


Ambitions in Enamel

• FEMKE DIERCKS •

The snuffbox at the centre of this 

article is a fine example of the 
high quality gold snuffboxes that 

were produced in Paris in the second 
half of the eighteenth century.2 The 
enamel paintings decorating this box 
are of extraordinary artistic quality. 
They are, moreover, signed and dated 
- ‘f.Bourgoin inv • pinx • 1759’ - some
thing very rarely found with decor
ations on gold boxes. The literature 
on gold boxes seldom treats enamel 
paintings as a subject in their own 
right, but here we will focus on 
Bourgoin’s decorations and explore 
the iconographical, technical and 
biographical aspects as they relate to 
one another (fig. i).3

The oval box bears the marks 
of the Parisian silversmith Jean 
Ducrollay (1710-1787). He and his 
brother Jean-Charles (1712-1766) ran 
one of the most important goldsmith’s 
workshops in Paris, specializing in 
gold boxes (fig. 2).4 The lid of the box 
is decorated with a gadrooned rim, 
over which a ribbon with a garland 
of flowers in different gold alloys has 
been applied. The gadrooned design is 
repeated on the inner edges of the lid 
and the base. Enamel paintings cover

F/g. 2
Detail of fig. 1. The 
box bears the maker’s 
mark JD for Jean 
Ducrollay, the port
cullis as the charge 
mark of Eloy Brichard 
and Etienne Somfoye 
(1 October 1756- 
I October 1762), the 
crowned S as the year 
letter for 1758-59 and 
the scallop as the 
discharge mark of 
Brichard and Somfoye 
('756-92).

Figs. I a and b 
JEAN-CHARLES 

DUCROLLAY, 

Oval snuff box with 
decorations in enamel 
by Francois-Joseph 
Bourgoin, 1758-59. 
Gold and enamel, 
4.2 X 8.4 X 6.6 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
BK-17153.

As a rule the designs were based on 
prints after the work of contemporary 
artists. The work of François Boucher 
(1703-1770) was a particular favourite. 
His chinoiseries, pastoral scenes and 
images of putti were highly prized in 
all forms of decorative art. What were 
known as scènes flamandes, based on the 
rustic scenes by seventeenth-century 
Dutch and Flemish artists like David 
Teniers the Younger and Adriaen van 
Ostade, were also in great demand.6 
These sources were usually followed 
accurately, but adapted to the size 
and shape of the box on which they 
were used. When it came to the colour 
scheme, greater licence was taken with 
the dark colours of the seventeenth
century paintings and Boucher’s pastel



fig- 3 
JEAN-CHARLES 

DUCROLLAY, 

Oval snuff box 
decorated with six 
panels of enamel 
paintings in the 
Teniers genre, 
1758-60.
Gold and enamel, 
3.6 X 7.1 X 5.6 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
BK-17142.

shades. The bright, sharp, unchanging 
colours were an important part of the 
attraction of the enamel decorations.

Another box in the Rijksmuseum’s 
collection illustrates both sources of 
inspiration (fig. 3). The lid is decorated 
with three figures around a table in a 
peasant interior. The scene is based 
on two different prints by Jacques 
Philippe Le Bas (1707-1783) after 
work by David Teniers the Younger; 
the anonymous enamel painter has 
combined the boy playing the flute in 
Le Fluteur with the couple in La Femme 
Jalouse. The design on the bottom 
of this box is based on a print after 
François Boucher.7

The box with enamel paintings 
by Bourgoin is an exception to this 
decorative tradition (fig. 4). On the 
lid we see a couple in a wooded land
scape. The young woman is dressed in 
a fluttering white garment with pink 
drapery and wears a tendril of ivy in 
her hair. The young man, who holds 

the girl’s attention by playing a pipe, 
is dressed in a leopard skin. He has a 
wreath of vine leaves on his head and 
his shepherd’s staff beside him. With 
them are two putti; one lies asleep, 
resting on a rock, the other climbs on 
the back of a goat. In the background 
there are three figures dancing and 
playing the tambourine. The scene on 
the base of the box features the figure 
of a sleeping woman (fig. 5). Her head 
is supported on her left arm, while her 
right lies across a quiver. Behind her 
a red cloth has been stretched across 
some trees. At her feet are two hounds, 
and beyond them two women carrying 
bows and arrows walk into a wood.
The placement of a group of trees on 
the left and a more open vista on the 
right of both designs gives them a cer
tain compositional kinship. The side of 
the box has one continuous enamelled 
‘frieze’ with no fewer than seventeen 
putti in a landscape, engaged in all sort 
of activities - from swimming and



Figs. 4 and 5 
Details of fig. 1. 
Lid and base of 
the box.



sleeping to pouring and drinking wine, 
climbing on a goat’s back and scaring 
one another with masks.

There are no specific, identifiable 
sources from which the enamel painter 
borrowed for the totality of the design, 
as there were for the box in fig. 3. The 
artist appears to have used a greater 
variety of art historical quotations in a 
much more independent manner, and 
added his own inventions to them.

A Border Full of Putti
The iconographie origins of the frieze 
of playing putti or little boys on the 
side can be traced back to Antiquity. 
The presence of wine and goats places 
the putti in the retinue of the god 
Bacchus. The concept of these little 
Bacchantes or Spiritelli is loosely based 
on a passage from the second book 
of Virgil's Georgies, a didactic poem 
about farming.8 It describes how the 
frail young vine shoots have to be pro
tected from the heat of the sun and the 
chill winds - but even more from the 
sharp teeth of goats and other grazing 
animals9Spiritelli are personifications 
of these vines; when the Latin adjective 
teuer (vulnerable or tender) is used as 
a noun, it can also mean 'small child'.“ 
The motif of the children trying to 
restrain a goat in order to protect 
Bacchus’s vines is a visual translation 
of this notion. The little boy holding 
up a mask is a playful reference to 
another passage in the Georgies in 
which Virgil describes the oscilla 
(wooden masks with carved faces) that 
were hung in the vines and trees." The 
sound of the masks rattling in the wind 
was supposed to frighten off the goats. 
The children on the box are scaring 
one another, though, not the goats. 
Early renditions of this motif can be 
found on Roman sarcophagi.

The putto theme was widely dis
seminated throughout the revival of 
Classical Antiquity during the Renais
sance, thanks to artists like Titian, 
who used it frequently. His work, in 
turn, influenced seventeenth-century

artists like the painter Nicolas Poussin 
(1594-1665) and the sculptor François 
Duquesnoy (1597-1643). Duquesnoy’s 
reliefs, which incorporate both Clas
sical and Renaissance elements, have 
been particularly influential on the 
depiction of putti ever since.12 A number 
of motifs on the side of the box can 
therefore be linked to his work.” The 
poses of the seated putto holding up a 
mask, the putto pulling on the goat’s 
head (fig. ib) and the sleeping putti on 
the lid and the border all derive from 
Duquesnoy’s work (figs. 6 and 7).14 
Thanks to the countless casts, prints 
and copies that were made of them, 
Duquesnoy’s putti remained fashion
able for a very long time. Seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century painters 
depicted them in still lifes, as trompe 
1’oeil reliefs, and the Sèvres porcelain 
factory made copies of the figures.'5 One 
consequence of this wide distribution 
was that Duquesnoy’s putti were seen 
as 'more antique than the antique’. The 
German archaeologist and art historian 
Johann Winckelmann (1717-1768) 
complained in a letter that the artists 
at the Viennese Academy actually gave 
preference to copies of plaster casts 
after Duquesnoy over genuine classical

Hg. 6 
Detail of fig. i. 
Detail of the side 
with a putto holding 
up a mask, borrowed 
from Duquesnoy.
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works.'6 In the second half of the eight
eenth century it was virtually impossible 
to find an auction or an art sale in Paris 
that did not include statues or reliefs 
after Duquesnoy.'7

Although these sources had consid
erable influence on other disciplines, 
they were rarely used on gold boxes. 
The putti depicted on these were 
generally based on prints after the 
work of Boucher. The enamel painter 
has also placed the putti in the continu
ous landscape in a highly original way. 
This freer treatment of well-known 
sources is echoed in the decorations on 
the base and lid of the box.

A Resting Diana
In terms of composition, the reclining 
figure on the base of the box is derived 
from a print of Vénus endormie by 
Gaspard Duchange after a painting, 
now lost, by Antoine Coypel (fig. 8).18 
The print and the design on the box 
are reversed, which would lead us to 
suspect that the composition on the 
box was based on the painting.'9 Ever 
since the Renaissance, the depiction of 
the goddess of love was a justification 

to resting goddesses by such artists 
as Raphael, Bellini, Giorgione, Titian 
and many, many more.2" The reclining 
figure on the box, however, represents 
not Venus, but Diana, the goddess of the 
hunt and of chastity. She is identified 
by the crescent moon on her forehead, 
the bow and arrow on the ground and 
the two hounds at her feet. The picture 
on the box differs from the print in 
other ways, too. The legs of the figures 
are crossed in the opposite direction, 
so that the goddess on the box covers



herself with her raised leg, whereas the 
goddess in the print flaunts her body. 
The goddess on the box is also clothed, 
whereas the figure in the print is virtu
ally naked.

From the sixteenth century onwards, 
Diana has been the patron goddess for 
female members of several European 
courts. They were portrayed in the 
guise of the goddess of the hunt so as 
to appropriate her virtues of strength 
and chastity. This tradition began with 
Diane de Poitiers (1499-1566), the 
mistress of King Henry II of France 
(1516-1559), and continued until well 
into the eighteenth century, even if 
the names of the courtiers gave less 
immediate occasion for this.21 The 
goddess has also been a favourite sub
ject of history painters. Three stories 
that feature her have been of particular 
importance: Diana’s banishment of 
the pregnant nymph Callisto, her love 
of the sleeping Endymion, and her 
punishment of the hunter Actaeon.22 
The picture on the box fits best in this 
last story. In the metamorphosis of 
Actaeon, Ovid describes how Diana 
returns from the hunt with her nymphs 
and bathes in a pool in a cave in the 
forest. As she bathes she is seen 
(possibly inadvertently) by Actaeon, 
who is hunting in the same forest. 
Diana is so angry that she turns the 
young hunter into a stag, and his own 
hounds tear him to pieces.

In the course of the eighteenth 
century artists increasingly shied away 
from portraying Acteaon’s grisly fate, 
and Diana’s bathing scene gradually 
took on a more openly erotic connota
tion.22 This more playful treatment of 
the hunter’s fate can be explained by the 
fact that the story acquired a slightly 
different meaning in the context of the 
court. As early as the seventeenth cen
tury Actaeon was compared to a court
ier who was punished for his curiosity 
about or indiscretions with the king’s 
favourites.24 Diana’s unattainable beauty 
became a metaphor for strict court 
etiquette rather than for chastity.

Nevertheless, this does not entirely 
explain the appearance of the Diana 
on the box, for she is fully clothed. 
Although this is appropriate for Diana 
in her role as goddess of chastity, 
it is more difficult to link it with the 
eighteenth-century context of the 
story of Actaeon. If the composition 
is indeed to be associated with court 
etiquette and the male viewer has 
to identify with Actaeon, he sees 
nothing that would endanger his life. 
Essentially, the clothes remove the 
barb from the tale. Except in portraits 
historiés, examples of clothed Dianas 
from the period are consequently 
much rarer than wholly or partially 
nude goddesses. One of the few other 
examples is by the painter Louis-Michel 
van Loo. His goddess, too, is pictured 
dressed and with her eyes closed 
(fig- 9)-2S The addition of the goddess’s 
clothes to Coypel’s example rein
forces the identification with Diana 
in general, but departs from the 
standard iconography of the goddess 
in association with the Actaeon myth. 
It also suggests a deliberate adaptation 
of Coypel’s original on the part of the 
enamel painter.

The present example is, as far as 
we know, the first time the goddess 
was used as the subject of an enamel

Fig-9
LOUIS MICHEL 

van loo, Diana in 
a Landscape, 1739. 
Oil on canvas, 
109 X 133 cm.
Madrid, Museo 
Nacional del Prado, 
P07810.
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painting for a Parisian snuffbox. Two 
later boxes with images of Diana were 
executed as miniatures, not in enamel?6 
A third box, dated 1765-66, with decor
ations - this time in enamel - signed by 
Jean-Etienne Le Bel, shows a resting 
Diana on the base, lying in front of a 
relief on which there is a scene of a sac
rifice (fig. 10).27 Bacchus and Ariadne in 
front of a relief of Diana and Endymion 
are depicted on the lid of the box.

Bacchus Playing the Pipe?
The shepherd playing the pipe on the 
lid of the box can be seen as part of 
the pastoral tradition that was extra
ordinarily popular during the Rococo. 
It is difficult, though, to find a more 
exact identification. The scene appears 
to unite elements from two stories, 
but there are contradictions, too.

The pastoral context and the young 
man playing the flute can be linked to 
the third-century novel Daphnis and 
Chloe by the Greek writer Longus. 
The first French translation of this 
tale appeared as early as 1559.28 The 
foundlings Daphnis and Chloe grow 
up in shepherds’ families. They fall in 

love, but have to undergo all sorts of 
ordeals before, at last, they can marry. 
Chloe falls in love with Daphnis when 
she hears him playing the Pan pipes?9 
Later she saves his life by playing a pipe. 
The god Pan himself also appears as 
the protector of the young couple. In 
this regard, it is interesting to compare 
the picture on the box with a work 
by Titian. It is now in the National 
Gallery of Scotland, but until 1791 it was 
part of the Orléans collection in Paris 
(fig. ii)?° The precise iconographical 
meaning is the subject of debate, but 
Titian’s composition has been linked 
with, among other things, the story of 
Daphnis and Chloe. Compositionally, 
the colours and drapery of Chloe’s 
gown and the ivy tendrils in her hair 
correspond to the scene on the box. 
Putti at play also feature prominently 
in the painting. In Titian’s work, how
ever, the girl is playing the pipe for 
the young man, whereas it is the other 
way round on the box. The similarity 
to Titian’s painting would therefore 
seem primarily to reflect the influence 
of Renaissance painting on the enamel 
decorations on the box.



THE RIJKSMUSEUM BULLETIN

Hg. il 
Titian, painting 
formerly known as 
The Three Ages of 
Man, c. 1512-14 
Oil on canvas, 
90 X 150.7 cm. 
Edinburgh, 
National Callery 
of Scotland 
(Bridgeman 
Loan, 1945), 
NCL 068.46.

Other elements of the scene on the lid 
point to an identification of the figures 
as Bacchus and Ariadne. The story of 
the god of wine and his bride is based 
on Ovid’s instructive poems about 
love, the Ars Amatoria}' One poem 
describes how Ariadne, abandoned 
by Theseus on the island of Naxos, is 
found by Bacchus. The god of wine 
falls in love with the Cretan princess 
and marries her. Here again, not all 
of the elements on the box can be 
reconciled with the story. The leopard 
skin around the young man’s loins 
and the vine leaves in his hair are 
the customary attributes of the wine 
god. On the other hand, the figure 
on the box has a shepherd's staff, not 
the thyrsus traditionally carried by 
Bacchus. According to Ovid’s poem, 
moreover, the god arrived on Naxos 
accompanied by leopards, not goats. 
The landscape on the box shows no 
sign of a coast, which would support 
the identification with Naxos. The 
Bacchantes with drums and cymbals 
announcing the arrival of the god of 
wine do appear in the background. 
The identification of the decoration as 
a scene from the story of Bacchus and 
Ariadne is further strengthened by the 
fact that Bacchus’s principal attribute

- wine - plays an important role in the 
activities of the putti on the side of the 
box. It is possible that the pipe, which 
does not feature in any significant 
way in the myths of Bacchus, should 
be seen as an addition by the enamel 
painter as part of a more general 
pastoral theme. As with the addition 
of Diana’s clothes, this makes the 
image more original but also harder to 
interpret.

Images of Bacchus and his entou
rage are relatively common on snuff 
boxes. The joyous Bacchanalia suit 
the light-hearted mood that character
izes many Rococo gold boxes. The 
combination of Diana on the one hand 
and Bacchus and Ariadne on the other 
is much rarer. Thus far, the box with 
enamels by Jean-Etienne le Bel seems 
to be the only other one with this pair
ing. In painting, too, the scenes have 
been depicted together on only a few 
occasions.

Inspired by
Charles-Joseph Natoire

At the 1743 Salon, the French artist 
Charles-Joseph Natoire (1700-1777) 
showed four paintings of mythological 
subjects that had been made as dessus- 
de-porte for the dining room of King

376



AMBITIONS IN ENAMEL

Hg. 12 
CHARLES-JOSEPH 

NATOiRE, Bacchus 
and Ariadne, 1745. 
Oil on canvas, 
95 X 160 cm. 
Musée National 
des Châteaux de 
Versailles et de 
Trianon, property 
of the French state. 
Photo RMN (Château 
de Versailles) 
Daniel Arnaudet/ 
Jean Schormans.

Louis xv’s apartments at the Château 
de Marly, one of the French king’s 
residences near Versailles.32 Two of 
them, Bacchus and Ariadne and Diana 
and her Nymphs, display striking 
similarities to the scenes on the lid and 
the base of the box (figs. 12 and 13).33 
Again, though, the resemblances are 
not literal. The Bacchus in the painting 
does wear a leopard skin and he has 
vine leaves in his hair, but his pose, 
his staff and his position in relation 
to Ariadne are quite different, and he 
does not have a flute. More remarkable 
than these differences, however, are 
the parallels, particularly in the staff
age. On the right side of the painting, 
for instance, as on the box, there are 
putti and a goat. The composition and 
execution of the wooded landscape are 
also alike. Neither of these elements, 
moreover, is part of the usual icono
graphy of Bacchus and Ariadne.

There are comparable similarities 
between Natoire’s Diana and her 
Nymphs for Marly and the scene on 
the base of the box. In both cases 
Diana is pictured resting after the hunt, 
with no direct allusion to the Acteaon 
myth. Both goddesses are essentially 
shown alone, with their eyes closed, 
with hunting nymphs depicted only in 

the background. Yet again there are 
differences: the goddess’s pose on the 
box is reversed relative to the painting 
and they do not correspond exactly. 
Natoire’s Diana, moreover, unlike 
the figure on the box, has one breast 
exposed.

Natoire’s paintings probably 
remained at Marly until the 1760s. There 
was a chronic shortage of space there, 
so the layout and arrangement of the 
palace were altered almost constantly. 
Some ten years after their conception 
Natoire’s paintings had apparently

Fig. 13 
CHARLES-JOSEPH 

NATOire, Diana and 
her Nymphs, 1745. 
Oil on canvas, 
151 X 158 cm. 
Musée National 
des Châteaux de 
Versailles et de 
Trianon, property of 
the French state. 
Photo RMN (Château 
de Versailles).
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Fig. 14
Detail of fig. 1.
Signature and date.

been moved from rhe king’s dining 
room to the apartments of Princess 
Marie Adélaïde of France, one of 
Louis xv’s daughters, where they were 
described in 1755.34 They were probably 
still there in 1759, when the decorations 
were applied to the box. The paintings 
were most likely removed from Marly 
when Louis xv’s daughters' apartments 
were remodelled in tyó^..35

The similarity between the two 
paintings and the images on the box 
imply, a connection, if only indirectly. 
Above all, the various pictorial quota
tions point to a rich and complex 
iconography that has borrowed from 
both contemporary and older sources 
in a highly original way, while the com
position as a whole is an invention of 
the enamel painter. It reveals an ambi
tious iconography, unusual for enamel 
paintings but typical of Bourgoin’s 
work on snuffboxes.

François-Joseph Bourgoin 
Bourgoin’s artistic aspirations are 
underlined by the fact that he signed 
and dated his work, something that is 
quite unusual for decorations on snuff 
boxes (fig. 14).36 The great majority 
of enamel paintings are anonymous.37 
Although goldsmiths were permitted 
to use enamel, we know of only a few 

capable of producing high-quality 
enamel paintings.,s Most goldsmiths 
outsourced specialist methods of 
decoration, but the names of these 
subcontractors have seldom survived.39 
They are usually concealed behind the 
goldsmith whose mark is on the boxes 
or the marchand-mercier who sold 
them.40 For this and other reasons, 
the enamel painters are a rather elusive 
group in the production of gold boxes. 
When a signature is present, this is 
no guarantee that anything is known 
about the artist. Conversely, where 
names of enamel painters have sur
vived in primary sources, it is often 
not possible to attribute an oeuvre to 
them. This fragmented picture of the 
profession applies not just to Paris, but 
to other centres of production, too.41

His prominent signature notwith
standing, the biography of François- 
Joseph Bourgoin largely remains 
shrouded in uncertainty.42 Bourgoin 
was a member of the Communauté 
des Maîtres Peintres et Sculpteurs, the 
Parisian Guild of St Luke. In the livret 
of the Salon of the Académie of the 
Guild of St Luke for 1764 he is listed 
as an aftpréfté (qualified) member.43 
However, he did not exhibit any snuff 
boxes there; he showed a Nativity in 
enamel and various portraits in both 
enamel and miniature.44 A few years 
later we find him working as adjoint 
à professeur at the same Académie 
de St Luc, and he is listed as such in 
the Almanach Historique that was 
published in 1776.45 Significantly, 
Bourgoin is classified with the history 
painters, not the enamellers, although 
there is a note by his name that reads 
‘he also paints superiorly in enamel’.46

Nevertheless, decorating snuffboxes 
must have accounted for a significant 
proportion of Bourgoin’s early output. 
The box in the Rijksmuseum’s collec
tion can be placed in a group of both 
stylistically and iconographically 
related snuffboxes he decorated in 
the first half of the 1760s. Like most of 
the enamel painters by whom signed
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very simular.47 This box also has an
émail peint frieze all round the sides 
and large images on the base and lid. 
Putti on the side are preparing for a 
Bacchanal. On the base is a scene of 
Marsyas Teaching Olympus to Play the 
Flute.48 The picture on the lid is also 
of a Bacchanal, where a nymph pours 
wine for a satyr with a flute (fig. 15). 
The iconography and style are again 
akin to the work of Natoire, while 
the sleeping putto in the foreground, 
who also figures on the box in the 
Rijksmuseum, is based on a work by 
Duquesnoy. The scene on the lid is 
signed ‘f.Bourgoin inv.’. The similari
ties between the boxes, in shape, style

Fig. is 
Illustration of the lid 
of the second box 
by Ducrollay with 
decorations in enamel 
by François Joseph 
Bourgoin, from the 
catalogue A. Prachoff, 
Album de l’exposition 
rétrospective d’objets 
d’art de 1907 à 
St. Petersbourg, 
St Petersburg 1904, 
p. 219. Present where
abouts unknown.

work is known, Bourgoin did not work 
exclusively for one goldsmith. As well 
as the box in the Rijksmuseum, he 
decorated at least one other box for 
the goldsmith Ducrollay. This is very 
closely akin to the Rijksmuseum box in 
terms of both design and iconography. 
The second box does not have the 
flower garlands and the frame on 
the base does not have a gadrooned 
motif, but otherwise the boxes are

and iconography, are so great that it 
is not impossible that they were con
ceived as a pair.49

Soon after the box in the Rijks
museum was created, Bourgoin decor
ated two very similar boxes made by 
the goldsmith Jean Formey (active 
1741-91). The first was sold by Sotheby’s 
in London in 2002 and can be dated to 
1760-61 (fig. 16).5° The box is elaborately 
decorated in Louis xv style. There is 
a picture of Orpheus and Eurydice on 
the lid. The design on the base is of

Fig. 16
JEAN FORMEY, 

Snuff box with 
decorations in enamel 
by François Joseph 
Bourgoin, 1760. 
Gold and enamel. 
Present whereabouts 
unknown (cf. Sotheby’s 
London, 6 June 2002, 
lot 67).
Photo Sotheby’s
Picture Library.
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Vertumnus and Pomona. Four cartouches 
on the side of the box are filled with 
putti with flower garlands and small 
landscapes with animals. The enamel 
decorations are signed on the base 
and the lid ‘f.B.inv.’. The second box, 
which can be dated slightly later, is 
in the collection of the Walters Art 
Museum and prompted an article by 
Marvin Ross, published in 1947, in 
which he first focused attention on 
Bourgoin’s work.5' The chasing with 
C-volutes and flower motifs is virtually 
identical to the previous box (fig. 17). 
Ross attributed the box to Jean Frémin 
(1714-1786), but the maker's mark 
actually belongs to Formey.52 The decor
ations on this box are signed 'Bourgoin 
inv.’ on the lid. The depiction of the 
background is a particularly striking 
element of the enamel decorations on 
this box. It is quite dark in relation to 
the figures, as if Bourgoin was aiming 
for a sfumato effect. The scenes are 
Venus Asking Vulcan for Weapons for 
Aeneas on the lid and Zephyr and Flora 
on the base. The design of Venus and 
Vulcan bears a resemblance to contem
porary paintings of the same subject 
by both Charles-Joseph Natoire and 
Antoine Coypel.53 The four cartouches 
on the side contain two landscapes 
and two scenes with putti. The design 
in the cartouche on the front shows a 
putto dressed as Apollo placing a laurel 
wreath on the head of a boy holding 
a lyre.

The composition of this group 
occurs elsewhere in Bourgoin’s 
work. It is related to the group of 
putti with flower garlands on the 
front of the other box by Formey, 
and to the putto dressed as Bacchus 
at the centre of the frieze of the box 
in the Rijksmuseum. A putto in the 
guise of Bacchus in the same pose 
also appears on a small medallion 
painted by Bourgoin (fig. 18).54 The 
medallion is a rarity. We know of few 
enamel miniatures of mythological 
subjects that have survived as works 
in their own right.

The decorations on a third box by 
Jean Formey, which can be dated to 
1767, are not signed, but have been 
attributed to Bourgoin in the past.55 
The picture on the base is of Zeus and 
Hera on Mount Ida', on the lid depicts 
Neptune Calming the Winds.56 The design 
on the lid, however, is more obviously 
derived from a single specific source 
than the other works discussed. The 
scene is taken virtually wholesale from 
an engraving by François Boucher.57 
The monumentality of the scene, which 
was the reason for the attribution 
to Bourgoin, is thus based primarily 
on the print and not on the enamel 
painter’s invention. The attribution to 
Bourgoin is consequently uncertain.

Fig. 17
JEAN FORM EY, 

Snuff box with 
decorations in enamel 
by François Joseph 
Bourgoin, 1762-63. 
Gold and enamel, 
3.5 x5.4 cm.
Baltimore, Walters 
Art Museum, 57.153.

F/^. 18 
ATTRI BUTED TO

FRANÇOIS-JOSEPH 

Bourgoin, 
Medallion with 
three putti, c. 1760. 
Enamel on a 
metal support, 
diameter 4.3 cm. 
Present whereabouts 
unknown, formerly 
David-Weill Collection 
(cf. Sotheby’s London 
17 March 1986, lot 142).



Technical Aspirations
The box in the Rijksmuseum’s collec
tion and its pendant stand out not 
only as the earliest works in the group 
under discussion, they are also the 
most daring technically.

Applying enamel paintings to gold 
boxes brings a number of technical 
challenges in its wake. In émail peint, 
enamel paints composed of powdered 
glass, pigments made of metal oxides 
and a binding medium are applied to a 
white base layer or ground of enamel 
and fired in a kiln at a high tempera
ture. Because of the heat and the forces 
exerted on the support when the glass 
mass and the metal cool at different 
rates, there is a significant risk that 
the support will deform or the enamel 
will break. In order to prevent this, a 
layer of enamel - known as the counter 
enamel - is often applied to the back of 
the surface to be decorated. However, 
this is not possible in the case of gold 
boxes, where the enamel is applied to an 
object that is already partially construc
ted. Deformation of the support can 
therefore only be prevented by applying 
the enamel in very thin layers and tailor
ing the composition of the enamel very 
accurately to the gold alloy.58

The greatest technical challenge 
in the manufacture of the box in the 
Rijksmuseum was without doubt 
applying the continuous layer of 
enamel on the side. Even when the 
white enamel powder of the base layer 
is bonded with a medium, the risk that 
the pastose glass layer would prolapse 
when it was heated or break as it 
cooled was very great. X-radiographs 
reveal that measures were taken to 
prevent this. Covering the whole of the 
side of the box there is a lattice work 
of cross-hatching designed to improve 
the adhesion of the enamel to the gold 
(fig- !9)-

Just how complicated this technique 
was is evident from the fact that, aside 
from the two boxes by Bourgoin we 
have discussed, there is only one other 
box with a similar continuous enamel

Fig. 19 
X-radiograph of a 
detail of fig. i.

frieze on the side. This box, which 
dates from 1765-66 and has decor
ations signed ‘De Mailly f, bears 
the maker’s mark of Louis-Philippe 
Demay and is in the Louvre’s collection 
(fig. 20).59 There is no consensus about 
the identity of the enamel painter whose 
signature this is.60 Although these 
enamel decorations are technically 
very akin to the boxes by Bourgoin, 
the iconography is quite different. The 
scenes on the box in the Louvre are 
much more decorative in approach. 
The oval border is ornamented all 
round with designs of flower garlands 
hanging from blue ribbons on a grey 
ground. They are interrupted by 
two vases with putti and dolphins in 
urisaille. Aside from the considerable 
technical achievement, their quality 
lies chiefly in the trompe 1’oeil effect of 
the flowers and the marble.6' Bourgoin’s 
work, in contrast, is much more auto
nomous in relation to the shape of its 
support.

The attraction of enamelled boxes 
was largely dependent on the quality 
of the decorations. The painter had to 
have mastered the extremely complex 
medium and be an accomplished artist. 
Painting in enamels leaves absolutely 
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no margin for error in either the com
position or the palette. Many pigments 
change colour when they are fired and 
the enamel painter has to be constantly 
aware of this. In his article on enamel 
in his Encyclopédie, Diderot describes 
how the painter has as it were to have 
two palettes - one in front of his eyes 
and the other (the colours after firing) 
in his head. Every stroke he paints has 
to tally with both palettes.62 Added to 
this, some oxides - which determine 
the colour of the enamel - are more 
vulnerable than others. If the colours 
are applied in the wrong order, the more 
delicate oxides can burn or discolour 
as a result of repeated firings in the 
kiln, and the design will be ruined.65

The artist also has to paint the 
composition with great precision and 
assurance. Once a shape or colour 
has been fired, it cannot be changed. 
Diderot compares working in enamel 
with fresco painting in this respect.64 
He therefore advises the enamel painter 
to begin with an underdrawing in a 
reddish-brown. This pigment - Rouge 
de Mars or Mars red - is so light that 

other colours can easily be applied 
over it.65 We know that Bourgoin 
employed this method, for the under
drawing is still visible in places in 
the composition on the box in the 
Rijksmuseum as a red line around a 
field that has been coloured in (fig. 21). 
The design was then applied using a 
pointillé technique that is also used for 
miniature paintings in other media.

A Royal Commission
The complex iconography, technical 
accomplishment and signature all 
testify to a level of ambition that would 
seem unusual for enamel decorations. 
Given the limited information about 
enamel painters, however, it is seldom 
possible to establish a picture of the 
context in which these works were 
created. An unusual source about 
enamel copies of a royal portrait 
allows us a complete image of one of 
Bourgoin’s commissions. The source 
moreover gives us a rare insight into 
the status and position of the enamel 
painters in Paris in the third quarter 
of the eighteenth century. Aside from

Fig. 20
LOUIS-PH I LIPPE 

DEMAY, Snuff box 
with decorations 
in enamel signed 
‘De Mailly f, 1766-67. 
Gold and enamel, 
4 X 8.4 X 6.1 cm.
Paris, Musée du 
Louvre, oa 6769. 
Photo RMN.
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decorating snuffboxes, where the 
enamel was applied directly on to 
the body of the box, one of the most 
important and profitable activities of 
enamel painters was painting minia
ture portraits. These portraits, either 
loose or mounted on snuffboxes, were 
a popular gift. In 1760 Bourgoin and 
fellow enamel painter Pierre-Louis 
Durand were commissioned to make, 
by way of a trial, a portrait miniature 
of King Louis xv after a painting by the 
court painter Louis-Michel van Loo 
(1707-1771).66 More revealing than the 
royal commission itself, though, is 
the correspondence about it between 
the court painter and royal admin
istrator for the arts Charles Nicolas 
Cochin (1715-1790) and the Marquis 
de Marigny (Abel-François Poisson 
de Vandières 1727-1781), Directeur- 
Général du Bâtiments du Roi, who was 
responsible for the king’s entire artistic 
programme. In his letters to Marigny, 
Cochin gives an assessment of the 
portraits and of the status and position 
of the enamel painters.

A striking aspect of Cochin’s opinion 
of the portraits themselves is that he 
judged the painters first and foremost 
on how faithful they remained to Van 
Loo's portrait; the licence Bourgoin 
permitted himself in the use of colour 
was consequently not appreciated.67 
In this respect, the way the portrait 
commissions were regarded differed 
from the views on other decorations on 
gold boxes, where the bright colours 
were seen as an especially attractive 
feature. One particular category of 
enamel paintings on boxes was valued 
precisely for the inventiveness of the 
painter and the way he handled grand 
scenes on the tiny surface on which 
he worked. Decorations of this type, 
a category to which Bourgoin’s work 
certainly belongs, were not copies of 
paintings or prints, but conceived as 
miniature history paintings in their 
own right. In his article on enamel in 
his Encyclopédie, Diderot described 
the design of a Hercules and Omphale

for a gentleman’s snuffbox by Durand, 
dwelling at length on stylistic and 
iconographie details and going on to 
say that the beauty of the painting can 
be studied even better with a magnify
ing glass. ‘Seen with the naked eye this 
piece gives great pleasure, but viewed 
through a loupe it is a different thing 
altogether; one is enchanted by it.’68

As well as an assessment of the work 
of the two enamel painters, the corres
pondence also gives a classification of 
the artists. Cochin wrote that Durand 
was probably the best enameller of the 
day and that Bourgoin could acquire a 
comparable reputation, which would 
indicate that Bourgoin was the less 
experienced of the two. Cochin then 
urged Marigny to give both painters 
a commission. In his view they were 
both good artists whose talents could 
be developed still further with more 
practice. ‘Let them both enjoy success, 
and time and the response of the public 
will decide the matter.’69 Two months 
later there was a disagreement about the 
price paid for the two trial portraits. 
Cochin's justification of what Marigny 
claimed was too high a price reflects 
his great concern about the survival 
of the craft of the enamel portrait.70 
‘When it comes to portraits the talent 
of enamelling is being abandoned in 
France, because all those who practise 
it (and all the young people who take 

F/g. 21 
Detail of fig. i. 
The underdrawing 
in red-brown can 
be seen around the 
shoulder and fingers.
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it up) are swiftly discouraged by its 
difficulties and the little benefit it 
brings.’71 The fact that the two artists 
had less experience than the previous 
court enameller André Rouquet 
(1701-1758), who had just died, argued 
Cochin, was every reason to pay them 
more, not less. The complicated 
medium had a huge margin of error for 
the artists, and if the financial leeway 
was not great enough Cochin feared 
that they would turn to other profes
sions.72 He went on to explain that 
the price was intended not just to 
encourage the artists themselves, but 
also as a means of setting the price in 
the private market. ‘The price agreed 
with them on this occasion will more 
or less establish what they can get from 
private individuals.’73 In other words, 
paying a high price was a deliberate 
policy on Cochin's part to foster the 
genre. Bourgoin’s trial piece led to 
a number of royal commissions for 
enamel portraits. In 1763 he submitted 
a bill for two portraits to the Menus- 
Plaisirs, the department responsible 
for the ‘lesser pleasures of the king’. 
And he was indeed paid for works, 
produced in 1762 and 1763, in accord
ance with Cochin’s wishes.74

The Académie de Saint Luc
Cochin’s concern about the future of 
the craft of enamel portraiture and his 
explicit attempt to stimulate the genre 
by driving up the price paint a picture 
of a trade in trouble. This is remark
able, given that the popularity of snuff 
during the reign of Louis xv must surely 
have boosted the demand for enamel 
paintings on snuffboxes. The market 
for miniature paintings must have 
been highly competitive, however. The 
countless, usually anonymous enamel 
painters had to vie with one another 
for the public’s notice.

Bourgoin seems to have been able 
to stand out from his peers - not least 
because of the guild of which he was 
a member. Most enamellers belonged 
to the guild of the Marchands-Orfèvres- 

/oailliers (goldsmiths and jewellers)75 or 
the Patenotriers et boutonniers en émail 
(rosary and button makers).76 Bourgoin, 
though, occupied an exceptional posi
tion in the Parisian Guild of St Luke. 
Of the more than four thousand artists 
who can be associated with this guild 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, some forty are known to 
have worked as miniaturists.77 There 
were probably other miniaturists 
who were also capable of working in 
enamel, but in only nine cases, including 
Bourgoin’s, is this medium explicitly 
listed. Although we know that snuff 
boxes could serve as the masterpiece 
for admission to the guild, we do not 
know whether Bourgoin gained his 
membership in this way.78

In the 1720S, the Guild of St Luke 
was granted official permission to 
establish a school under the name of 
Académie de St Luc, whose members 
received free instruction in drawing 
from a model, anatomy, geometry, 
architecture and perspective. The 
training provided by the Académie de 
St Luc focused more explicitly on artistic 
drawing skills than was customary in the 
guild system. Bourgoin’s inventiveness 
and originality in the composition of his 
decorations on boxes might possibly 
be linked to this training. His chosen 
medium would also have helped him to 
stand out from his colleagues at St Luc, 
for instance at the Salons that the 
Académie staged from 1751 onwards, in 
emulation of the ones organized by the 
Académie Royale.79 Unlike the works 
at the Académie Royale, the pieces at 
these exhibitions were not vetted in 
advance. Members simply paid a fee 
to take part. The Salons were of great 
commercial importance to smaller 
artists and craftsmen precisely because 
of this unrestricted access. It meant 
that they could present themselves and 
their work to the public unhindered. 
The Salons were well attended and 
could actually compete with the official 
Salons.8“ At the 1764 Salon, Bourgoin 
was the only artist showing enamel 
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paintings.81 Bourgoin’s exceptional 
position is confirmed by the way he is 
listed in the Almanach Historique - as 
a history painter, not an enameller. 
History painting was traditionally 
regarded as the highest rank in the 
hierarchy of painting. The manner in 
which Bourgoin signed and dated his 
decorations on snuffboxes - like a 
painter - is in line with this image of 
a special status.

All the same, Cochin’s fears about 
the disappearance of the genre, in 
respect of Bourgoin, too, seem to have 
been realized. At present we are unable 
to identify any work by Bourgoin later 
than the boxes we have described, but 
other sources indicate that at around 
this time he turned to painting ordinary 
miniatures and abandoned enamelling. 
When Bourgoin was listed again in 
the Almanach Historique the following 
year, the reference to enamelling 
had vanished.82 In the accounts of the 
Menus-Plaisirs, in which Bourgoin 
appears one more time, in 1776, he is 
described as a painter of miniature 
portraits, but not in enamel.83 A third 
point of reference for this change in 
his activities is found in a change of 
address notice that Bourgoin placed 
in the Journal de Paris in 1778: 
‘M. Bourgoin, painter of miniatures, 
formerly of rue Saint-Thomas du 
Louvre, now resides in rue de Clery, 
before the third door on the right 
going down towards the Boulevards, 
house of M. Carton.’84 Again, there is 
no mention of enamelling.

It is remarkable that Bourgoin 
advertised so openly.85 The Journal 
de Paris was a sort of cross between a 
calendar of events and an almanac with 
one main article every day. The people 
who advertised in the paper were a 
very mixed bunch - from dentists and 
notaries to landlords and writers.86 The 
fact that Bourgoin associated himself 
with this group has been interpreted 
as unworthy of an artist, but precisely 
because of this it is an indication of 
the harsh economic circumstances 

that forced him to give up enamelling. 
Bourgoin’s switch to painting minia
tures also coincides with the closure 
of the Académie de St Luc in 1776. 
Although this measure was designed 
to create a freer market, it cost artists 
like Bourgoin both their position in 
the Académie and the opportunity to 
exhibit their work commercially.

In Conclusion
Francois-Joseph Bourgoin’s early 
decorations on gold boxes and 
Cochin’s assessment of his skill as an 
artist indicate the start of a promising 
career as an enamel painter. There is, 
however, no known oeuvre after his 
admission to the Académie de St Luc. 
There is no trace of the portraits of 
Louis XV or the work he showed at the 
Salon of the Académie de St Luc in 
1764, nor of any of his later miniatures. 
A box with a portrait of a woman by 
him is known only from a description 
in a nineteenth-century catalogue.87 
It is to be hoped that the stylistic and 
iconographie descriptions of his work 
and the fragmented sketch of his 
career will result in the identification 
of more work in the future, so that a 
more complete picture of his oeuvre 
can be built up. Only then will it be 
possible to tell whether the autonomy 
expressed by the compositions on the 
boxes at the start of Bourgoin’s career 
was continued in his later work.
For now, the integral study of icono
graphie, technical and biographical 
aspects serves primarily to provide a 
context for Bourgoin’s extraordinary 
enamel paintings on the box in the 
Rijksmuseum’s collection. The image 
that emerges is that of an artist who 
presented himself as a painter rather 
than an enameller. In 1759 Bourgoin 
was at the beginning of his career. 
He appears to have made his mark 
with the box in the Rijksmuseum. 
This makes the object the earliest in 
the career of this enameller, whose 
ambition reached far beyond the 
confines of the boxes he decorated.
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63 The knowledge about the preparation and 
use of colours was recorded in a number of 
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64 Diderot, op. cit. (note 62), p. 175.
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in K. Schaffer-Bodenhausen and M. Tiethoff- 
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71 ‘Le talent de l’émail quant aux portraicts est 

abandonné en France, parce que tous ceux 
qui l’entreprennent (et tous les jeunes gens 
commencent par là) sont bientost rebutés 
de ses difficultés et du peu d’avantage qu’il 
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72 Ibid.
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book of the Menus-Plaisirs for 1762: ‘Paid 
to Mr Bourgoin, Painter, the sum of nine 
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Académie de St Luc were held less regularly 
than those staged by the Académie Royale, 
and this made it more difficult to build up 
and keep a faithful public. Ibid.

81 Two other members, M. Garand and 
Raphael Bacchi, did, though, show minia
tures. J. Guiffrey, Livrets des expositions de 
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82 J.-B. Lebrun, Almanach Historique et Raisonné 
des architectes, peintres, sculpteurs, graveurs, 
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83 Maze-Sencier, op. cit. (note 74), p. 208.
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porte à droite en descendant aux Boulevards, 
maison de M. Carton’,‘Changement de 
Domicile’, Journal de Paris, no. 38, 1778 
(Saturday 7 February), p. 151. See also 
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268, (1993), pp. 68 ff. Bourgoin’s previous 
workshop in rue St Thomas du Louvre was 
opposite the Hotel de Longueville. It was 
a stone’s throw from the Seine and the old 
Louvre, and from rue St Honoré, where the 
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