
Musee de la Renaissance, 
Chateau d’Ecouen
14 September

Our approach to the Chateau d’Ecouen was a walk 
through gently rising woodland opening out to a dramatic 
full-frame view of the vast square building, turreted at the 
corners and surrounded by a (now grassy) moat, with the 
open Plaine de France stretching out to infinity in front of 
it. Originally built by the High Constable of France, Anne 
de Montmorency, starting in 1538, it remained in the



Montmorency family until 1632 and then passed to the 
Bourbon-Conde. Its contents were dispersed at the 
Revolution, and the building came into the ownership of 
the Legion d’honneur (until the 1960s). In 1977, after 
extensive restoration work to the building, it became 
Frances National Museum of the Renaissance.

All the furniture and most of the original decoration of 
the chateau have been lost. Initially the ceilings in the 
building and the fireplace overmantels in the state rooms 
were painted, while the floors in the upper rooms were 
paved with tiles by the great ceramic artist Masseot 
Abaquesne during the 1540s and 50s. Some of these now 
remain, but most have been dispersed to museums all over 
Europe, including the British Museum, V&A and 
Ashmolean. The present contents of the chateau have 
come mainly from the collections formed in the 19th 
century by Alexandre du Sommerard and housed in the 
Musee de Cluny. While this is now specifically concerned 
with the gothic period, the Chateau d’Ecouen is devoted to 
the renaissance.

Inside, we were greeted by the director, Thierry Crepin- 
Leblond and the metalwork curator, Bertrand Bergbauer, 
who were to conduct us round the three floors of lofty 
rooms resplendent with treasures. Besides furniture and 
woodwork we were treated to a rich feast of metalwork, 
early scientific instruments, tapestries, leatherwork, 
ceramics, tiles, glass, enamels, sculpture in bronze, marble 
and stone, ivory and alabaster carving, wall-painting, 
stained glass and much else: we would have needed a 
week to do justice to the whole collection.

In his introduction to this broad sweep of French art of 
the renaissance period, Thierry was at pains to point out 
that m France before about 1560 the all’ antico style had 
little to do with the Italian renaissance, but was a re
interpretation of Roman models, even if these sometimes 
took the form of later print sources. The gothic style was at 
that time referred to as the style moderne. He explained that 
the furniture collection, having come mainly through du 
Sommerard, ‘a man of taste but not a man of knowledge’, 
was subject to a range of questions regarding provenance, 
authenticity, restoration and alteration and many of the 
pieces we were to see were highly problematic. He was 
refreshingly open about the problems and pitfalls of 
attribution or description, in some cases alerting us to the 
possibility that certain pieces, celebrated for generations, 
might be outright fakes.

He made the interesting observation that before about 
1860 ‘restorations’ consisted largely of re-combinations of 
parts, and after that date more careful 'fakes’ were 
produced by reassembling old timbers and carvings into 
copies of old models: 150 years later these are difficult to 
detect. He also dismissed notions of distinguishable

A detail of the floor tiling by Masseot Abaquesne from an 
upper room at the Chateau d’Ecouen.

Part of the theatrical front of a late 16th century Venetian cabinet 
in the style of Palladio, with gilt-bronze figures in architectural 
niches. The painted parchment drawer fronts have handles in the 
form of minute lion masks, and the decoration also includes 
mother of pearl, ivory and lacquer. Chateau d’Ecouen
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Burgundian, Paris, Lyon and other regional schools of 
high-style furniture. In his view, the two-stage cupboards 
that are usually ascribed to the 16th century were almost 
certainly made later, between 1600 and 1640.

Starting in the small chamber reconstructed as a chapel, 
with its magnificent enamelled altar panels and painted 
chamber organ, he conducted us through room after room 
of cabinets, armoires, carved panels, a few chairs and a 
glamorous bed, once the main feature in du Sommerard’s 
so-called Franpois I chamber. Thierry pointed out that the 
headboard, tester, columns and base do not match, but 
may be old - a characteristic of several other made-up 
pieces we looked at. Among the highlights of the 
morning’s tour were the early 16th boiseries de Gaillon - 
screen panels carved on one side in the gothic style and on 
the other in the renaissance manner. A similar combination 
of styles was evident in a parclose from Puy de Dome, with 
panels of fine low-relief carving of putti, vases, scrolling 
foliage and other all’antico ornament, with a style moderne 
superstructure of gothic forms. Thierry noted that such 
combinations of gothic and renaissance motifs are typical 
of the period c.1500 to 1530.

An entire roomful of carved panels, many of them 
apparently dismembered from items in du Sommerard’s 
collection, allowed an appreciation of their quality, 
whether they had originated as panels in furniture or room 
decoration. The walls of another gallery were decorated 
with 16th century painted Tuscan cassone panels 
illustrating scenes from the Aeneid and Iliad. A small 
walnut centre table with a carved lip all round, decorated 
frieze and under-stretchers, and fluted columnar legs was 
considered a genuine item from the 16th century; it was 
clearly a significant piece, perhaps for displaying important 
works of art or for the signing of a treaty.

A spectacular red leather-covered cabinet with elaborate 
gilt tooling gave rise to discussion. An example of princely 
taste of the second quarter of the 17th century, it was 
probably made in Paris. The small interior drawers were 
lined with marbled paper which covered the split tangs at 
the backs of the handles. While it is known that the same 
craftsmen produced both cabinets and caskets, their trade 
was separated from the bookbinders whose leatherwork 
and tooling skills, as well as the use of marbled paper, 
resembled the techniques and materials used in this 
remarkable survival. Another eye-catcher was a Venetian 
cabinet of small drawers in the architectural style of 
Palladio, its painted parchment drawer fronts 
incorporating pearl shell, lacquer and painted ivory and 
the whole edifice punctuated with gilt-bronze figures.

After an excellent lunch at the museum we were guided 
during the afternoon by Bertrand Bergbauer and had 
opportunities to study in detail some of the objects we had 
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only been able to glance at during the morning’s focus on 
furniture. We looked at alabasters from Malines, produced 
between 1580 and 1630, in other words, about two 
centuries later than Nottingham examples. Although, like 
them, these alabasters were mostly made for devotional 
purposes, a few were carved with classical subjects such as 
Orpheus taming the animals. There were cases of small 
caskets and boxes decorated with the pastiglia technique 
(moulded and stamped gesso); a collection of wax 
miniature portraits; finely carved boxwood mirror frames, 
knife sheaths and handles, and wondrous examples of 
metalwork - miniature coffers with engraved or 
damascened decoration, locks and catches, knockers, keys, 
tools and a set of three ‘grace’ knives, each engraved with a 
part for the tune of the grace to be sung by countertenor, 
tenor and bass at mealtimes.

The range of interests in these wonderful collections 
seemed to be encapsulated in the wire-drawing machine of 
Augustus I of Saxony, whose own practical interest in 
engineering, clockmaking, jewellery, metalwork and 
woodwork led him to commission this extraordinary object 
- a work of art for producing works of art. Dating from 
1565, it incorporates metalwork, engineering, woodcarving 
and marquetry of the highest order, and is beautifully 
displayed in a room of its own, with fittings and hand-tools 
hung on the surrounding walls, and the best of today’s 
digital explanations to demonstrate its wonders.

Noel Riley


