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in Eighteenth-Century Paris
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In a suite of four rooms on the first floor of his hotel on the present-day
Boulevard Saint-Germain, Louis-Pierre-Maximilien de Béthune, Duc
de Sully, had arranged his “belle collection de bronze et autres curiosités
égyptiennes, étrusques, indiennes & chinoises; figures, bustes & bas-relief
de bronze, d’albatre & de marbre, antiques & modernes; pierres gravées,
montées en bague; monnoies & médailles d’or, d’argent, de billon & de
bronze; desseins, estampes, coquilles, & autres objets qui ont rapport a
I'histoire naturelle; ouvrage de lacgs, habillemens indiens & chinois, armes
anciennes, tant des pays étrangers que de France. . . . &c.” In the largest of
the rooms, the objects were stored in Chinese lacquerwork cabinets, above
and below which were grouped arrangements of crystal vases, porcelain
containers, and Chinese figures; on the mantelpiece were boxes contain-
ing corals, ivory objects, and mounted shells; on tables with inlaid surfaces
stood small marble and terracotta sculptures, as well as further porcelain
objects.!

In eighteenth-century Paris there existed a network of more than 450
private collections of this sort, “collections de diverses curiosités” in con-
temporary terminology, whose strangely heterogeneous spectrum of objects
is reminiscent of the Borges-Foucaultian “Chinese encylopedia.” Over-
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shadowed by the “Kunst- und Wunderkammern” of the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries on the one hand, and the nineteenth-century muse-
ums on the other, the eighteenth-century culture of collecting has so far
attracted relatively little attention.? Barbara Stafford, Paula Findlen, and
Tony Bennett, whose macro-perspectival interpretations present the history
of collections as a linear development, see eighteenth-century collections
curieuses only as a transitional phenomenon or an obsolete model.* They
argue that in the second half of the eighteenth century an aging model of
collecting was replaced by a new one: the Kunst- und Wunderkammern
with their universal spectrum of objects, lack of a systematic choreography
of collecting, and private ownership disappeared and were replaced by spe-
cialized and state-financed museums open to the public, whose scientific
mission was reflected in the systematic presentation of their exhibits. Bar-
bara Stafford draws a distinction between “aggregate and system,” between
a “rationally ordered repository of knowledge and a free-form entertaining
spectacle”; this echoes a well-known and simplified dichotomy and places
collecting “between an Enlightenment classifying culture, or rational sys-
tematics, and a waning baroque oral-visual polymathy.”

The specific nature of other eighteenth-century constellations of col-
lecting that do not conform to these models—those of the collections
curieuses, for example—cannot be grasped with this sort of typology.
Remarkably, despite the abundance of objects gathered in the collections
curieuses, they seem to elude categorization. Historians of art, such as
Krzysztof Pomian and Antoine Schnapper, have focused on the art col-
lecting, while historians of natural history and science such as Yves Lais-
sus, Peter Dance, and Paula Findlen have concentrated on the collecting of
natural objects.® As a result the collections curieuses are fragmented as they
come to the attention of present-day academic disciplines that include only
what falls into their respective categories and discard the rest.

This essay, by contrast, aims to understand the phenomenon of curi-
osité, with its entire spectrum of objects and its social practices, as a histor-
ical unit whose specific nature differs from the Kunst- und Wunderkam-
mern. In this essay the Parisian collections curieuses will be anchored
within a framework that, inspired by Pierre Bourdieu’s work on the “cul-
tural field,” we will call the “field of curiosité.”” Its specific habitus, its
showplaces, its protagonists, and the roles they assumed, its competitive
dynamic, and its values will be described. What emerges is a historical
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configuration that does not fit into the usual dualisms of art/science, scien-
tific/nonscientific, or professional/amateur. Rather, its characteristic qual-
ity rests on a set of intellectual dispositions, criteria of perception, values,
and social practices that were obligatory for the protagonists involved. It
will become clear that the field of curiosité was shaped by an aesthetic
code whose criteria constituted the spectrum of objects in the collections
curieuses, their presentation in the home, usually an hétel, of their owner,
and the social practices localized in the collection as a unit. The setting
up of collections de curiosités proves to have been a distinctive prestige-
generating practice that presupposed the possession of a considerable for-
tune. With the exception of a few artists, clergy, and merchants who were
collectors, until well into the last third of the eighteenth century the milieu
of the curieux was drawn mainly from the court aristocracy, the aristoc-
racy of office, and the circles of upwardly mobile financiers. They presented
themselves to and for their equals in an elaborate performance of style
within the framework of a competitive social spectacle.

o

The starting point of our essay is the well-documented inventory of objects
in Parisian private collections in the many catalogues that were produced, as
a rule after the owner’s death, by professional dealers for the auction of the
collection. The terminology used in these catalogues describes the constel-
lation as a whole as curiosité, its protagonists as curieux or monde de la curi-
osité, its objects as curiosités or objets curieux, and their totality as collections
curieuses. As they cannot be reduced to the aspects of the history of science,
collections curieuses have been largely ignored by the “grand narrative” of
the early modern transformation of curiosity, which describes the unstop-
pable rise of a curiosity directed towards the acquisition of knowledge.?

It is striking how dictionaries between 1690 and 1790 treat the word
tamily curiosité, curieux (as nouns), and curieux, curieuse (as adjectives). One
of the first in this sense is Furetiere’s Dictionnaire universel, dating from
1690, which notes the following under the entry for curieux: “CURIEUX
is also the name given to a person who has brought together the rarest,
most beautiful and unusual objects to be found in the realm of both art and
nature. One says, for example, it’s a curieux of books, coins, engravings,
paintings, flowers, shells, antiquities, and natural objects.”® Over the next
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hundred years, the semantic field polarized around three aspects: “knowing
and learning about,” “seeing,” and “possessing” specific objects, as the entry
for curieux in the Dictionnaire de [Académie Frangoise (1798) demonstrates:

Curieux, euse. adj. Someone who lavishes a great deal of care and attention
on seeing and possessing new, rare, excellent things. . . . The term
“curieux” is also used for things; it is applied to things that are rare, new,
extraordinary, and excellent of their sort. . . . Curiosité. n.f. The passion,

desire, drive to see, to experience, and to possess things that are rare,
10

unique, and new.

These and other contemporary dictionary definitions correlate curiosité
with its objects, whether curiosité is directed towards them as a desire trig-
gered by sight of them, or whether the specific quality of the objects attracts
the possessive, curious gaze.!! By contrast, Diderot’s Encyclopédie attempted
to express an opposing program, to separate curiosité, the drive for knowl-
edge, from the curious object, to dematerialize it and to confine it to the
purely intellectual realm as a theoretical curiosity. The curieux’s curiosity
is shown as being directed towards the objects accumulated in eighteenth-
century collections curieuses (Kenny, 73—81). This “Enlightenment propa-
ganda” directed against curiosité, as Simon Schaffer calls it, was continued
by the natural historians of the late eighteenth century whose rhetoric of
progress and innovation degraded the collections curieuses into a symptom
of an amateurism that contrasted against collections dedicated to gaining
natural historical knowledge and tied to the institution of the Jardin du
Roi.1? Characterizing amateur collectors of nature, Buffon remarked that
“most of those who, without any prior study of natural history, wish to
have collections of this sort are people of leisure with little to occupy their
time otherwise, who are looking for amusement and regard being placed
in the ranks of the curious as an achievement.”'3 However, the borderline
between science and nonscience was by no means as clear cut as this rheto-
ric suggests.'* Buffon himself acquired numerous objects for the Jardin du
Roi—both decorative furniture and natural objects—at the very auctions
selling the inventory of the collections curieuses that he stigmatized.!®

Curiosité refers not only to the intellectual disposition of collectors, but
also to their specific practice in the contemporary sociocultural arena. The
collecting curieux saw himself as upholding a common code of values; he
collected not for himself alone, but in public. The aesthetic pleasure taken
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in the precious objects acquired was experienced in the company of a cir-
cle of knowledgeable visitors. The idealizing eulogies for collectors, which
have a fixed place in the forewords of auction catalogues, praise three car-
dinal virtues: goit, choix, and the ability, acquired and honed in the course
of a collector’s life, to select the correct objects with an expert’s eye. There
is also the skill of opening a collection to like-minded people and turning
shared viewing into an aesthetic and social experience of the first rank.1¢ In
this sense Gersaint’s eulogy for the great curieux and connoisseur Angran
Vicomte de Fonspertuis outlines the ideal type of a collector:

The various curiosités that Monsieur de Fonspertuis possessed are so well
known that it is not necessary to explain their value at length here. His
affable character, the cultivated sociability with which he received everyone
whose love of beautiful things led them to him, the joy which he conveyed
to those who shared his pleasures, the benefits of the select company that
one could be sure of meeting at his place, . . . all of this meant that he
attracted so many guests . . . that there were few people of taste who did

not have several opportunities to see the rare things whose possession gave
17

him so much pleasure.

French curiosité of the eighteenth century was based on an aestheti-
cally shaped code that trained its protagonists to look at objects in terms
of specific qualities, to recognize those that fulfilled these particular con-
ditions, and, on the basis of this selective view, to configure the spectrum
of objects in the collections curieuses. Objects were selected for their abil-
ity to convey a subtle visual pleasure (“plaisir”) which fulfilled the crite-
ria of the pleasant (“agréable”), the rare (“rare”), the valuable (“précieux”),
and the beautiful (“beau”). The accumulation of these attributes in the
countless descriptions of objects in the Parisian catalogues of the eigheenth
century indicates a change. While the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Kunst- und Wunderkammern, which contained some of the same objects,
sought in them the qualities of being unusal, disconcerting, shocking, and
unique, the curieuse gaze saw them differently: in a different physical set-
ting, in the vicinity of other objects, and in other arrangements. What it
sought, what it clung to, and what characteristic impressions it conveyed
will be discussed in the following overview of the inventory of objects in
the collections curieuses.
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The auction catalogues that inventoried a collection, as a rule after the own-
er’s death, reveal the categories into which the curieux put these objects:
paintings and drawings by Italian, Dutch, and French artists, copperplate
engravings, and sculptures; porcelain, coins, and medals, jewels and fine
furniture; and specimens of natural history, scientific and mathemati-
cal instruments, machines and models.!® Paintings were the most highly
valued, and there were few collectors of any reputation in eighteenth-
century Paris who did not possess at least one. Most in demand were the
works of famous masters. By the beginning of the century, Italian painters
such as Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, Correggio, Parmigianino, Michelan-
gelo, Titian, and Veronese had already become so expensive that only the
wealthiest collectors could afford them (Schnapper, Curieux du grand siécle,
22). As a reaction, around the middle of the century Dutch and Flem-
ish masters like Rubens, Van Dyck, Wouwerman, Berchem, and Back-
huysen became desirable, followed by the French painters Poussin, Wat-
teau, and Boucher.!? Big collectors, like the financier Augustin Blondel de
Gagny, could possess several hundred masterpieces, while the collection of
the receiver (“receveur général”) Louis-Antoine Crozat, Baron de Thiers,
numbered almost 400 paintings. Considered to be “one of the collections
richest in paintings by Old Masters in the whole of Europe,” it was sold to
St. Petersburg where it forms the core of the collection of the present-day
Hermitage.?° The rapid price inflation of paintings forced many collec-
tors to switch their attention to more affordable drawings and copperplate
engravings, which, in turn, were also affected by huge price increases from
the 1770s.%1

As well as paintings, French curieux considered sculptures an obliga-
tory part of their collections. In his instructions on setting up a cabinet
curieux, the naturalist and engraver Antoine-Joseph Dézallier d’Argenville
recommended “a wealth of excellent examples of sculptures, busts, and bas-
reliefs, as well as copies in marble, porphyry, granite, and alabaster,” which
could range from works of classical antiquity to the work of French art-
ists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Dézallier d’Argenville,
“Lettre,” 1328). Art in all its forms lay at the heart of the interests of the
curieux. Paintings, drawings, engravings, sculptures, and luxury craft
products were their most prestigious collectors’ objects, in both the mate-
rial and the ideal sense. By looking at art works, the curieux acquired his
most important attributes: “gott” and “choix”, that is, taste and discrimina-
tion in selecting the objects that deserved to be included in his collection.
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In addition, natural objects were extremely popular, especially those
that were exotic and appealing: birds, insects, and especially shells from
the animal kingdom, plus stones, gemstones, ores, fossils, and madrepores
(marine animals in the form of plants).?? In the auction catalogues the
objects are explicitly described in terms of aesthetic criteria, such as shape,
color, pattern, quality of material, and surface structure. Thus in the Caza-
logue systématique et raisonné des curiosités de la nature et de l'art, qui composent
le cabinet de M. Davila we read the following description of an oyster shell:
“A thorny oyster from the Indies, rare and in very good condition; the upper
shell is white on top speckled with lilac, the rest is lilac. . . . The lower shell
has thick, lemon-yellow thorns in the middle.” Another catalogue dated
1785 describes the zoophytes collected by a certain Abbé Aubry in terms of
their formal beauty: “This cabinet, which counts as one of the most signifi-
cant in Paris, contains natural history curiosités of various sorts, . . . a large
collection of zoophytes including corals, madrepores, lithophytes, and fun-
gipores; these objects are of the greatest beauty and perfection. A number
of these pieces are even unique” (figures 1, 2, and 3).%3

The frequent presence of experimental apparatus and models in these
collections points to the connection, so characteristic of curiosité, between
science and aesthetics, one that could combine instruction and amuse-
ment. “The mechanical-physical cabinet,” we read in the 1744 catalogue
of Joseph Bonnier de La Mosson’s collection, “is the one that best enter-
tains the intellect and the eye, as it contains only objects that both instruct
and delight.”?* As a rule, a mechanical-physical cabinet contained, in addi-
tion to astronomical and nautical instruments, telescopes and microscopes,
and various measuring instruments, including the apparatus for a series of
spectacular chemical, physical, and mechanical experiments that the owner
could demonstrate for his guests.?® The highly popular mechanical models
provided the maximum demonstration and entertainment value. Through
a mechanism that was hidden from observers, they executed natural move-
ments and sequences, often achieving a high degree of verisimilitude. Vau-
canson’s famous mechanical duck, which could flap its wings and quack,
pick up corn and digest it while standing on its pedestal, functioned both
as an amusing spectacle and as a practical demonstration of a controversial
theory of digestion that was being discussed at the time.2¢

Among the standard items found in princely and aristocratic collec-
tions since the seventeenth century were Chinese and Japanese vases, jugs,
urns, and porcelain figures, valued because of their aesthetic qualities and
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Figure 1. Nautilles, aux dépens de Bonnier de La Mosson, engraving published in Antoine-Joseph
Dézallier d’Argenville, L'Histoire naturelle éclaircie dans deux de ses parties principales. La
lithologie et la conchyliologie (Paris: de Bure ainé, 1742), 23.2 x 16 cm, plate 8. The nautilus shells
in this illustration are from the collection of Bonnier de La Mosson, who also paid for the
engraving in d’Argenville’s reference book on the natural history of shells. By permission of
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich.
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Figure 2. Huitres, aux dépens de Mr. Manﬂambert, Commandant d’un Bataillon du Regiment de
Champagne, engraving published in Antoine-Joseph Dézallier d’Argenville, L'Histoire naturelle
éclaircie dans deux de ses parties principales: La lithologie et la conchyliologie (Paris: de Bure ainé,
1742), 23.2 x 16 cm, plate 22. This plate shows various oyster shells from the collection of
Monflambert. Among them are two thorny oysters (E and H) as they are also described in the
catalogue of Davila’s collection. By permission of Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich.
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Figure 3. Composition of Shells and Madrepores, frontispiece to Edme Frangois Gersaint’s
Catalogue d’une collection considérable de curiosités de différens genres (Paris: Prault fils, 1737),
engraving by Claude-Augustin-Pierre Duflos after Francois Boucher, 13.3 x 7.3 cm (1736).
By permission of Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich.
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the fascinating materials of which they were made. Initially, only pieces
produced for the upper end of the Japanese and Chinese markets were
collectable, but after the middle of the century, the best quality porcelain
manufactured in Europe became increasingly acceptable. Porcelain placed
high demands on the connoisseur’s discerning eye, which had to avoid
being misled by garish bright colors and worthless decoration.?”

Most porcelain objects were mounted in gilt bronze in order to empha-
size their qualities as aesthetic objects and to match the decorative scheme
of the collection (figures 4 and 5). A similar aesthetic strategy was fol-
lowed in the case of Chinese and Japanese lacquer work. Small cabinets
and chests were mounted on preciously decorated and gilded stands so that
they could be used in the same way as contemporary French commodes.??
Other objects were cut up and the lacquer panels thus obtained were used
to decorate luxury European furniture, in particular, cabinets and tables.
The catalogues mostly subsume the luxury furniture prized by collectors
under the general heading of “meubles de Boule.” This referred to the pre-
cious furniture from the workshop of the cabinetmaker (“ébéniste”) André-
Charles Boulle (or his imitators), who specialized in marquetry executed in
exotic woods or mother-of-pearl.?’

A wealth of picturesque detail could be quoted to demonstrate that
auction catalogues primarily emphasized the visual qualities of things in
order to stimulate interest. Eighteenth-century curiosité took the greatest
pleasure in possessing and looking at objects that were rare, refined, and
visually appealing. Frequently the curieux not only acquired the objects of
his desire, but also gradually gained knowledge in diverse fields, from art
history, by way of painting, sculpture and prints, medals, worked gem-
stones, and porcelain, to natural history, including shells, butterflies, and
birds. This desire for knowledge inspired by the sight of beautiful objects
elevated the curieux into the status of a connoisseur, who occupied an
exclusive position in the internal hierarchy of the field and beyond. Of a
certain Madame Dubois-Jourdain, for example, it was said that as a con-
noisseur of the natural objects, she filled her cabinet with French and inter-
national visitors, setting in motion a process of giving and receiving gifts
between her and her guests, and initiating numerous correspondences on
natural history subjects. 3
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Figure 4. Antique Stone Vase Mounted in Gilt Bronze, engraving from the sale catalogue of the
collection of Louis-Marie-Augustin Duc d’Aumont, 16.2 x 12.4 cm, plate 11, from P. F. Julliot
fils and A. ]. Paillet, Catalogue des Vases, Colonnes, Tables de Marbres rares, Figures de bronze,
Porcelaines de choix . . . qui composent le Cabinet de feu M. le duc d Aumont (Paris, 1782). Illustrated
catalogues were an extreme rarity at the time. The catalogue of d’Aumont contains an
appendix of thirty engravings illustrating selected items of the auction held in 1782. The above
vase (lot 11) was bought for Louis X VT for the exceptional sum of 5000 livres. Photograph by
the author.
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Figure 5. Porphyry Jug Mounted in Gilt Bronze, engraving from the sale catalogue of the
collection of Louis-Marie-Augustin Duc d’Aumont, 16.2 x 12.4 cm, plate 6, from P. F. Julliot
fils and A. ]. Paillet, Catalogue des Vases, Colonnes, Tubles de Marbres rares, Figures de bronze,
Porcelaines de choix . . . qui composent le Cabinet de feu M. le duc d Aumont (Paris, 1782). The

jug mounted on a triangular stand of jasper and decorated with gilt-bronze garlands was
purchased for the queen. Photograph by the author.
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How were the various categories of objects in the collections of eighteenth-
century Paris arranged, combined with each other, and displayed? What
series or groups were formed? The adjectives connoisseurs used to describe
collections ranged from “pretty” and “pleasant” to “refined,” “artistic”, “aston-
ishing,” and “unique.” When displaying their collections, the curieux were
most concerned for things that belonged together by aesthetic criteria to be
placed in spectacular, decorative ensembles. It was not only the individual
parts that were important; a harmonious arrangement was equally signifi-
cant. A vivid example of how objects were grouped to form a “Gesamt-
kunstwerk” (a total work of art) is provided by the cabinet of the finan-
cier Augustin Blondel de Gagny who distributed his extensive collection
of paintings, classical sculptures of bronze and marble, various pieces of
turniture by Boulle, clocks, crystal chandeliers, and porcelain throughout
eleven rooms in his hotel on the Place Vendéme.3! On average, each room
contained thirty paintings, nine sculptures, forty pieces of porcelain, and
ten pieces of luxury furniture: “All these beautiful things, arranged in a
knowledgeable and by no means confused way, produce such a surpris-
ing effect that the observer is completely riveted and can hardly bear to
leave this place, this sanctuary of so much beauty, without wanting to see
it again.”? The paintings were hung in a number of rows above each other
on the walls. In the first room, for example,

Adam and Eve by Santerre hung above the fireplace. . . . On the panel
opposite the fireplace there was a masterly painting by Rembrandt,
depicting an old woman. . . . Below that a very beautiful landscape by Paul
Bril. Below that, in the middle, Wouverman’s deer hunt. . . . On the two
panels opposite the painting of Adam, two landscapes by Courtois. Below
that . . . a storm by Vernet. (Hébert, 1:38—39)

Tables with marble inlays and various pieces of lacquer furniture pro-
vided surfaces on which classical and modern sculptures, bronzes, objects
made of semiprecious stones and porcelain were displayed. Following the
rules governing a successful arrangement, all available space was filled:
“On one marquetry table by Boulle with an alabaster-colored marble sur-
face stood a green granite vase mounted on a base with gilt bronze dec-
orations. Under this table was a vase of antique Chinese porcelain, also
mounted. On both sides of this same table two lacquer cabinets and four
bronzes, two of which, by Michel Anguier, represented Bacchae, the other
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two Apollo and a faun” (Hébert, 1:42). Taste dictated that certain types
of objects complemented each other particularly well, so that they were
regarded as necessary decorative units. Of Pierre-Louis-Paul Randon de
Boisset it was said that “he felt that the extraordinary quality of his collec-
tion of paintings and marble vases demanded a number of porcelain objects
of the highest quality” (Remy, Catalogue Randon de Boisset, 32).

Not only artworks and craftworks were subjected to the demands of
decorative arrangement, but also natural objects. An eighteenth-century
shell cabinet, for example, consisted of several towers of flat drawers, in
which the shells, often grouped to form a picture, were stored. In order to
separate background and foreground, the drawers might be lined with col-
ored satin, which provided a contrast with the shells. The optical impact
could be enhanced even further by building small boxes out of wooden
slats on the base of the drawer. Each ornamental partition would then
contain a shell that, as was the case in Bonnier de La Mosson’s shell cabi-
net, might lie on satin of a color contrasting with that of the drawer lining.
For viewing, the drawer was pulled out, or taken right out and placed on
a table, so that the observer could look down on the contents as on a par-
terre, as the description puts it.33 Seven drawings by Jean-Baptiste Cour-
tonne, dating from 1739 and 1740, provide a detailed picture of the arrange-
ment of Bonnier de La Mosson’s collection.3* Five glass cases standing next
to each other, their doors edged with carved, intertwined snakes, housed
dried animals, large butterflies arranged ornamentally on white cardboard,
brilliantly colored small birds sitting on tree branches, and madrepores
fastened to stands. Underneath, rare minerals, starfish, shells, and fossils
were displayed. In places, the aesthetic presentation blurred the distinction
between a collected object and an ornament, for example, where real and
carved antlers were brought together in a decorative group (figure 6).3

It is revealing that eighteenth-century surveys of the most important
and worthwhile cabinets of “histoire naturelle” mention both collections
curieuses and the collections of famous natural historians without mak-
ing any reference to qualitative differences. Thus, for example, the third
edition of Dézallier d’Argenville’s Conchyliologie, a widely available refer-
ence book on the natural history of shells, features the shell collection of
the rococo painter Franc¢ois Boucher, which was presented on a table with
a mirror surface, next to the shells, corals, and minerals that the natural
historian Michel Adanson had collected on his expedition to Senegal.3
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Figure 6. Collection of Bonnier de La Mosson, Cabinet of Dried Animals, detail, drawing by Jean
Courtonne, 36 x 168 cm, in Recueil des dessins des cabinets de curiosités de Bonnier de la Mosson
(1739/1740). One of seven drawings showing the decorative arrangements of Bonnier de La
Mosson’s collections. In the glass case on the left ornamental partitions of butterflies and other
insects are displayed. Photograph © Institut national d’histoire de I'art, Paris, Département de
la bibliothéque et de la documentation, collections Jacques Doucet.

“Scientific” collections and purely “amateur” collections were both shaped
by aesthetic concerns. As late as 1791, in his Dictionnaire raisonné d’histoire
naturelle, Jacques-Christophe Valmont de Bomare recommended taking
recourse to the inventory of objects and the decorative techniques of the
collection curieuses when setting up a collection of natural objects:

In order to decorate a cabinet in the most advantageous manner, and to
create an uninterrupted ensemble, the full height of the walls must be
furnished. Also, it is usual to decorate the projections of closets with very
large shells, . . . a rhinoceros horn, the tooth or tusk of an elephant or a
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unicorn, urns and busts of alabaster, jasper, marble, porphyry. . . . Bronze

statues from Classical Antiquity are also placed there. . . . The variety and
37

the uniqueness of the objects always captivate the attention of viewers.

The arrangements of objects in the Paris collections of the eighteenth
century reflected the general principles that authors of contemporary aes-
thetic treatises worked out in the search for a general definition of beauty,
and for the ordering of individual parts within a total artistic composition.38
In works on architecture and the fine arts, in particular, disposition (“art
de disposer”) was identified as the most subtle of the artistic qualities, as
it allowed the elements of an artwork to be grouped in such a way that the
senses and the spirit of the observer perceived a unity.3? Jacques-Frangois
Blondel stressed the correspondence and interdependence of all individ-
ual elements as a condition necessary to create the total impression of a
beautiful, architectonic whole—a central point of view for the aesthetics of
eighteenth-century architectural theory.*? Yves M. André saw a symmetri-
cal arrangement of all elements around a center as the formal principle of
beauty. In his Essai sur le beau (1741), which went through a number of edi-
tions, he wrote:

If one is composing a whole out of different elements, similar or dissimilar
ones, odd or even in number, then these elements must be arranged in such
a way that their profusion does not create confusion; that elements which
occur only once are placed between those which occur a number of times;
that similar elements are represented with the same frequency and are at
the same distance from each other; that the elements that are different
from each other are also represented with the same frequency, and observe
a sort of hierarchy among themselves.*!

Montesquieu’s argument that only something that can be grasped with a
certain ease can be perceived as beautiful also referred to the “pleasures of
symmetry,” which, he suggested, are the result of the clear internal struc-
ture of an object.*?

s

These conglomerates of objects had their place in the houses of the collec-
tors, and in the case of the monumental collections described above, this
was an hotel. While the size and architectural design of an hétel expressed
its owner’s social rank and separated him from the rest of the city, during
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the eighteenth century the “intérieur” increasingly became the stage on
which the hoétel inhabitant played out the subtle rituals of distinction to
establish his place within the social hierarchy. Eighteenth-century French
architects and theorists of architecture saw the arrangement of the interior,
the ordering and decoration of rooms, as a strength if not an invention of
their time. To the display of splendor on the facade was added the decora-
tive refinement of the interior, which, as well as expressing style and sta-
tus, also had to fulfill a new requirement: it had to be comfortable. In his
Monuments érigés en France a la gloire de Louis XV (1767), Pierre Patte traces
the following line of development:

Before this time, the only thing that counted was the outside and

how magnificent it was. . . . The interiors were huge and lacked all
comfort. . . . People lived solely in order to represent, and were unaware
of the art of furnishing one’s home comfortably, for oneself. All the
comfortable arrangements to be seen in our modern palais today, . . . all
these sophisticated conveniences, . . . which make living in our houses
so attractive and magical, were invented in our time. (6)

The rooms of an aristocratic hotel, some generously proportioned, oth-
ers of a more intimate nature, had to be arranged and decorated according
to the dictates of a decorative canon: with carved and painted wood panel-
ing, extravagant chimneys, chandeliers and candelabra, marble, ebony and
upholstered furniture, Gobelins tapestries and curtains, with tables, occa-
sional tables, and commodes on which decorative objects of the most varied
sort could be displayed. All sent distinctive signals in the constant compe-
tition for status and prestige in which the court and the urban aristocracy
were permanently engaged.®

Its proximity to the court and the concentration of offices and func-
tions in the city made Paris a magnet. It held out the promise of a brilliant
career to members of the aristocracy, allowing upwardly striving individu-
als to be ennobled and confirming the status of recently ennobled fami-
lies. The flight of the French aristocracy from the provinces drove up the
number of nobles who lived temporarily or permanently in Paris. The A4/ma-
nach de Paris contenant la demeure les noms et qualités des personnes de condi-
tion puts the figure at about 11,300 in 1788, comprising military aristocracy
(“noblesse d’épée”), officeholders in the king’s and the city’s institutions,
and the group of financiers who had been elevated to the nobility via the
lucrative administration of the state’s finances.** Norbert Elias has pointed
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out that within this milieu the visible representation of rank by conspicu-
ous expenditure was absolutely necessary. The opulent and spectacular life-
style, which contemporaries and modern interpreters condemned as waste-
ful luxury, was a necessity for creating and maintaining status:

The differentiated development of the exterior as an instrument of social
differentiation, the representation of rank through form, is characteristic
not only of houses, but of the whole of the courtly way of life. The
sensitivity of these people to the connections between social rank and the
arrangement of everything visible within their sphere of activity, including

their own movements, are both products and expressions of their social
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position.

In this sense, the creation of precious collections of aesthetically pleasing
objects can also be seen as one of the distinctive practices that the posses-
sion of any considerable wealth presupposed. Until the last third of the eigh-
teenth century, collectors, apart from a few merchants, artists, and clergy,
were essentially drawn from the court aristocracy, the aristocracy of office
and upwardly mobile financiers. They displayed themselves in front of and
for the benefit of their equals in the setting of a competitive, predominantly
aristocratic public sphere. The collection was a status symbol. The various
displays that were presented on the stage of the hotel—architecture, interior
decoration, dress, table decorations—required the presence of a public. This
performance of style had to be constantly seen and assessed by social equals
in order to fulfil its function. Prestige was created as a momentary triumph
in the eye of the visitor. For visits, as Katie Scott emphasizes, were a daily
routine that “filled noble houses with the constant comings-and-goings of a
wide range of individuals” and “consisted in part of an exchange of recogni-
tion and respect. Individuals visited each other in order to be present at the
splendid rituals through which status was partly expressed” (84).

s

Contemporary travel guides, travel accounts, and memoirs show that vis-
iting private collections was one of the primary motives for traveling in
the eighteenth century, and often the main purpose of a journey. Travel
guides often mention the collections in a town first among the sights to
be seen. They provide information about opening hours, applying to visit
a collection, and sometimes also about the personality of the owner, a fac-
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tor that was vitally important in the age of private collections. Hébert’s
Dictionnaire pittoresque et historigue and Dézallier d’Argenville’s Conchyli-
ologie informed interested visitors from home and abroad about who was
collecting in Paris, and what was special about particular collections. This
“muséographie” mapped the field of curiosité, its internal social structure,
and its competitive dynamic.4¢

Several members of the royal family and princes of the blood were well
known curieux. The Grand Dauphin, Louis XIV’s oldest son, for example,
possessed one of the most exclusive collections of Oriental porcelain, which
contained some presents given by the Siamese legation in 1684 and 1686.47
Louis Duc d’Orléans had set up a gallery of exquisite paintings in the Palais
Royal, and Louis XV acquired items at auction when famous collections of
art and luxury furniture were dissolved. Some members of the old military
aristocracy also cut brilliant figures in the field. They included Etienne-
Frangois, Duc de Choiseul, Pair de France, one of the most famous col-
lectors of paintings and copperplate engravings, Louis-Marie-Augustin,
Duc d’Aumont, Pair de France, one of the most knowledgeable experts on
Oriental porcelain of his time, of whom it was said that he had acquired
“a more famous name in curiosité than in politics,” and Louis-Francois de
Bourbon, Duc de Conti, who had a cultivated collection of paintings and
copperplate engravings by almost all of the artists canonized by the curieux,
and who bought paintings and engravings on a daily basis.*® In addition,
financiers, who had amassed considerable fortunes as administrators of the
state’s finances, stood out as collectors. The distinctive potential of collect-
ing offered them the opportunity to transform their economic clout into
social and cultural capital.** The curieux with the biggest and most exclu-
sive collections in the eighteenth century were members of this group; they
were able to cultivate curiosité without being inhibited by cost. The collec-
tion of the “receveur général des finances” Pierre-Louis Randon de Boisset
was auctioned in 1777, achieving a total price of 1,260,775 livres.> He had
no financial limits when it was a matter of indulging his passion. Numer-
ous trips to Italy and the Netherlands with the art dealer and expert Pierre
Remy, whom he consulted on all his acquisitions, his friendship with the
painter Francois Boucher, and a devotion, lasting for decades, to all areas
of curiosité had finally brought him the reputation of one of the “premiers
connoisseurs.”! The fact that Hébert’s Dictionnaire devoted a detailed,
forty-five-page description to Blondel de Gagny’s collection indicates also
that this group was very interested in publicizing its activities (1:36—81).
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Although most auction catalogues are of collections belonging to men,
neither collecting nor the social rituals associated with it were exclusively
male activities. Contemporary engravings of visitors to collections, special-
ist shops, and auctions depict groups of elegant men and women examining
the objects on offer, generally while conversing. Remy, one of the leading
contemporary dealers in art and curiosities, prefaced his 1763 catalogue of
the natural history collection of Madame de B*** with comments about the
new, but obviously no longer very rare, phenomenon of female collectors, in
this case, of natural objects.>?

“The most complete, extensive, and artistic cabinet of natural history in
Paris, and perhaps anywhere in the world” belonged to a woman, Madame
Dubois-Jourdain. (Courajod, 1:30). She had accompanied her husband, a
collector of books and engravings on historical themes, to auctions and spe-
cialist shops, and thus discovered a taste for curiosité herself. She apparently
attended courses in physics, chemistry, and natural history so that she could
expertly order her collection of rare natural specimens. High-ranking and
scholarly visitors from home and abroad were frequent callers at her home.
They exchanged duplicates from their collections and maintained a lively
correspondence. As Remy’s catalogue of her collection shows, in addition
to natural objects, she owned various other curiosités: a large number of
engraved gemstones, sculptures of marble, bronze, and ivory, and items
that today would be classified as ethnographica, such as Chinese clothing,
weapons, and the everyday objects used by foreign peoples.>3

Although collectors mainly came from the court, the financial com-
munity, and the high clergy, members from other milieus could also enter
the ranks. A few notaries, advocates, merchants, and scholars had amassed
collections that lacked neither “gott” nor “choix,” and which could stand
up to the scrutiny of experienced connoisseurs.’ Moreover, the “commerce
de la curiosité,” the field in which dealers, collectors, researchers, and art-
ists met and interacted, also produced a number of figures who, on the
basis of their professional and commercial interests and their daily contact
with customers from this particular milieu, gradually adopted their codes
of behavior, acquired the necessary abilities to perfection, and became col-
lectors themselves.>> These figures included dealers who dominated the
market such as Gersaint, Pierre-Jean Mariette, and Remy, the authors of
catalogues, and auctioneers, who advised individual collectors on their pur-
chases, and who, as professionals in curiosité, had themselves achieved the
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status of expert.>® Artists who moved in this milieu—painters, sculptors,
and engravers—could also feature as collectors.

The most prominent example was Francois Boucher, Premier Peintre
du Roi, who specialized in portraits and interiors. A eulogy to the collec-
tor, published in the 1771 catalogue that announced the auction of his col-
lection, emphasized one specific quality: an inherent “gott” for the pleasant
(“agréable”), which was reflected both in his artistic work and in his selec-
tion of objects as a collector:

Hence this extensive, overwhelming, and above all else pleasant collection,
which he left at his death; paintings, drawings, bronzes, valuable furniture,
rare porcelain, minerals, shells, madrepores, etc. Ultimately, everything

that could please the eye was an object worthy of his interest, . . . and from

every genre he selected only the things that were pleasing because of their
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form or color.

Boucher embodies the aesthetic ambition with which eighteenth-century
curieux put together and arranged their collections. Each object as well
as its combination with others in a spectacular and decorative arrange-
ment had to appeal to the observer. The purchases Boucher made, for
example, at the auction of Madame Dubois-Jourdain’s monumental col-
lection, are revealing in this respect. He bought only those objects that
were striking or pleasing. Among other things, he purchased “two Buc-
cins [shells]. . . . They are exquisite because of their color,” “one beauti-
ful, prettily-shaped bowl mounted on a base; all of green jasper with red
flecks, edged with gold,” and “clothing, furniture, weapons, and everyday
objects used by Indians, savages, and Chinese.”® Boucher revealed a bril-
liant inventiveness in displaying his treasures with the visual attractiveness
that the curieux were seeking. His shells, for example, were displayed on
glass used for making mirrors, so that the effect for the observer was that
of a “parterre émaillé.”>

o

By locating the Parisian collections curieuses within the setting that we
have called the “field of curiosité,” we have been able to profile the collector
as a type, the inventory of objects and the presentation and function of the
collection as a specific historical unit. The field of curiosité was structured
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by an aesthetic code that ordered the objects in the collection—encom-
passing paintings, engravings, drawings, sculpture, porcelain, lacquerwork,
“meubles de Boule,” natural objects, scientific instruments, and mechani-
cal models—according to the criteria of agreeableness, pleasantness, and
rarity. The collection, together with the interior of the spaces in which
it was exhibited, formed a decorative whole. To possess and visit collec-
tions curieuses, whose aim was to achieve sophisticated visual eftects both
through their individual parts and as a whole, was part of an elitist perfor-
mance of style and thus one of the competitive, status-generating rituals
that were performed on the stage of the hotel.

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, various factors led to an
erosion of the field of curiosité, depriving the collections curieuses of their
semantic, aesthetic, and social matrix.®® The characteristic coupling of col-
lection, interior space, and lifestyle was dissolved aesthetically by the rise of
classicism, politically by the impact of the French Revolution on the pro-
tagonists of curiosité, and commercially by a general shift of taste among
purchasers of luxury goods. The disintegration of the universal spectrum
of objects in the collections was also closely connected with the differen-
tiation of fields of knowledge, in particular, the triumphal rise of natural
history and the emergence of art history and criticism.®! Specialist col-
lections came to the fore, in both private and state ownership. The estab-
lishment of state museums equipped with research institutions and a staff
of professional scientists and academics—in France the Muséum d’Histoire
Naturelle and the Louvre (both founded in 1793)—expressed the national
aspiration for collections as laboratories of knowledge and showplaces of
science. However, the era of private collections was by no means over. Until
well into the nineteenth century they continued to function as an archive
and laboratory of a differentiating natural history—we need only point to
the collections of crania maintained by Johann Friedrich Blumenbach in
Gottingen and Samuel George Morton in Philadelphia.®?
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For the convenience of the reader, we have provided our own translations of all
French and German texts.
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