactory, circa 1760, private collection

This chest of drawers was one of the first to be covered with porcelain on its

sides. It features 90 small Sèvres porcelain plates dated from 1758, held

together by a gilt bronze assembly forming a grid. The chest of drawers does

not open with drawers but with two doors, the central opening of which is

hidden by the bronzes. This chest of drawers was probably commissioned by

Louis XIV's granddaughter, Mademoiselle de Sens (1705-1765), a client of

Duvaux and Poirier. Her after-death inventory describes the piece of

furniture.

 

The bronzes

Like Mathieu Criaerd (circa 1689-1776), B.V.R.B.'s furniture is decorated with

easily recognisable bronzes, and it is likely that in his case these were

models supplied by his marchand mercier. We thus find some of his pierced

scrolls surmounting ovas or a plume, a maple leaf with gadroons decorating

the lanterns, the entrances to the locks or the top of the frames. The latter

sometimes have the same spandrels in their corners. 

Some of B.V.R.B.'s furniture has a way of working the flat surfaces in gilt

bronze, chiselling a plant decoration on an amatized background. These

bronzes are often used to frame the work surfaces of the pulls of writing

tables.

 

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766), Coromandel lacquer chest of
drawers for the Duchess of Maine, circa 1730-1735, Sceaux, Musée départemental des Hauts

de Seine (inv. 2005.14.1)

Attested as early as 1736, this chest of drawers is characteristic of B.V.R.B. in

its shape and bronzes, which can be dated thanks to the history of the

furniture, between 1730 and 1735. It was created for the Duchess of Maine

(1676-1753) and bears the mark of the château de Sceaux. It features the open

bronze scrolls finished in gadroons, the plume, the maple leaf at the base

and the spandrels of the frame. As Mathieu Criaerd would do ten years later

for Madame de Mailly's chest of drawers, there are no visible handles here,

the drawers opening through recesses in the bronze frame.

 

The meubles volants

The 18th century was the peak of the so-called meubles volants, with the

proliferation of tables, desks, secretaries and other small pieces of furniture.

This development was encouraged by the marchands merciers who made

their business out of it and by a society in love with refinement and

sophistication. Each action of daily life required its own piece of furniture.

The tables thus will be declined in chiffonnière, writing tables, work tables

and secretaries in bonheur-du-jour, secretaries with flap, in slope or in

humpback... B.V.R.B. was besides one of the first cabinetmakers to create

secretaries in slope, which he worked in marquetry or which he decorated

with lacquers.

 

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766), Table “chiffonnière en
cabaret”, circa 1764, Paris, Musée du Louvre (inv. OA 8170)

These tables are used for eating small meals or working. Light and mobile,

two handles allow them to be moved easily and a drawer holds writing

materials. They are often covered with a porcelain tray called “Courteille”,

which is the same as the one that accompanied the tea or coffee services,

some of which were called “cabaret” depending on the number of cups. The

ornamentation of these tables, whether inlaid or painted in vernis Martin,

often takes up the decoration of the table top. The initiative for such

furniture was taken by the merchant Poirier, which worked with B.V.R.B.

 

The Ébéniste de la Cour

The imagination of the marchands merciers and the technique of the

cabinetmakers gave rise to creations that were of interest even to the Court.

In 1737, Queen Marie Leszczynska ordered a lacquer chest of drawers

from marchand mercier Thomas-Joachim Hébert, which was original for the

time, without going through the administration of the Garde Meuble and the

King's cabinetmaker. This showed the limits of this institution in its capacity

to innovate and illustrated the growing power of marchands

merciers alongside cabinetmakers who were thus able to surpass themselves

and gain access to prestigious orders. The delivery of the lacquer chest of

drawers to the Queen was the starting point for a collaboration between

the marchand mercier Hébert, the cabinetmaker B.V.R.B. and the royal family

until the retreat of the merchant in 1750.

 

Deliveries for the King

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766), Secretary of Louis XV at
Trianon delivered by Duvaux, circa1755, Le Mans, Musée Tessé (inv. 1906.29.66)

This secretary was delivered to Louis XV by Lazare Duvaux in 1755 to be

placed in an alcove of the King's retreat cabinet at the Grand Trianon. It is

characteristic of the production of B.V.R.B. with its sinuous shapes, its

marquetry in bois-de-bout on a tulipwood background and its gilt bronze

frames. 

 

Deliveries for the Dauphin and the Dauphine

In 1745, the Dauphin Louis-Ferdinand (1729-1765) was married to his cousin

the Infant Maria Theresa of Spain (1726-1746) on 23rd of February 1745. This

marriage was an opportunity for the Garde Meuble to place orders to furnish

their new appartments. After the success of the chest of drawers delivered

to the Queen, the merchant Hébert was called upon to complete the

deliveries of the aging King's cabinetmaker Antoine-Robert Gaudreaus

(circa 1682-1746). B.V.R.B., who was remarked for the quality and technical

originality of his first delivery to the Queen, was no longer obliged to be

permanently inventive here, since most of the furniture delivered was

composed of flower marquetry on a frieze background.

 

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766), Sloping secretary for the
Dauphine delivered by Thomas-Joachim Hébert at Versailles, 1745, Versailles, château de

Versailles (inv. V 5268)

The secretary for the Dauphine Maria Theresa of Spain was part of the

furniture commissioned for her wedding. Unfortunately, the princess soon

died in 1746. Some of her furniture was dispersed, the rest was replaced

for the new Dauphine.

The use of satiné framed with amaranth and enhanced with flowers in

kingwood cut in bois-de-bout, dear to B.V.R.B., who delivered many of these

sloping secretaries, is represented here.

 

Deliveries for the Court

The collaboration with marchands merciers enabled B.V.R.B. to supply the

aristocracy and the Court with furniture. The Princess of Sens, who owned

the chest of drawers covered with porcelain plates, was one of his

customers. Amongst others, let us mention Jean-Baptiste de Machault

d'Arnouville (1701-1794) who owned his creations with the intermediary of

Hébert, such as the prestigious Chinese red lacquer cabinet preserved at

Versailles, lacquer chests of drawers and corner cupboards or other

furniture with porcelain plates.

Finally, the Marquise de Pompadour (1721-1764), who was a faithful customer

of the marchand mercier Lazare Duvaux, acquired several pieces of furniture

from B.V.R.B., including some tables in chiffonnière.

 

The focus of the gallery

Bernard II Van Risenburgh, said B.V.R.B. (circa 1696-1766), Veneer table, Louis XV period,

collection of Dr Horace Woody Brock, exhibited at the Legion of Honor Museum in San

Francisco (former Patiño and Galerie Léage collections)

This small table presents an ornementation with a kingwood veneer in

frieze and amaranth wood frames. The top is decorated with the same wood

but cut in bois-de-bout technique, to form a bouquet made up of two

intersecting branches. This way of working with wood and associating these

species is characteristic of B.V.R.B., a cabinetmaker who has mastered the

interplay of materials. 

A very similar table can be seen in the famous portrait of Madame de

Pompadour by François Boucher in 1756, which is preserved in Bavaria. This

picture illustrates the use that could be made of such a piece of furniture, a

table for lunch or a table for writing. The table opens with a drawer, two

small shelves and a drawer on the side with an inkstand. The top of these

tables could sometimes be made of a porcelain plate. This is not the case

here but the inlaid decoration could be based on the composition. According

to the diary of the marchand mercier Lazare Duvaux, the Marquise de

Pompadour acquired several small tables from B.V.R.B.

 

B.V.R.B. was a major cabinetmaker of the 18th century, which worked with

great delicacy and innovated by using new materials such as lacquer and

porcelain, that he declined on different types of furniture.

These acknowledge as one of the biggest masterpieces of the French

furniture and are the result of a collaboration with the marchands merciers.

The latter participated in the reputation of

contemporaneous  cabinetmakers of B.V.R.B. such as Jean-François Œben,

which we propose to make you discover next week!

 

In anticipation of our next reunion, you can discover our new selection of

objects Young Collectors on our website: 

https://www.francoisleage-youngcollectors.com 

Find us on Instagram to follow our news !
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